Writing Workshop:

Integrating Sources (Readings) into Your Writer’s Autobiography

One key skill in academic writing is using sources (readings) as “back-up singers” to help you better explain and analyze your subject.  This term so far we have read many articles and stories.  Your job will be to integrate at least one of these sources into your Writer’s Autobiography.  

Below is a part of one of this term’s student drafts.  In her draft she models how to integrate sources into writing.  Note that in order to use a source, you need to give some background and explain the source a bit.  You must never assume that your reader is familiar with the source.  Always write for the Clueless Reader.  In this essay, the writer also models MLA in-text citation form which you need to use.  

After reading and discussing the use of sources in this draft, begin to brainstorm together and with your tutors in your group which source is a natural fit for your writing. Then begin to integrate this source into your essay.  Mark a * where you think you might place the reference to the source.  Then on a separate piece of paper, begin to write out the sentences that will introduce the source and connect the source to your experience.

Model Essay for Integrating Sources:

Finding a Place

When I was a young girl, I loved reading and writing.  I learned to read at a young age.  I was read to often as a young child.  Reading and writing seemed to come easily to me.  I often read for pleasure.  I enjoyed poetry, and loved to write my own simple poems.  I enjoyed placing my own thoughts on paper.  However, my reading and writing development was greatly affected by my struggle to fit in at school.

Throughout my elementary years, my reading and writing skills only improved.  At this early stage in life, I had not begun to notice my difficulties with my peers.  Everyone was the same for the most part, although changes started to take place in my last year of elementary school.  People started to notice that I was different.  I was an “A” student, always on the Honor roll.  My success in reading and writing was obvious even at a young age.  In third grade, I was tested on a computer on my reading comprehension and writing skills.  I scored at the ninth grade level.  It was exciting to me to be so ahead of my class.  Not only did I do well in reading and writing, but I was also very fond of it.

However, this success seemed to make me somewhat of an outcast. In sixth grade, rather than being recognized for my talent, I was teased and shunned in the social world of elementary school.  I was bullied, and called names like “computer.”  Although this may seem a compliment to many, it was ridicule to me as a student. It made me feel different than everyone else.  I didn’t know how to handle such criticism.  It seems to me rather odd looking back that such things could happen so quickly.  I went from being normal and accepted one year, to bullied and teased the next.  I am not sure why these peers of mine would make such comments.  I can only speculate.  Perhaps it made them feel more comfortable with their own securities.  On the other hand, maybe they just needed attention of their own. In “I Just Wanna Be Average,” Mike Rose describes students who have trouble in school, so they defensively tune out and are content to be mediocre.  He explains, they “did what they had to do to get by” (337).  He writes, “The tragedy is that you have to twist the knife in your own gray matter to make this defense work” (337).  He is speaking of students who use this technique to fit it at school.  I do know that finally I also used these techniques to fit in because it gave me more of the sense of being normal.  I stopped trying to stand out.  I just wanted to be average too. 

One thing that particularly helped me was trying to get lost in a book. One of my favorite books at the time was a book called Shiloh.  Although I cannot remember much now, it was one of my favorites. I would use books to take me somewhere where I felt more comfortable. 

At age twelve, I started to notice more difficulties in learning.  It got harder to read and learn.  After reading the story “So Tsi-fai” by Sophronia Lui, I have realized that a lot of my difficulties in school and writing may have been due to my not being completely socially accepted.  In the story, the storyteller talks about the struggles that a little boy faces as the dirty, stupid, lazy boy in class whom the other students would tease, and his teacher would shame because of how he looked and because of his low grades.  “So Tsi –fai: incorrigible, hopless, and without hope” (189).  He ended up committing suicide because he could not fit in, could not be good enough.  This was a good example as to the pressures someone goes through just to fit in.  I now know that the cause of my difficulties may have had a lot to do not only with my school performance, but also with my economic status.  As the poor kid in school, I never really fit in to a social group, although there were many social groups throughout my schooling.  I never had the nice new clothes at the beginning of the school year, as many new students did.  Most of my clothes were from the Goodwill and garage sales.  I was never really classy enough to fit in with the “preps” or the cheerleaders, and I was smart enough not to fit in with the “stoners” of my day.  So where could I turn for the social status I was looking for?  Without a place to “fit in,” I found myself losing interest in school.  All the teasing, funny looks, and people talking as I walked by affected me deeply.  There was nowhere to sit in the lunchroom, no one to talk to even if there was a place to sit. Finding myself alone, I lost interest in what I once loved…

[The essay continues for 4 more paragraphs, always keeping in focus, with the thesis driving the essay from start to finish.]

For more information on integrating sources into essays, see your Hacker handbook, pp.

