
 

Cheat Sheet Module 4 

 

Essential Concepts 

College Writing 

● Writing tasks typically fall into three categories—summary, defined-topic, and 
undefined-topic assignments—each requiring a different approach. Summary tasks 
test your ability to accurately restate anotherʼs ideas without opinion; defined-topic 
tasks focus on content knowledge; undefined-topic tasks assess your research and 
analytical skills. 

○ Effective summaries are concise, neutral, and accurate. They restate key ideas 
from a source in your own words, identify main points over minor ones, and 
exclude your personal opinion or evaluation. 

○ Defined-topic assignments require you to build a focused argument about a 
specific question or issue. Even if you're asked to describe or explain, you still 
need a clear thesis and supporting evidence. 

○ Undefined-topic assignments demand strong research and decision-making 
skills. You must choose a meaningful focus, synthesize sources, and shape your 
findings into a coherent, original argument. 

● Understanding the assignment's context and verbs helps clarify its purpose.  Analyze 
the assignment instructions and rubric to clarify the purpose, expectations, and 
evaluation criteria. Pay close attention to directive verbs like analyze, compare, or 
reflect, and consider the assignment's place within the course. 

● College writing moves beyond the rigid five-paragraph essay, favoring organic 
structures with complex theses and logical flow. Treat writing as a process of 
discovery: begin with a tentative idea, refine it through research and drafting, and revise 
as your thinking evolves. A well-structured organic paper builds momentum, with each 
section leading naturally to the next and the conclusion offering meaningful insight 
rather than simple repetition. 
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Common Essay Types 

● Rhetorical modes are patterns used within writing—such as argumentation, 
comparison, cause and effect, and illustration—that help shape how ideas are 
developed and presented. 

○ Argumentative writing takes a clear stance on a debatable issue, using 
evidence and reasoning to persuade the audience. Unlike summaries or reports, 
it defends a claim with analysis and sources. 

○ Compare and contrast essays explore similarities and differences, using 
alternating, block, or combination structures to organize comparisons between 
two or more subjects with a shared basis. 

○ Cause and effect essays explain how one event or situation leads to another, 
requiring thoughtful analysis to avoid confusing correlation with causation. They 
may focus on causes, effects, or both. 

○ Illustration essays use relevant and specific examples to clarify or support a 
central idea. Effective illustration tailors evidence to the topic and audience, 
helping readers visualize the writerʼs point. 

● Most essays use a mix of rhetorical modes, so becoming familiar with each one 
improves your ability to write clearly, persuasively, and with strong organization. 
Practice using different modes to build flexibility and depth in your writing. 

Narration 

● Narrative writing tells a purposeful story, using characters, conflict, and key events to 
illustrate a broader theme or insight. Whether following a traditional arc or an 
experimental structure, strong narratives focus on meaningful moments and use vivid, 
selective detail to engage readers and move the story forward. 

● Narrative essays combine storytelling with reflection, using personal experience to 
convey meaning. They may include an explicit thesis or imply a central idea through the 
choice and arrangement of details. Dialogue, character development, and consistent 
point of view enhance authenticity and emotional connection. 

● Personal essays are a common form of narrative writing, often used in college 
applications and scholarships. They showcase growth, insight, and self-awareness 
through lived experiences. Even when describing others, the essay should ultimately 
reflect positively on the writerʼs character or understanding. 

● Descriptive writing enhances all genres by immersing readers in vivid, sensory-rich 
scenes. Using concrete imagery and figurative language to “show, not tellˮ allows 
readers to experience settings, emotions, or concepts firsthand, making writing more 
memorable, emotionally impactful, and rhetorically powerful. 
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Multimodality 

● Multimodal texts use multiple modes of communication—visual, aural, linguistic, 
spatial, and gestural—to convey meaning. Understanding how these modes interact 
and which dominate within different media (e.g., print, podcast, video) is key to 
interpreting and creating effective messages. 

● Being multiliterate means having the ability to analyze and compose across diverse 
modes and media. Todayʼs communicators must go beyond traditional reading and 
writing to engage with images, sound, space, and movement in both academic and 
everyday contexts. 

● Each mode contributes unique strengths: linguistic mode structures detail and 
argument; visual and spatial modes organize and enhance perception; aural and gestural 
modes bring tone, emphasis, and emotion. Recognizing these functions improves both 
the interpretation and composition of multimodal texts. 

● Effective multimodal writing—such as blogs, photo essays, and video 
projects—requires clear organization, audience awareness, and appropriate media 
choices. Just like traditional essays, strong multimodal projects have focused topics, 
thoughtful structure, and purposeful design. 

