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“Thesis, Claims, and Evidence Assignment”


One of the greatest critical thinking challenges for first-year students asked to produce a research paper of significant length is constructing an argument that can be sustained for 10-15 pages.  Too often what we get, even when students have done a good job in finding relatively appropriate sources, is the “welded” research paper—i.e., a series of source summaries with, hopefully, a few transition sentences between them.  The “welded” paper results when students are too focused on meeting a page length minimum and/or on simply demonstrating that they have read their sources.  Students need to see their task as making an argument and contributing to the intellectual conversation on their topic.  This assignment gets students thinking about the structure of their argument before they begin to write and just as they have compiled a good number of sources.  The assignment also requires them to generate the pieces of their argument implied by their thesis—a serious analytical challenge for many first year students.

What we ask of students is that they develop a working thesis for their paper (subject, of course, to ongoing revision) and then list the “claims”, or sub-arguments, that they believe they will need to make in order to establish their thesis.  We then ask them to elaborate on the various pieces of evidence they have for each of those claims.  The evidence is comprised of an annotated list of the sources they have found that they believe are relevant to each claim.  The form that this assignment takes can vary.  The examples we use on the reverse are done visually, but some students might prefer to be more narrative.  The form is much less important than beginning to imagine the structure of their argument and how the sources they’ve found fit that structure.


This assignment effectively avoids the “welded” paper because it starkly demonstrates to the student the ways in which their sources must serve their argument rather than being the focal point of the paper.  Students know they are on the right track when each claim has multiple sources supporting it and some of their sources get used to support multiple claims.  If either or both are true, they have gone beyond the welded paper.  Another advantage of this task is that it quickly shows students (and the instructor) the holes in students’ arguments and their research.  When students realize they’ve missed a step in their argument or see the lack of evidence for one or more claims, they know it’s also time to do more research.  In some ways, this assignment is the most difficult part of the pedagogy for students.  However, in looking over their shoulder at what they turn in, we can engage them in written or spoken dialogue to help them engage that task.  This assignment is most powerful when paired with a one-on-one conference to go over your feedback.
Tentative thesis and five proposed claims
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: Adoption 

policies should be color-blind 

because transracial adoption 

(TRA) poses no problems for 

the functioning of families.

Claims

Claim 1: TRA 

does not cause 

problems for 

other interested 

parties

Claim 2: Currently 

structural obstacles 

impede TRA

Claim 3: TRA 

does not harm 

children

Claim 4: Black 

families do not adopt 

nearly as often as 

white families

Claim 5: Black children 

are disproportionately 

represented in foster 

care


Evidence for one of the proposed claims
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Claim 3: TRA 

does not harm 

children

Simon & Alstein's book (1994)  no evidence for harm from longitudinal study;

special issue in JBP (more recent than S&A)  no evidence that TRA problem for 

children, but some methodological criticism and need for more data (see three articles 

from special issue)

Nickman et al. (2004) article – recent, big study of all kinds of adoption, some concerns 

re: transracial but not if support services available;

no research compares TRA kids with foster care kids, but 2 scholarly articles review 

research on long-term negative effects of growing up in foster care – Burrow et al. (2002), 

Williams (2001);

Some quotes, stories for context/giving voice – Rothman book (2005); Simon & Roorda

book (2000) 
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Starting Thesis: Adoption policies should be color-blind because transracial adoption (TRA) poses no problems for the functioning of families.

Claims

Claim 1: TRA does not cause problems for other interested parties

Claim 2: Currently structural obstacles impede TRA

Claim 3: TRA does not harm children

Claim 4: Black families do not adopt nearly as often as white families

Claim 5: Black children are disproportionately represented in foster care



Example of thesis and claims from our model paper










