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The Investigative Essay assignment asks you to contribute meaningfully and memorably to a
conversation relevant to your research topic. Another way to think about the paper is that it responds
persuasively to a debatable question you pose regarding your topic.

This is a research paper, but it shouldn’t be a boring one. As you look back at authors you’ve
enjoyed this semester, pay attention to techniques the authors we’ve read use to introduce their
claims and evidence: narratives from stakeholders, commonly held American ideals, government
documents, statistics, tables, figures, graphs, academic studies, etc. Your essay can incorporate
relevant personal anecdotes, just like you’ve seen some of the articles we’ve read, but it must also
cite academic research and credible popular sources such as magazines, newspapers,
documentaries, etc.

I will be essential to apply rhetorical techniques we discussed earlier this semester to establish
emotional, logical, and ethical appeals to persuade readers.

For instance, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., knowing that his audience may stop listening if he blamed
them for their inaction to protect and enforce civil rights laws, does not start his speech at the
National Cathedral with finger pointing about Alabama church bombings or the number of African
Americans living in poverty. He instead makes an emotional appeal to hook his audience by using
the well-known legend of Rip Van Winkle to tell a parable about white America’s slumber through a
revolution for equal rights. By using this familiar story, he opens the audience’s trust, which allows
him to then discuss the violence and desperation so many Americans were (and still are)
experiencing due to racism and economic inequity.

Assignment

1. Write a persuasive 7-9 page (1750-2250 word) double-spaced persuasive essay that’s relevant
to your research topic. The paper must also include in-text citations and a references page with
all sources used in the paper. You may use any credible, pertinent source; you are not limited to
the sources you selected for your questionnaires. In fact, I strongly recommend continuing your
research to identify sources that best address the debatable question you’ve posed. Your paper
should cite at least five scholarly sources.

2. Complete an in-class workshop.
3. Revise, edit, and proofread your paper before submitting the final version.

Process

https://canvas.colorado.edu/courses/93677/assignments/1823797/edit


Identify a SPECIFIC conversation relevant to your topic. This is crucial: a good investigative
essay must zero in on an original and interesting conversation.

Author Tobin Fulwiler explains,

Generalization is death to good writing. Limiting is the cure to generality […] One of the key qualities
of writing that we might call “interesting” is that it teaches us something we did not already know—
something beyond repetitious small-talk generality. Once a subject—be it a person, place, or
problem—is explored through careful research and exposed through thoughtful writing, people are
drawn in because they find themselves learning something new […] It’s the details that teach. (191)

Think about what you’ve learned by researching your topic. What fascinated you?  What
surprised you?  What frustrated you? What inspired you? What would you like to see
changed?
Once you’ve identified the conversation you’re interested in, consider what you’d like to
contribute.

For instance, if you were to research US employers exploiting undocumented workers, you’d no
doubt discover many forms of abuse. A good investigative essay could focus on ONE form of labor
abuse that’s less well known to persuade readers of its importance.  For instance, while many
people know about the dangers of migrant farm work, many are unaware of the deadly work
conditions experienced by undocumented workers at meat processing plants.  Worker abuse is
rarely reported and even more rarely punished because undocumented employees do not trust
government agencies and fear deportation. You could even add local relevance to this story by
looking at conditions at meat processing plants right here in Colorado. By telling stories of Colorado
workers dying, losing limbs, and being cheated out of earnings, you could build a narrative that
persuades local readers to better understand why this problem exists, how it impacts the American
Dream, and what might be done in response.

Once you have a strong sense of what you’d like to investigate and write about in your essay,
start developing a “working thesis.”  This is a sentence or series of a few sentences that explain
the purpose of your essay by answering a question. It commits you to one big idea for the paper,
but also allows you flexibility to revise and tailor your thesis as your paper evolves.

For example, you might ask yourself, why should readers care about what happens to
undocumented workers at meat processing plants?

You might answer with a thesis like: “There is a deadly human cost to mass-produced
inexpensive meats. In the past forty years, major meat processors have become increasingly
reliant on undocumented workers who face abusive labor practices that deprive them of life,
limb, and earnings. Undocumented workers live in fear of legal peril, while their employers
rarely face sanctions for defying labor laws.”
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I recommend using the Ashford thesis generator  (https://writingcenter.uagc.edu/thesis-
generator) to tease out and develop your essay ideas.

Citing Sources

You must cite all sources for information used in your paper using APA, MLA, or Chicago style. 
Quotes, paraphrases, data, and ideas from any source other than yourself must be clearly attributed
to the appropriate author(s). You’ll also need to include a references or works cited page formatted
in APA, MLA, or Chicago style. If you prefer to use an alternate citation style, please consult with me
first.

If you have citation questions, please contact me, or arrange a Writing Center visit.
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