3rd Quarter Timed Writing: Nonfiction Analysis
For your independent reading this quarter, you read a nonfiction text (hopefully this is not news to you). Rather than focusing on a question of character or plot, you will be constructing your own question on the topic of your choice, in some way related to or inspired by your nonfiction book (yes, you must quote your nonfiction book in your essay). You must also use at least three additional sources related to your selected question and provide a brief background on the topic.
Make sure you use the sources to illustrate and support your thesis. Avoid merely summarizing the sources. Indicate clearly which sources you are drawing from, whether through direct quotation, paraphrase, or summary. You may cite the sources as Source A, Source B, etc., or by using the descriptions in parentheses.

On the day of the timed writing bring your background and sources in the following format:

Background: [Introduce your topic and frame your argument.  Clearly explain the issue, define any key terms, provide any pertinent background information, and invite discussion on all sides of the issue.  This section should be one or two paragraphs in length, depending on your topic.]

Question: [Give the question you were hoping to answer in your essay. Write a question that allows you room to analyze and explore, rather than one with a simple “yes” or “no” answer. If you already know the answer, it’s probably too simple. Basic rule of thumb: ask a “why,” or “how,” rather than “who,” “where,” or “what” question.]
List of Sources (this is for quick reference for you and me):
Source A (Author’s last name)

Source B (Nat’l Corporation)

Source C (cartoon)

Source D (Your nonfiction book) ( DO NOT FORGET THIS ONE.
*N.B. In addition to text sources, you may also include:

· Political cartoons

· Charts and graphs

· Posters

· Advertisements

· Paintings 

· Photographs

Source A

Author (last name, first name). “Title of Article.” Name of Site. Date of Posting/Revision.  

          Name of institution/organization affiliated with the site (sometimes found in     

          copyright statements). <electronic address>

(N.B. This is just a full MLA citation)

[Write a sentence or two in italics introducing the source material. Is it primary or secondary? Give any necessary historical context, and background on the author (his/her credentials and any possible bias). Summarize any major points made in the section of the source not included below.]
[Paste excerpt of selected source content here]

 SAMPLE 3rd Quarter Timed Writing: Nonfiction Analysis

Background: 
Since the inception of writing, understanding a word’s standardized and accepted meaning has been crucial. It took hundreds of years before Samuel Johnson’s 1755 A Dictionary of the English Language emerged as the first real standard dictionary, attempting to determine words meanings according to their usage by famous authors, and the first to include extensive illustrative quotations. 150 years later Oxford University Press set out to further categorize and standardize the English language, eventually producing the Oxford English Dictionary after nearly 50 years. However, this definitive complication of definitions introduced questions of how, why, and by whom language should be regulated. Should dictionaries prescribe, providing and enforcing rules on the right or wrong way to use language, or describe, simply noting the way society uses words, and revising their definitions when words, and people’s understandings, evolve?
Question: 
Why are people so constrained by their understanding of a word’s “dictionary definition”?
List of Sources:

Source A (Lanxon)

Source B (Fatsis)

Source C (Zimmer)
Source D (Gladwell)
Source E (OED definitions)

Source A
Lanxon, Nate. “How the Oxford English Dictionary Started out like Wikipedia.” Wired UK. 13 

             Jan. 2011. Web. 1 Apr. 2015.
The following is an excerpt from an article from Wired.com, a monthly publication on the effects of science and technology. Lanxon is a journalist, editor, and media producer, primarily covering the business of the modern technology industry and its companies.
This week it celebrates its 10th year of existence, and Wikipedia is arguably the product of the same process that ultimately resulted in the modern Oxford English Dictionary and the authority it commands for so many. However, it's also subject to many similar criticisms. But has that made a difference to its academic acceptance?

