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The Department of Political Science 
introduced our writing seminar 
requirement in the early 1990s because 
we wanted to make sure that all of our 
majors had the opportunity to do the 
kind of learning that is only possible 
through writing in a seminar format. 
We introduced our Junior Seminars in 
2005 so that our students could have 
this experience before their senior 
year and explore in detail how political 
science works. Students at Notre Dame 
are encouraged to do research but often 
have only the vaguest idea of what that 
might entail. Our seminars are meant to 
help students make the transition from 
writing “about” something to making 
contributions of their own through the 
discipline of political science.

My seminar on “Civil Liberties and 
Civil Rights” includes a series of writing 
assignments designed to teach students 
how to think more systematically about 
issues involving constitutional rights. For 
the first assignment, students analyze a 
law review article addressing a freedom 
of expression issue. Students apply the 
technique of “framing” that they learned 
in First-Year Composition; they not only 
identify the argument of the article but 
also try to put it in a context. For example, 
if the author makes an argument about 
hate speech, students identify the theory 
of freedom of speech that it reflects and 
look for connections between the style of 
the article and its argument. 

The final assignment is a hypothetical 
case. Students imagine a situation that 
illustrates a problem raised by a Supreme 
Court decision, write briefs for both sides 
of the case, and then write majority and 
minority Supreme Court opinions. The 
most challenging aspect of this assignment 

is coming up with a problem to illustrate. 
It is easy to think of a hypothetical 
problem, but for this assignment students 
have to start with a problem and work 
backwards, either by asking, “What if 
the shoe was on the other foot?” or by 
exploring the implications of the Court’s 
logic in a particular case. For example, 
one student, who believed that the 
Court’s commitment to a constitutionally 
protected right to privacy in a particular 
case was a little weak, imagined the 
Court, by that logic, upholding the 

constitutionality of a law criminalizing 
adultery. Another student, suspecting  
that the case of Korematsu v. United States 
might not be decided differently today, 
imagined a hypothetical involving the 
internment of Muslims.

I also teach a seminar on “Southern 
Politics,” which begins with one of the 
classics of American political science, V. O. 
Key’s Southern Politics in State and Nation, 
published in 1949. For the first writing 
assignment, students choose a state and 
write an essay identifying the point Key 
made about that state and its relevance 

today. They give an oral presentation in 
class on that state, and then we consider 
the political implications of demographic 
and economic changes in the South. 
This assignment initially appears to be 
a simple chapter summary, but students 
quickly discover that to complete it, they 
have to explain how Key came to his 
conclusions and consider whether the 
patterns of voting and demographics that 
he identified still exist.

Subsequent writing assignments ask the 
students to figure out what evidence 
would be needed in order to answer a 
question. For example, an assignment 
might ask the student to consider the 
consequences if the Electoral College 
were replaced by direct election of the 
president. How would this affect the role 
of the South in presidential elections? 
How might that affect the platform of the 
Republican Party? 

By the third assignment, students are 
ready to do something more original. 
One student compared John F. Kennedy’s 
campaign in the South to Ronald Reagan’s, 
examining their patterns of support and 
what the candidates had to do in order to 
make themselves acceptable to Southern 
voters. Another student explored the 
question of whether a Democratic 
presidential candidate still needs to win 
Southern states or whether the party 
would be more successful without trying 
to appeal to the South.

The study of this subject gives students the 
experience of making sense of something 
that initially seems mysterious and 
foreign, and the writing assignments help 
them see how political science can shed 
light on things that are not obvious and 
give them ways to share that knowledge 
with their readers.  n

How Does Political Science Work? 
Josh Kaplan, Department of Political Science

“Our seminars are 
meant to help students 

make the transition 
from writing “about” 
something to making 

contributions of  
their own through  
the discipline of  

political science.”
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Teaching a Writing Intensive Course in Theology 
Eugene Ulrich, Department of Theology  

For students to develop into good writers, 
they need (1) motivation, (2) challenging 
but reasonable demands, (3) detailed 
explanation of how to do it, and (4) strong 
encouragement.