● Presentations should balance visual appeal and content clarity. To keep audiences 
engaged, use minimal text, relevant images, and consistent formatting, while rehearsing 
spoken content to ensure fluid delivery and confident communication. 

 

 

Glossary 
 

alternating method 

a compare and contrast structure where each paragraph (or section) discusses one 
aspect of both subjects side by side before moving on to the next aspect—for example, 
comparing the computer time required for each course before discussing another 
feature 

argumentative essay 

a type of academic writing that presents a clear claim or thesis on a debatable issue and 
supports it with logical reasoning and credible evidence to persuade the reader of its 
validity 
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basis of comparison 

a shared characteristic or set of features that makes it logical to compare two or more 
subjects in a compare and contrast essay—for example, comparing online and in-person 
courses because they both serve educational purposes 

block method 

a compare and contrast structure where all aspects of one subject are discussed in full 
before moving on to all aspects of the second subject—allowing for a focused 
discussion on each subject separately 

cause and effect essay 

a type of writing that explores the reasons something happens (causes), the outcomes 
that result (effects), or both, in order to explain the relationship between events or 
conditions 

causal chain 

a writing structure that shows a sequence of events in which one cause leads to an 
effect, which then becomes the cause of another effect, creating a chain of connected 
causes and results 

compare and contrast essay 

a type of writing that examines the similarities and differences between two or more 
subjects, often to highlight a deeper understanding or make a specific point 

defined-topic assignment 

a writing task that asks you to respond to a specific question or topic, usually to 
demonstrate your understanding of course material by developing a focused argument 
or analysis 

descriptive writing 

a rhetorical mode that uses vivid details and sensory language to help the reader 
visualize a person, place, object, or scene—often used to create strong imagery in both 
creative and academic writing 

expository writing 

a style of writing that explains or informs by presenting facts, concepts, or ideas without 
personal opinions—commonly found in textbooks, how-to articles, and news reports 
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five-paragraph essay 

a structured writing format that includes an introduction with a thesis and three 
supporting points, three body paragraphs (each focused on one point), and a conclusion 
that restates the thesis and wraps up the essay 

illustration essay 

a type of writing that supports a main idea or argument by using clear, relevant, and 
specific examples to help explain or prove a point 

medium 

the channel or form through which a message is delivered—such as print, video, 
podcast, or website—that carries the mode of communication 

modes of communication 

the different ways we convey meaning, including visual (images and design), linguistic 
(spoken or written words), spatial (organization and layout), aural (sound and music), 
and gestural (movement and body language) 

multimodality 

the use of multiple modes of communication—such as text, images, sound, movement, 
and layout—within a single message or project to enhance meaning and engage 
different senses 

narrative writing 

a style of writing that presents events in a structured format with characters, setting, and 
conflict—used in fiction, personal anecdotes, oral histories, and memoirs 

organic essay 

a more flexible essay structure that develops an argument naturally, with a compelling 
thesis, body paragraphs that build on one another, and a conclusion that explains the 
significance of the argument 

personal essay 

a type of narrative writing that tells a true story from your own life, focusing on a 
meaningful experience or relationship that taught you a lesson or led to personal growth, 
often revealing a central theme or insight 
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persuasive writing 

a style of writing that aims to convince the reader of a particular viewpoint or argument 
using evidence, reasoning, and personal opinion—common in academic essays, 
advertisements, and opinion pieces 

rhetorical modes (or patterns) 

the specific methods or strategies used to organize and present ideas in writing—such 
as comparison, classification, definition, illustration, process, cause and effect, and 
argument—that support the overall purpose of a piece, whether it is to inform, persuade, 
describe, or tell a story 

rhetorical styles 

also called rhetorical modes or patterns, these are categories of nonfiction writing that 
reflect the writerʼs purpose and structure—such as to explain, describe, argue, or 
narrate—and help readers understand how a text is organized and what it aims to 
accomplish 

summary assignment 

a writing task that requires you to briefly and objectively restate the main ideas and key 
points of a source without adding personal opinions, showing your understanding, ability 
to paraphrase, and skill in identifying what matters most 

undefined-topic assignment 

a writing task that gives you broad or open-ended topic options, requiring you to choose 
and narrow your own focus, conduct research, and demonstrate writing, critical thinking, 
and organizational skills 

writing prompt (assignment prompt) 

a written set of instructions that explains what you are expected to write, including the 
purpose of the assignment, required guidelines (such as length, sources, and citation 
style), and how your work will be evaluated 
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