Initially published steadily in numerous volumes, the OED was contributed to in much the same way as Wikipedia. Volunteers requested books from Murray and were tasked with recording each instance of a given word, along with its date of first use, its meaning within context, and other data. Who these volunteers were was of trivial importance. In fact, little did Murray know that for 20 years, one of the most prominent contributors was a mentally unstable ex-US military surgeon named William Chester Minor.

…The "metadata" recorded by Minor and other volunteers was recorded on special slips of paper, then sent to Oxford. Multiple citations and definitions of identical words were manually considered, before being entered into the dictionary.

Similar rules of citation and objectivity are encouraged on Wikipedia. Facts and figures must be attributed to a source, either in printed books, on websites or otherwise. But unlike the OED, Wikipedia can of course be improved or corrected continually and instantly by people who believe they have better sources, or simply more of them. But all the while it results from the work of a massively male-dominated volunteer team, generally in their late-twenties, that gives prominence to topics readily available for citation in the northern hemisphere, such as western pop culture.

The OED, under related criticism, has been accused of bias -- deliberate or otherwise in the modern day -- to unfairly favour the usage of words by "great writers", such as Shakespeare. One could argue that the relatively recent inclusion of terms such as "D'oh" (of Homer Simpson fame) and "google", suggest this bias is now less evident.

Regardless of their criticisms, however, the origins of both the OED and Wikipedia are extraordinarily similar, and today the Oxford English Dictionary is an academic standard; a trusted compendium of a thousand years of the English language. Perhaps if granted the tens of decades the OED has had to achieve this, Wikipedia will become the same for all human knowledge as the OED became for the English tongue.

Source B

Fatsis, Stefan. “The Definition of a Dictionary.” Slate. 12 Jan. 2015. Web. 1 Apr. 2015.
The following is an excerpt from a lengthy article by Stefan Fatsis, author of Word Freak and A Few Seconds of Panic, a regular guest on NPR's All Things Considered, and a panelist on Hang Up and Listen, concerning Merriam-Webster’s quest to take the dictionary online. The article details the history of Merriam-Webster and the process of writing a dictionary through interviews and research, while examining the cultural and political role of dictionaries.
Now Merriam-Webster is pushing into the future by making an audacious nod to its past. More than half a century after it was published, the company’s landmark book—Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged, known in lexicographic circles as Webster’s Third, W3, the Unabridged, or the Third—is getting an overhaul. The Third is a behemoth—4 inches thick, 13½ pounds, 2,700 pages—that falls like a crashing wave when opened. A fourth edition, by contrast, might never exist as a physical object. This latest revision, a project Merriam-Webster hopes will secure its dominance in the tenuous business of commercial lexicography if not ensure its future survival, is happening entirely online.
…But while the Internet has upended a publishing model that dates to Robert Cawdrey’s 1604 A Table Alphabeticall, it also has strengthened the feeling among lexicographers that the public cares deeply about language—and that there is still a place for the dictionary. For Merriam specifically, the potential of digital lexicography, a belief that people crave guidance and trust authority, and its own historical place in American letters have combined to convince it of the wisdom of rolling the dice and redoing the Third.

“Creating a new Unabridged Dictionary gives us the opportunity to revisit the biggest questions of all,” Morse says. “What is it that ought to be said and shown about the words in the dictionary? What should we talk about when we talk about words? TheUnabridged provides the platform to present the fullest explication of words and hence the opportunity to say what it is that ought to be said. And the answer shifts from generation to generation.”

…The Second was what one Merriam editor calls the Internet of its time: 3,350 pages long, with more than 600,000 main entries, including proper nouns, and hundreds of pages of biographical, geographical, and literary appendices and other encyclopedic matter. The Second was designed to be a single-source reference for the educated classes and an aspirational text for the masses. It contained long lists of popes and dukes, and hundreds of illustrative quotations from the Bible, Shakespeare, and Dickens. But there was no mention of Mae West, Eugene O’Neill, or Babe Ruth. Popular culture, a term dating to the 19th century, was considered too unrefined for such a serious work. The Second was also priggishly didactic, prescribing what its ivory tower editors and consultants considered “proper” language, and brusquely dismissing usage that was, as its labels declared, incorrect, improper, or illiterate.

