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Academic writing entails a wide range of content that transports the writer’s 

perspectives about the topic under study. The aim is to persuade, argue, prove or 

suggest something to the reader. This academic content falls generally under two 

broad categories: claims and evidence. 

1. Claims 

The common belief about claims is that they are mere opinions on a given 

topic. In fact, they need to provoke a debatable stand point that should be supported 

by evidence. 

 What is a claim? 

“Claims are the points you want to prove, interpretations you want to offer, 

and assertions you want to make” (Heady 2007: 59). Views on politics, religion, 

society, history and other domains that include personal stands are often academic 

claims unless they express a non-academic opposition as they do not have a debatable 

nature. By nature, academic claims are arguable and far from rough and aggressive 

expression of personal viewpoints. They also have to be assertive and not passive to 

show how well the writer is familiar and knowledgeable about his/her topic..  

Consider these examples (UW Expository Writing Program handouts 2007: 2). 

Opinion: 

 Twinkies are delicious.

 I like dance music.

 I think Virginia Woolf is better than James Joyce.

 The governor is a bad man.

 The Faculty of Economics and Business Administration does not provide good education to 

students.

Argument/Arguable claim: 

 Twinkies taste better than other snack cakes because of their texture, their creamy filling, and 

their golden appearance.

 Dance music has become popular for reasons that have nothing to do with the quality of the 

music; rather, the clear, fast beats respond to the need of people on amphetamines to move, 

and to move quickly.
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 Virginia Woolf is a more effective writer than James Joyce because she does not rely on 

elaborate language devices that ultimately confuse and alienate the reader.

 The governor has continually done the community a disservice by mishandling money, 

focusing on frivolous causes, and failing to listen to his constituents.

 The Faculty of Economics and Business Administration fails to provide a good education 

because the staff and students are not culturally diverse.

 

 Characteristics of a good claim 

The writer’s claim in an academic paper represents his/her main thesis 

statement that is supposed to be supported by evidence, details and arguments. 

Therefore, it should be focused and debatable. For example, claiming that traditional 

classroom is boring is not a good claim; however, claiming that “traditional classroom 

does not provide sufficient interaction with students and is limited in time and place” 

is a good argumentative claim. 

 

Descriptive thesis statements are not good claims because they “do not 

investigate anything, critique anything, or analyze anything […] they also do not 

invite support and argument from outside of the central text” (UW Expository Writing 

Program handouts 2007:2). These two examples are not good claims because he/she 

uses a descriptive tone to express an unarguable idea. 

 
 “Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is a play about two star crossed lovers and two warring 

families.”

 “In the excerpt from One Writer’s Beginnings, Eudora Welty conveys a positive tone toward 

her childhood experience. She accomplishes this through the use of descriptive diction, 

impressionable images, and unusual syntax.”

 

Generally speaking, argumentative claims may combine affirmation, 

acknowledgement, confirmation, refutation, and compromise. They are often 

provocative, analytical, and interpretive rather than descriptive or factual statements. 

Therefore, they need to appear in topic sentences, thesis statements, introductory and 

concluding sentences/paragraphs. 

 

2. Evidence 

While claims appear at the beginning or the end of paragraphs, evidence is the 

material that feeds the body. The nature of the discipline determines what supporting 

materials may be included as evidence. This may range from quotations and citations 

to facts and statistics. The ultimate aim is to elaborate the subject according to the 

academic nature of the written piece. 
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 What is evidence? 

Following Heady (2007:60), evidence is “the material you use to back up your 

claims”. It is the elaboration of the central claim of the topic via a wide range of 

materials. The aim is not to win the argument or “to have the last word” (Hacker 

2009:359) but to demonstrate an understanding of the debatable issue and suggest the 

best solution to the problem under investigation. 

 

 Elaboration of evidence 

 

To construct well your evidence, the elaboration of the materials can be 

temporal, analytical, deductive, inductive, dialectical or enumerational (Hannay and 

Mackenzie 1996, in Mennence & Wilkinson 2002). 

 

 

To start with, temporal elaboration of evidence relies on the chronological 

sequencing of events. It fits best historical writings that aim to track the occurrence of 

events. Historical facts, scripts, citations of historians’ speeches are among the best 

types of evidence that are often used in historical papers. 

