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Principles

▶ Barbara Minto’s pyramid principle: a logical dialog
between reader & writer, descending from high level to
details (Minto, 2009)

▶ Dealing with complex arguments: group ideas in
hierarchies
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RAP
▶ R: research question

• Links your argument to readers’ concerns
• Answer to which lies in your paper

▶ A: answer
• Think about your main findings and summarize them
• High level idea that takes readers to detailed findings
• What is your main message?

▶ P: positioning statement
• Allow readers to see a space in the literature that R and

A occupy
▶ the current state of knowledge
▶ a worthwhile direction in which it could be advanced
▶ how R helps to move in that direction

• Consider expectations formed about R & scope of A
P makes space for R, while R is answered by A
=⇒ Try different versions of RAP
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Introduction Part I

Provoke curiosity
▶ Use P
▶ Insert reader’s most logical questions into P
▶ Usually two paragraphs

• P+: Important topic worth knowing that readers
should be excited about

• P-: Carve out an yet unknown space for you to
contribute to
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Introduction Part II
Help readers get ready for the main business of the paper
▶ Start with some version of "this paper..."
▶ Form a storyline that readers can recognize and prepares

them for the body of the paper
▶ The first sentence of each paragraph

• should form an argument to clearly convey your logic
• should convey an idea, not detail
• should offer the paragraph’s RAP-relevant main message

while provoking follow-up questions to be answered in its
body

▶ Good example: first sentence should carry forward at
least one phrase from the previous first sentence:
linguistic links =⇒ logical links

▶ Paragraphs are units of argument, designed to help
readers see how argument is advanced by chunk of details
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Example I
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Example II
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Example III

Writing Zhang (Brown) 9/16



Main Argument Introduction Checklist References

Example IV
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Exercise

Write your RAP in our google doc in the next 15min. You
might be tempted to write several versions of RAP.
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Excercise cont.
Exchange your RAP with a peer. Read their favorite version.
While reading, leave comments:
▶ Read P

• Assess each part: worth knowing + as yet unknown
• Comment: what R do you expect?

▶ Read R
• Comment: Is this the R you expected? If not, why not?
• Check that key terms match P, length is good

▶ Read A
• Length: Up to 25 words
• Comment: Does A match R?
• Does it have an answer word that matches the query

word in R?
• Does it use many key terms from R?
• Are any idle questions provoked by P answered here?
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Checklist for Introduction
▶ Part I

• Glance at both paras: Are paras of reasonable length?
Each one should be < 100 words

• Is there a “This paper”? (If so, should it be here or wait
until the start of Part 2)

• Read both paras: Does each para make one point?
• Do the points match the logic of P?
• Is R provoked by the end? (If not, why not?)
• Any unnecessary details or info arriving in the wrong

order?
▶ Part II

• Skim 1st sentences–what’s the story? (Repeated key
term/phrase?)

• Do Paragraphs follow principles of good regular
paragraphs

• 5-6 sentences per para?
• 1st sentence offers up main point of paragraph?
• 1st sentence is RAP-relevant?
• All sentence connected with the right logical connectors?
• Consistent key terms?
• Do paragraphs match the RAP-Outline? (Can readers

picture body of paper?)
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Checklist for Body
▶ Headings provoke the right questions; these are answered

at a high level in the takeaway
▶ Purpose of each section is clear
▶ 1st paragraph in section is takeaway: offers RAP-relevant

main message of section (1-3 sentences)
▶ Key terms from RAP show up in section takeaways
▶ Regular paragraphs

• They support/develop ideas in the takeaway (They
answer questions provoked by the takeaway)

• Paragraphs follow principles of good regular paragraphs
• The 1st sentence offers up main point of paragraph and

links with/supports the RAP
• Right logical connectors
• Consistent key terms
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