The editor of the Third, Philip B. Gove, imposed what he saw as logistically, culturally, and lexicographically necessary changes. The Second couldn’t get any bigger, so Gove eliminated almost all of the “nonlexical” encyclopedic matter, plus tens of thousands of main entries, to make space for new terms—words that originated from world war and the Cold War, technology, science, sports, politics, and, yes, pop culture.

Schooled in the modern field of structural linguistics, Gove believed that speech should guide usage, that rules obscured the reality of how language is used, and that dictionaries should describe rather than prescribe usage. He replaced the Second’s subjective usage labels with standard and nonstandard classifications and cut back on the application of the label slang. The idea was to let notes and quotations help to illustrate a word’s usage. Gove didn’t want to depend on the writing and speech of dead white males alone to do that. He quoted Mickey Spillane and Ethel Merman, the latter to illustrate (quite nicely) one sense of the transitive verb form of drain: “Matinee days are tough; two shows a day drain a girl.”

The Third triggered a full-on culture war, one that began with a poorly written Merriam press release touting the appearance of ain’t in the dictionary. Ain’t actually was in the Second, but Gove, and in some instances the Third itself, did a lousy job of explaining that the inclusion of a word—that is, an acknowledgment of its existence—did not amount to an endorsement of how it was used in speech or writing. The floodgates opened. Critics liberal and conservative alike attacked the Third as an assault on proper English, an air-raid siren of social and linguistic decay.

…Maybe the uproar reflected post-Sputnik insecurity about America’s place in the world, or worries that racial tensions and longhaired beatniks (a new word, defined fantastically, in the Third) would topple the old order. Or maybe it reflected concern that established institutions—Merriam-Webster among them—could no longer be trusted. Whatever its origins, the furor was mostly misguided. Critics frequently decried words and usages from the Third that were also in the Second. The debate continued in popular media for years, even into the new century.

…“People wanted those labels because they wanted the dictionary to tell them that this is not a regular word in English,” Perrault says. “And I think that’s an appropriate expectation.”

That may sound like Merriam is moving closer in philosophy to the critics who assailed Gove’s willingness to let trends in language dictate the usage recommendations, or lack thereof, made by the Third. But it’s really just taking a more common-sense approach to what a general dictionary like the Collegiate or Unabridged is supposed to do: report how a word is used. Explaining in full how a word’s usage came to pass and offering an opinion about that usage is a task for a usage dictionary. “One strives for complete objectivity; the other is predicated on subjectivity,” Stamper says, “whether that subjectivity is informed by the author’s personal peeves or a collected body of evidence showing the ‘best practices’ of English.”

…These findings raise some existential questions for dictionary-makers. In the Internet age, what’s the point of selective lexicography? Do we really need an Unabridged orOED to tell us whether a word is a word? Or is our new ability to type a string of letters into a search engine and instantly see how often and in what context it’s been used an adequate substitute for a dictionary? Absent the old space constraints, why should Merriam or anyone else get to pin a ribbon on a word and welcome it to the club?

A traditional lexicographer doesn’t catalog every word known to humankind. The Unabridged is in fact a very much abridged compilation of the English language—it’s just not quite as abridged as other dictionaries. What a lexicographer does, then, is decide whether a word has become established in the language, determine how its use has evolved, and explain that to readers. “Anybody on the Internet can write a definition of anything and put it up there,” Perrault says. “But I think most people want to see what ‘the dictionary’ says. That still exists, and it’s good for us because it means people appreciate what we do, that there are people who have expertise.”

“Our only concern always is to accurately record the language,” Perrault says. “That’s still the case even if it happens more quickly than it used to. We’re still not going to stick things in there just because it’s this week’s word. … The standard doesn’t change.”