 

Particularizing and exemplifying a generality are the supporting evidence used 

to elaborate analytical writings. When stating a general claim in a paragraph, 

specifying and illustrating its elements for analytical purposes is the appropriate 

elaboration for scientific writings. To do so, inserting figures, tables, and other visuals 

strengthens your claim and gives your evidence a methodical and logical appearance. 

 

When it comes to deductive evidence, the writer generally introduces an 

assertive claim that needs to be just confirmed by arguments. Quotations from 

previous studies on the same subject may work well for this evidence. Unlike the 

deductive elaboration, inductive elaboration begins with uncertain claim of unobvious 

validity that needs to be asserted. Any illustration, citation or other facts about the 

claim which aim to make it valid and certain is appropriate evidence for inductive 

elaboration. 

 

Dialectical elaboration introduces both the arguments and the counter- 

arguments in the same paragraph or chapter and makes a synthesis at the end. 

Therefore, looking for opposing views and conflicting statements on the same subject 

in the literature or any other documents is what dialectical elaboration depends on. 

Persuasive and expository writings use most this type of elaboration. 

 

Finally, enumerational elaboration presents a quantity of evidence and sticksto 

it. If the writer lists in the claim certain number of views on the subject, then the body 

develops it accordingly. Any piece of writing of time or logical order may benefit 

from enumerational elaboration. 
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 Types of evidence 

 

Heady (2007:60) lists the following types as the most used ones in academic 

writings. 

 Quotations from books, poems, or other texts

 Citations from critical articles

 Data from studies

 Personal experience

 Facts and statistics

 Historical facts

 Scripture

 Logical argumentation

Beginner researcher may find it difficult to obtain evidence for his/her claims. Hacker 

(2009: 358) categorizes the types of evidence according to the academic discipline of 

the writer. 

a. Humanities: literature and history 

 Passages of a fiction or nonfiction work or lines of a poem

 First hand sources such as photographs, letters, maps, and 

government documents

 Scholarly books and articles

 Critical essays that analyze original works such as books, poems, films, music, 

or works of art

b. Social sciences: Psychology, sociology, political science, and education 

 Data from original experiments

 Results of field research such as interviews, observations, or surveys

 Reports that interpret or analyze data or that place data in context
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Classroom Practice 

Practice1:Make two of these opinions arguable claims. 

Opinions 

 Female students of English perform better than male students. 

 George Washington was the best American president. 

 English is an easy language to learn 

 Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn is a great American novel 

 The right to bear arms in the United States is not acceptable. 

 There is a lot of symbolism in The Scarlet Letter 

 

Practice2: read these claims and write a different version to two of them. 

 

Claims 

 If the West were to consider its long-term interests, its leaders would 

appreciate the need to become more active in dialogue with popular 

movements in North Africa and the Middle East. 

 Any decision to place restrictions on the free movement of capital should 

follow from a careful consideration of the pros and cons of the freedoms 

enshrined in the European Union. 

 Many educational reforms in Algeria in the last decade failed to address the 

right instructional issues because high expectations were based on outcomes 

rather than on procedures and strategies. 

 The Faculty of Foreign Languages Administration fails to provide a good 

education because the staff and students are not culturally diverse. 

 The character of the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet serves as a foil to youngJuliet 

delights us with her warmth and earthy wit, and helps realize the tragic 

catastrophe. 

 In “The Masque of the Red Death,” Poe uses the symbolism of the stranger, 

the clock, and the seventh room to develop the theme of death. 

 

Practice 3: consider the stated claims in these extracts. Are they descriptive or 

argumentative/persuasive? (Solomon 2013: 99) 

 

 Approximately 800,000 people died in the genocide in Rwanda. These were 

predominantly people from the Tutsi ethnic group. 

 The genocide in Rwanda was entirely preventable. 

 Policymakers at the United Nations were aware that the Tutsi people were being 

targeted for elimination. However, there are many complex factors that account for 

their inaction in preventing the mass slaughter. 
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Practice 4: what type of evidence is used to support the claims below? 

 

Examples 

Citations 

Previous studies 

Direct quotations 

Findings of previous research 

Study results 

Others 

 

1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. 
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