1. Motivation
Most of the students do have their eye 
on the future and their hopes on success 
in some form. I supply them with a 
single page of “Instructions for Papers,” 
which begins with this paragraph:

The University has reality-based 
reasons for providing writing-intensive 
courses. You will be judged repeatedly 
throughout life on the quality of 
your written work—proposals for 
scholarships, statements of intent 
for graduate school applications, 
résumés for job-hunting, promotions, 
publication, etc. If you have been lucky 
enough to have had tyrannical teachers 
who forced you to learn good writing 
skills, now is the time to send them 
a thank-you card. If you have so far 
escaped the tyrants, please commit now 
to a “no pain, no gain” determination to 
improve your future life.

2. Challenging But Reasonable Demands
I consulted with students who were 
slightly beyond this stage to get 
their realistic ideas of what students 
should be required to do. Their advice 
averaged about 25 pages of serious 
writing for one semester. They also 
suggested both “starting small, building 
up” and detailed tough-but-fair 
grading. So I give a series of five papers, 
spread every two or three weeks 
throughout the course, beginning with 
a two-page opinion paper. Then I build 
gradually with a three-page research 
paper (on a small topic), followed by 
two five-page research-plus-opinion 
papers, and concluding with a 10-page 

research-plus-opinion paper. Starting 
with an opinion paper—in which the 
content cannot be incorrect because 
it is their opinion—eliminates fear of 
getting it wrong and focuses solely on 
the quality and cogency of the writing. 
The research portions center on key 
points of the course, so they have to 
read, study, and learn the course matter.

3. Detailed Explanation of How to Write
Well before each paper is due I have a 
discussion detailing the components of 
an effective opinion or research paper. 
This includes asking the students for 
their insights, as well, since some are 
already good writers and can tell the 
others what tips they have learned 
from previous teachers. For example, 
for an opinion paper I tell them to state 
their thesis (opinion) clearly in the first 
paragraph, including any definitions or 
clarifications that are necessary. Then 
each succeeding paragraph should state 
clearly a single reason or argument 
they consider a basis for their opinion, 
accompanied by a refutation of the 
strongest counterargument (fairly 
stated, not caricatured). 

For research papers I cover tips and 
expectations regarding strategy, content, 
and writing. For strategy, I suggest 
starting well in advance, mapping the 
stages of the process and making a 
realistic chronology for completing 
each stage so that the final is ready 
before deadline.

For content: a logically developed 
outline, quality sources, accurate and 
neutral statements of the positions of 
major scholars pro and con, then cogent 
arguments for and against them. It is 
also good to discuss plagiarism, the 
honest use of sources, and legitimate 
and illegitimate use of the Internet.

For writing: instructions on what kind 
of footnotes and bibliography should 
be used; the importance of drafts, 
revised drafts, critical reading of the 
final, and proofreading. I also suggest 
that they choose a “writing partner” 
with whom they swap ideas and 
critique during construction and with 
whom they trade proofreading of final 
papers.

4. Strong Encouragement 
I suggest they view me as their coach: 

“I want you to win, and I’ll teach you 
what you need to know to win.

“I’m on your side, and so I will grade 
you fairly but rigorously. Professors 
form admissions committees for 
graduate departments and judging 
committees for scholarship proposals, 
and we see many ‘Statements of Intent’ 
from hopeful seniors. Do you want 
us to tell you honestly whether your 
writing shows that you are a ‘winner’ 
or a ‘loser’? That way you can—before 
the crucial time comes for acceptance/
rejection—become a winner. Do you 
want us to show you how to become a 
winner?

“By my detailed grading I will show 
you that I am interested in your 
writing; are you interested in your 
writing? By my fair grading I will show 
you that I am on your side. By my 
rigorous grading I will show you what 
I think you need to know to become a 
winner.”

My experience is that inevitably there are 
a couple students who for various reasons 
do not respond, but that the great majority 
are shocked by getting a B–, C, D, or F on 
their first two-page paper and eventually 
accept the challenge. They work to learn 
how to write for their own sake.  n
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The Writing Center is a tutorial service that 
assists Notre Dame students in all phases 
of the writing process, including finding an 
argument, organizing evidence, improving 
style, and learning grammar. 