If this sounds like a contradictory message—that Merriam wants to be nimbler about acknowledging and admitting words (less than two or three years) but also wants to defend the standard that has defined and elevated the company for two centuries (upfake needs to wait)—that’s because it is. The challenge for Merriam is finding the sweet spot between Noah Webster and the Internet, between a strict single standard and a lexicographic free-for-all.

That latter category might include Urban Dictionary and Wiktionary, which are examples of crowdsourced lexicography, or ordinary people defining words themselves. Traditional dictionary-makers have jumped into this sandbox because the public expects it and because it can be lexicographically fruitful. The British publisher Collins is entering reader-suggested words into its online dictionaries. Merriam isn’t going that far, but it is posting reader submissions on its Open Dictionary page—planking, kidult, conflict mineral—and adding some of them to the New Words queue.

…Nevertheless, in an age when traditional lexicography might feel like a dying art, democratization is still provoking some anxiety. “Is this kind of crowdsourcing a worthwhile endeavor for dictionary-makers, beyond providing valuable publicity for publishers facing a tough consumer market?” Ben Zimmer asks in an article about the future of online lexicography in the December 2014 issue of Dictionaries: Journal of the Dictionary Society of North America. “Or could the reliance on the wisdom of the crowds end up diluting the authority that the leading print dictionaries have traditionally held?”

Probably both. The vibrancy of online wordsmithing suggests that the concept of the dictionary is changing, as is our sense of who should decide what’s in it. That’s fine with lexicographers like McKean of Wordnik, which searches corpuses containing billions of words, including traditional and user-generated dictionaries. McKean comes from mainstream lexicography; she was Oxford’s editor-in-chief of U.S. dictionaries. But she now argues that conventional dictionaries are good mostly for telling readers what words are in conventional dictionaries—that is, for validating the way people tend to think about the acceptability of words—and that they don’t do enough to reveal the munificent glories of an ever-changing language. 

…Despite the decline in the business of print lexicography—and in the number of full-time jobs for lexicographers—we are living in a golden age for the study and appreciation of words. Oxford’s Katherine Connor Martin calls it a period of “meta awareness” of language. Dictionaries are more accessible than ever before. More people are using them than ever before. There is more writing about language than ever before. 
Thanks to public-relations gimmicks like the “word of the year”—Merriam chose culture in 2014; Oxford picked vape—or the contest last spring to select a new Scrabble word, stories about language have become reliable media clickbait. Language is a lot like sports and politics. No matter how much or how little people know, they’re sure to have strong opinions.

In this popular, fast-moving linguistic world, McKean’s argument for a more inclusive conception of “the dictionary” seems reasonable. At a TED Talk in November, McKean defined her job as trying “to put all the words possible into the dictionary.” “My job is not to decide what a word is. That is your job,” she told her audience. “Everybody who speaks English decides together what’s a word and what’s not a word.”

True. But for everyone posting a neologism on Wordnik, as McKean encouraged her audience to do, there’s someone else who wants to know what expert lexicographers have to say about the provenance and penetration of individual words. “It’s great that people take an interest, that people care about their language,” says Steve Kleinedler, executive editor of the reference group at Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. “At the same time, there’s a certain percentage of the population that demands a certain amount of curation.”

Source C

Zimmer, Ben. “Lies! Murder! Lexicography! Dictionary!” The New York Times 2 Dec. 2012. 
             Web. 1 Apr. 2015.
The following is an excerpt from a Op.-Ed in the New York Times by Ben Zimmer, a former On Language columnist for The New York Times Magazine, and executive producer of VisualThesaurus.com and Vocabulary.com. Zimmer, a informal consultant for the OED for many years, was writing in response to a recent article in The Guardian: “Former OED editor covertly deleted thousands of words, book claims.”
It’s exciting to think of dictionaries in more dramatic terms: as battlegrounds where the fate of the language is decided, or as shadowy enterprises with secret, back-room meetings over what does and does not count as a word. These images flourish because of widespread misconceptions in the popular imagination about how dictionaries get made.

