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Blog Post #3: Putting Sources in Conversation1 
A step by step strategy to strengthen your content when writing about another author’s ideas.  

Use it to crush any page count in an analytical or argumentative paper. 
 

The Requirements: 
✓ You should have read over ½ of your book before writing this post. 
✓ 350-500 words, not counting your cited sources 
✓ Two MLA in-text cited pieces of evidence, each from a different source, and a Works Cited 

 

The Process: 
Step 1: Choose evidence 

• Choose a piece of evidence from your book that you found interesting, revealing, or challenging 
o It should be something you can advance, complicate, or challenge (it allows room for 

differing opinions) 
o It can be as short as a few sentences and no longer than about half of a page 

 
Step 2: Begin writing by introducing the evidence from source #1 

• Begin your writing by introducing and contextualizing your evidence: of what larger discussion 
or ideas is it a part? 

o Quote, paraphrase, or summarize your evidence in accurate MLA format 
 
Step 3: Analyze the source’s claims 

• Focus on the author or source’s opinions and what it’s inviting readers to think: what is it 
claiming? What evidence or reasons, if any, does it provide to support that? 

 
Step 4: Put yourself in the conversation 

• (Consider using a transition and starting a new paragraph here if it makes sense) 

• Put yourself in the conversation by advancing, complicating, or challenging the source’s claims. 
Make your own observations about what the evidence means or shows. 

o Provide your own evidence and reasons for what you believe whenever possible.  
o When addressing specific language or claims from the source, consider quoting from it 

to embed its language within your own writing. 
 
Step 5: Introduce the evidence from source #2 

• (Consider using a transition and starting a new paragraph here if it makes sense) 

• Repeat Steps 2 and 3, this time for source #2 
 
Step 6: Put your sources in conversation 

• (Consider using a transition and starting a new paragraph here if it makes sense) 

• What would these sources have to say to each other? On what ideas would they agree? 
Disagree?  

• Consider putting yourself in this conversation as well if you have anything to add. 
 

                                                           
1 The vast majority of writing tasks you’ll encounter in college require you to “be able to converse with the 
material--to be in some kind of dialogue with it, to see the questions the material asks, and to pose your own 
questions about it” (Rosenwasser and Stephen 107). 



English 4 / Mr. Neff 

2 
 

Scoring Rubric: 
✓ Author provides a focused response to the assignment criteria 
✓ Author uses organized paragraphs and conventions of standard, conversational written English 
✓ Author includes specific examples and details from text to support his/her ideas 
✓ Author elaborates on his/her ideas with depth and clarity 
✓ Author includes accurate MLA in-text citation and Works Cited (8th edition) 

 
Proficient (20 points): 

Response complete, specific, accurate, detailed, and on time. 

 
Developing (15 points): 
Minor problem in one area 

 
Limited (10 points): 

Minor problems in two areas or significant problem in one area 
 

Unsatisfactory (0 points): 
Problems in three areas 
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An example of “Sources in Conversation” in action: 
 

(Steps 1 and 2: Choose and introduce evidence) 
 Most people who’ve heard of (but not read) Jon Krakauer’s Into the Wild probably think of it as 
an adventure story: a road trip narrative about a young man with an independent spirit who travels on 
the road and walks into the Alaskan wild. Even if they know that he meets his tragic end there, they 
likely consider Christopher McCandless to be an inspiring, if slightly misguided hero to many young 
people throughout our country. For readers more familiar with Chris’s story however, and for many 
Alaskans especially, what is inspirational to some is much more complicated (and much more divisive) to 
others. In Krakauer’s book, readers can see the most volatile example of this in a letter written by Nick 
Jans, a writer and teacher living north of the Arctic Circle. Among other inspired and angry invective, 
Jans pens the following critique: 
 

Over the past 15 years, I’ve run into several McCandless types out in the country. Same story: 
idealistic, energetic young guys who overestimated themselves, underestimated the country, and 
ended up in trouble. McCandless was hardly unique; there’s quite a few of these guys hanging 
around the state . . . The only difference is that McCandless ended up dead, with the story of his 
dumbassedness splashed across the media. (qtd. In Krakauer 71) 

