Persuading Your Readers
If you’ve ever watched the Princess Bride, you’ll recall the memorable “battle of the wits” where a shrewd Vizzini tries to logically reason which goblet has been poisoned with iocaine powder.  Sitting across a rock table from our hero Westley, Vizzini continues his illogical arguments.  Arrogantly, he over-analyzes his choice, fails to arrive at any real conclusion, and ultimately resorts to deception to distract Westley and switch goblets.  Once they both drink, Vizzini completes his rationale, gives a final haughty laugh, and drops dead. 
Logical reasoning, no matter how confident or sincere, doesn’t rely on opinion alone.  Although the writer must take a position in order to argue a point effectively, that writer also needs supporting evidence from reliable sources.  True, a writer won’t drop dead if he or she fails to gather enough of the right kind of evidence, but the reader’s confidence in that writer will drop.
· Those who don’t know the issue.

· Those who know the issue but are undecided or don’t care.

· Those who agree with you but want more proof.    

· Those who completely disagree. 

If you want to stand on a well-founded position, you actually need to choose a side.  What’s more is that you actually have to believe that side in order to convince your readers.   How convincing would it be if an insurance commercial didn’t give a sense of security?  What if its marketing committee was undecided about which insurance was better?  No viewer would choose that insurance policy with peace of mind.    
However, when a persuasive writer starts to do his homework, something great happens.  That writer begins learning more about the issue, which means he can choose a position and argue logically with strong evidence.  This makes persuasive speakers energetic and enthusiastic about their position.  While the audience may never completely agree, at least they’ll recognize that the argument has been studied carefully. 
Logical Argument + Relevant, Reliable Evidence = Effective Persuasion  
For an argument to be persuasive, there must be at least two sides of an issue.  To help you recognize both sides, try this quick exercise.  When you think you’ve found a topic, write a sentence or two that defines each perspective.  It’s especially important to determine where your opposition stands.  This helps you hone your own argument and shows you where to focus your research, time, and energy.  Doing this will also help you understand your audience better.  To help you focus, choose one or two target groups from the list below:

· Those who don’t know the issue.

· Those who know the issue but are undecided or don’t care.

· Those who agree with you but want more proof.    

· Those who completely disagree. 

After determining your target audience, ask yourself some key questions: What do they need to know?  What specific concerns are keeping them from siding with you?  What basic assumptions do they have about the issue – whether they recognize those assumptions or not?  The more you understand this target audience, the more effective will be your persuasion.
If you are going to effectively convince an audience, your persuasive writing must include a clear thesis, use strong evidence, and challenge the opposition. A thesis serves as a clear, concise statement to express the main idea of the paper.  An excellent thesis lays a natural foundation for the supporting evidence and explanation to follow.  While reminding you of the purpose for your project, it also serves as a guide for your readers.  Your goal should be to inform them, focusing their attention on what makes your approach significant and unique.
In persuasive writing, my students sometimes make one of two big mistakes with the thesis: simply stating the controversy or asking a question.  Neither shows the writer’s unique stance toward the topic, and the reader is left to wonder, ”Where are we going?”   Instead, the thesis should focus on one specific idea, united with a bold, directly expressed opinion.   Generally, the thesis is found in the first or second paragraph to introduce the topic.  This helps to grab the reader’s attention from the start, especially when a writer is direct, confident, and clear.  
Of course, remember that the thesis is a work in progress.  Don’t expect it be in its final form at the start of the project.  As you gather evidence and supporting details, you may need to readjust your position, tweaking this purpose statement to represent your views more accurately.  Sometimes, the thesis might need a complete overhaul to fit the new direction of your paper.  
In order to make a valid claim or hold a meaningful argument after that introduction, you must provide true, reliable supporting evidence.  Persuasive writing is much different than an essay of opinion.  While an opinion lacks documented evidence, ideas are still expressed.  In contrast, a persuasive essay supports ideas with direct evidence from reliable sources.  This direct evidence includes…
· Facts

· Details

· Eyewitnesses

· Interviews

· Charts and Graphs

· Comparisons

· Case Studies

Think of it like a bridge.  You’ve read about the subject and gathered tons of supporting evidence, but your readers are separated from your perspective by a wide river.  You can’t just cite a bunch of sources or give a summary/book report on what you’ve read.  That would be more like an expository essay, interesting and informative, but not persuasive.  Instead, your challenge is to create a bridge by evaluating those ideas and either to propose a new way of looking at the subject or to develop an existing topic further.  Direct evidence is used to add credibility and boost your points.  
Let me say it another way: Supporting evidence strengthens one’s own ideas.  Although the facts educate you first (that’s the whole idea of research), you have the advantage of reading a variety of sources to see the bigger picture and come to a new conclusion.  While a persuasive essay needs references to outside sources, points that are fresh, original, and creative catch the reader’s attention.  
Of course, to use evidence effectively, know the difference between fact and opinion.  A fact is a provable piece of evidence.  An opinion, however, is based on a personal judgment or evaluation of a subject, which hinges on beliefs, ideas, or concepts.  It can be hard to prove because it’s vague and may or may not rely on accurate proof.  With facts, most readers won’t argue about something that’s provable, like a historical event.  It’s important to understand this difference as we examine sources and use evidence in our writing.  
While a lack of detailed facts and evidence makes readers distrust your claim, it is possible to rely on outside sources too much. If you do this (especially without connecting that information back to the main idea), readers will see you as a parrot.  They may not even trust your final conclusions.  
Do you remember that sandwich analogy from the first chapter?  It fits perfectly here: Never leave your readers with just the filling.  In other words, make it a rule to always follow a quote with your thoughts or feedback.  Don’t just assume that your reader understands or agrees.  Make the connection and show them the relevance of how this outside source backs up your point and supports the main idea.  Supporting evidence must be relevant and connect logically to the subject at hand….
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