One of my favorite recent portrayals of lexicography, once again involving the O.E.D., was in a 2008 episode of Comedy Central’s “The Sarah Silverman Program.” On the show, Ms. Silverman’s character tries to popularize a new slang word (“ozay”), but her friend Brian ends up finding more success with his own coinage (“dot-nose”). By the end of the episode, dot-nose has become so popular that an O.E.D. editor pays Brian a visit to tell him it is entering the dictionary, inviting him to the official “Word Induction Ceremony.”

Sad to say, there is no such thing as a Word Induction Ceremony, though dictionary publishers do try to milk some publicity out of batches of new words added to their latest editions. Still, the scene highlights the common belief that admission to a dictionary (especially a prestigious one like the O.E.D.) awards “official” status to a new word. And if the Almighty Dictionary is the anointer of wordhood, then surely those who make these decisions must be blessed with some sort of semi-divine authority!

This view of The Dictionary as the ultimate arbiter of our shared language is one that dictionary editors themselves are quick to disown. “Lexicographers do not sit in sleek conference rooms and make your language,” Ms. Stamper wrote on her blog. “That’s what you — the reading, writing, speaking public — do. Language is democratic, not oligarchic. That’s where the real glamour is.”

…And dictionaries do play a role in legitimate controversies, like the continuing political battle over defining “marriage.” Lexicographers may want to stay away from such contentious issues, but the authoritative power of their dictionaries means they’re inevitably caught up in such definitional wars — even as they try to stay above the fray and describe language without worrying about the sensitivities of one side or another in a political dispute.

True dictionary scandals, however, are few and far between. Still, that hasn’t stopped outside observers from imputing scandal where there is scant evidence for one. Sometimes media misrepresentations stem from poorly handled P.R. efforts. As David Skinner describes in his new book, “The Story of Ain’t,” much of the furor over the 1961 publication of Webster’s Third New International Dictionary stemmed from a misleading news release that said “ ‘ain’t’ gets official recognition at last.” (“Ain’t” had already been in the previous edition, and the new one didn’t “officially” recognize it as anything.)

More recently, Sue Butler, the editor of Australia’s Macquarie Dictionary, found herself in the midst of political controversy when she seemed to imply that the dictionary was changing its definition of “misogyny” after a speech by Prime Minister Julia Gillard about sexism. In fact, regardless of Ms. Gillard’s opinion, the dictionary had been planning to expand the definition so that it covered not just “hatred of women” but “entrenched prejudice against women,” a shift reflecting current usage.

While the creators of dictionaries could certainly do a better job explaining to the public what it is they do, I have a feeling that news outlets looking to drum up outrage will continue to overdramatize the work of lexicographers. There is a ready-made audience out there for such stories, no doubt because language is something with which we are all deeply engaged. But the language-loving public deserves to know that dictionaries are not made by cloak-and-dagger cabals full of deep, dark secrets. Don’t misjudge the harmless drudge.
Source D

Gladwell, Malcolm. David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants. First    

               edition. Little, Brown and Company, 2013. 93-95, 102-113. Print.
The following is an excerpt from two different chapters of a nonfiction book calling for people to question their assumptions about and understanding of advantages and disadvantages. Gladwell, a journalist and author, compiles both anecdotes and scientific studies to argue that society’s definitions are skewed.
Excerpt from Ch. 3, “Caroline Sacks”:

But this does not change the fact that—as Herbert Marsh says—the blessings of the Big Pond are mixed, and it is strange how rarely the Big Pond’s downsides are mentioned. Parents still tell their children to go to the best schools they possibly can, on the grounds that the best schools will allow them to do whatever they wish. We take it for granted that the Big Pond expands opportunities, just as we take it for granted that a smaller class is always a better class. We have a definition in our heads of what an advantage is—and the definition isn’t right. And what happens as a result? It means that we make mistakes. It means that we misread battles between underdogs and giants. It means we underestimate how much freedom there can be in what looks like a disadvantage. It’s the Little Pond that maximizes your changes to do whatever you want. 