 
(Step 3: Analyze the source’s claims and Step 4: Put yourself in the conversation) The letter goes on, 
but even in these opening statements we can spot the author’s undisguised disdain for Chris and other 
“McCandless types.” There’s no whiff of tragedy coming from Jans here, just a tirade against the 
“dumbassedness splashed across the media” that resulted from Chris’s death. Nick Jans appears to 
resent the attention that Chris’s death received. If he were lamenting the deaths of other Alaskan 
travelers who lost their lives to less fanfare and no film deals, then perhaps one could sympathize with 
his criticism of the attention that McCandless’s death received. Instead, Jans resorts to personal attacks, 
going so far as to knock Chris’s journals as “read[ing] like the work of an above average, somewhat 
histrionic high school kid.” In the end, the kindest thing Nick Jans has to say in this letter is that he has 
“no sympathy for [Chris],” though he does “feel for his parents” (qtd. In Krakauer 72). 
 
(Step 5: Introduce evidence from your 2nd source) It’s been over 20 years since Christopher McCandless 
took his now-fabled walk into the wild, but elsewhere, many people (both Alaskan and not) echo Nick 
Jans’ frustrations, though typically with less vitriol. Even in a recent article from Outside magazine (for 
which Krakauer first wrote the McCandless story that he would eventually turn into Into the Wild), 
opinions on Chris’s legacy are mixed at best. In the article “Should We Still Care About Chris 
McCandless?,” journalist Diana Saverin presents people’s varied opinions which range from a Facebook 
commenter who questions, “’Seriously who gives a [expletive] about this anymore? Move on’” to 
Krakauer himself, who argues that because Chris’s story is known by so many people and considered to 
be a cautionary tale, it’s important to know exactly how he died: whether it was due to a lack of 
preparedness on his part, or more simply rotten luck. In the article’s closing, though, Saverin presents 
what I find to be the most resonant argument for why McCandless’s story still matters, and it comes 
from the camp that has been most critical of Chris: an Alaskan wilderness expert named Roman Dial. 
When Krakauer asked Dial about some of Chris’s survival mistakes, Dial defended McCandless and 
revealed his empathy for the young man:  
 

I guess I can’t help identifying with the guy. I hate to admit it, but not so many years ago it could 
easily have been me in the same kind of predicament. When I first started coming to Alaska, I 
think I was probably a lot like McCandless: just as green, just as eager. And I’m sure there are 

https://www.sparkxl.com/2017/10/29/the-road-has-always-led-west-initial-impressions-of-into-the-wild/
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plenty of other Alaskans who had a lot in common with McCandless when they first got here, 
too, including many of his critics. Which is maybe why they’re so hard on him. Maybe 
McCandless reminds them a little too much of their former selves. (Saverin) 

 
 (Step 6: Put your sources in conversation) Krakauer answers the question Saverin poses in her 
article: yes, we should still care about Chris McCandless because his story can serve as a cautionary tale 
for other young men and women who feel pulled by a similar wanderlust as Chris. They would do well to 
heed the implied warning of Chris’s tragic end: you can be reckless, but be prepared. Perhaps just as 
important though, is Roman Dial’s response. Dial presents a counter to Nick Jans’s cold accusation of 
Chris just being another one of “these guys” guilty of “dumbassedness.” Dial shows us not necessarily 
why we should care about Chris’s story, but why so many people (this author included) do still care 
about Chris’s story: he matters to us because in him we see reflections of ourselves. Chris is a mirror for 
our own anxieties about the modern world and its often absurd obligations, and a beacon for those who 
would like nothing more than to take to the road in hopes of a simpler life filled with joy, not barriers 
like money, job, or materialism. That this desire seems a bit foolish and naïve to most people is exactly 
the point: Chris deserves our empathy and his story deserves telling because he did something many of 
us dream of doing but avoid out of fear; his death deserves this same respect because it reminds us 
there are hard realities to face when chasing down these kinds of dreams.  
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