Tutors work with all students, first-year to 
seniors, undergraduate and graduate, native 
and non-native English speakers. More, we 
see students from virtually all disciplines 
and colleges within the University. In the 
past three semesters, we have had over 
3,700 visits from student writers.

If you are teaching writing in the context 
of your discipline, what will the Writing 
Center not do for you? Well, several things. 
We won’t teach course content. We will 
not discuss grades, whether for papers you 
have assigned or have already graded. We 
will not interpret your assignments if the 
student does not understand them. (We’ll 
suggest they go back and talk with you.) 
We will not write your students’ papers  
for them. 

So what will we do?

Essentially, we will talk with your students 
as they try to work out their arguments, 
whether about theology, political science, 
philosophy, history, or other disciplines. 
When a student visits the Writing Center, 
the question tutors ask most frequently is 
“What is your argument?” Often students 
are not sure, or they are working out their 
ideas. We provide a sounding board for 
them. We give them an opportunity to 
discuss their readings, their outlines, their 
nascent arguments. We listen—or read, if 
the student comes with a draft—and we tell 
them what we don’t understand, or where 
we get confused, or where they seem to 
contradict themselves. We ask writers to 
explain, clarify, connect, and articulate. 

The Writing Center 
http://www.nd.edu/~writing/index.html

In most cases, this question—What 
is your argument?—is followed by a 
wonderful, even exhilarating conversation, 
as a student pours out her ideas about 
the causes of the American Revolution, 
the use of metaphor in Henry IV, or the 
problems with globalization. And then 
we ask the inevitable follow-up question: 
Where did you write that in your paper? 
This is often where the light goes on for 
the student, as she realizes, first, what she 
wanted to say, and second, that she has not 
yet said it. 

From there, the conversation may move 
on to discussions of the evidence used to 
support the argument, the organization of 
the paper, the clarity of the sentences, or 
the style of the prose. When the session 
is over, the tutor will write a report and 
send it to you, letting you know when the 
student came, what concerns she had, 
what happened in the session, and what 
she plans to do next. 

If you are teaching writing in the context 
of your discipline, what will the Writing 
Center not do for you? Most importantly, 
we will not try to be you. We offer no 
advice on course content, grades, or 
interpretation of assignments. What we 
will do, however, is engage your students, 
offer them an audience for their writing, 
and encourage them to think in terms  
of their claims, proofs, organization,  
and clarity. 

We have found that virtually all students 
benefit from such conversations, whether 
first-year or seniors, inexperienced or 
experienced writers. If you think your 
students might also benefit, encourage 
them to visit the Writing Center.  n

“What we will do…
is engage your 

students, offer them 
an audience for 

their writing, and 
encourage them to 

think in terms  
of their claims,  

proofs, organization, 
and clarity. ”
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Additional Initiatives

Undergraduate Research 
Opportunity Program (UROP) 
grants are facilitated by the Institute 
for Scholarship in the Liberal 
Arts. Students work with faculty 
advisors to design projects that 
range from independent research to 
creative works to the presentation 
of research at conferences. Awards 
include summer fellowship grants 
of up to $3,600 and research and 
materials grants of up to $1,500. 

http://isla.nd.edu/undergraduate-
research/about/

Learning Beyond the Classroom 
provides funding to faculty and 
students in support of cultural 
excursions, travel, and other 
activities aimed at enhancing the 
intellectual life of Arts and Letters 
students.

http://al.nd.edu/resources-for/
undergraduates/research/learning-
beyond-classroom/index.cfm

Table Talk is designed to assist 
faculty with the costs of bringing 
classes to their homes, allowing 
them to interact with their students 
in a relaxed social setting. Faculty 
subsidy forms can be picked up in 
the Undergraduate Studies Office 
in 104 O’Shaughnessy. Faculty may 
also request meal tickets to join 
their students in the dining halls. 