…[Stephen Randolph’s] story was almost word for word the same as Caroline Sacks’s, and hearing it a second time made it plain how remarkable the achievement of the Impressionists really was. They were artistic geniuses.  But they were also possessed of a rare wisdom about the world. They were capable of looking at what the rest of us thought of as a great advantage, and seeing it for what it really was. 
Excerpt from Ch. 4, “David Boies”:
What do we mean when we call something a disadvantage? Conventional wisdom holds that a disadvantage is something that ought to be avoided—that it is a setback or a difficulty that leaves you worse off than you would be otherwise. But that is not always the case. In the next few chapters, I want to explore the idea that there are such things as ‘desirable difficulties.’ 
…Most of the learning we do is capitalization learning. It is easy and obvious. If you have a beautiful voice and perfect pitch, it doesn’t take much to get you to join a choir. “Compensation learning,” on the other hand, is really hard. Memorizing what your mother say while she reads to you and then reproducing the words later in such a way that it sounds convincing to all those around you requires that you confront your limitations. It requires that you overcome your insecurity and humiliation. It requires that you focus hard enough to memorize the words, and then have the panache to put on a successful performance. Most people with a serious disability cannot master all those steps. But those who can are better off than they would have been otherwise, because what is learned out of necessity is inevitably more powerful than the learning that comes easily. 
Source E
“Advantage." The Oxford English Dictionary. 3rd ed. 1997. Print.

“Disadvantage." The Oxford English Dictionary. 3rd ed. 1997. Print.

The following are definitions taken from the Oxford English Dictionary, a historical, scholarly dictionary that aims to record the development of English from the 17th c. to present, subsidized by the University of Oxford and intended for use by institutions.

Advantage--

I.I Superior position. 

1. a.I.1.a The position, state, or circumstance of being in advance or ahead of another, or having the better of him in any respect; superior or better position; precedence, superiority, esp. in contest or debate. 

b.I.1.b To have, gain, get, give advantage of, advantage over (advantage on obs.): superiority over. Also technically to have the advantage of (a person): to have a personal knowledge that is not reciprocal. 

†c.I.1.c To be at, upon, advantage: in a favorable position.

†4.I.4 A time of vantage, a favorable occasion, an opportunity, a ‘chance.’ 

5. a.I.5.a A favoring circumstance; anything which gives one the superiority or tends to improve one's position. (The opposite is disadvantage.)

b.I.5.b to take (the obs.) advantage of (by, at obs.), to make one's advantage of, a thing: To use any favorable condition which it yields; to avail oneself of. Often in a bad sense: To seize an accidental or unintended opportunity of profiting, to overreach (a person). Also to take advantage (without consent). 

c.I.5.c To take any one at (upon, on obs.) advantage: when the circumstances favor the taker, as by surprise, stratagem, etc.; to surprise. to play upon advantage (obs.): to cheat. 

II.II The result of a superior or better position. 

6. a.II.6.a Benefit; enhancement, improvement; increased well-being or convenience; resulting benefit. to one's advantage: to one's benefit, beneficial to one. 

b.II.6.b to advantage: So as to increase or augment the effect of anything; advantageously, favorably. 

†7.II.7 Pecuniary profit, gain; interest on money lent 

†8.II.8 Greater quantity or number, ‘more-ness’; amount or quantity over, additional amount, over-plus, excess. to advantage, of advantage 

Disadvantage--

1.1 Absence or deprivation of advantage; an unfavourable condition or circumstance. 

2.2 Detriment, loss, or injury to interest; diminution of or prejudice to credit or reputation.
