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Everything’s an Argument

Lesson 2

Reading and Writing Arguments

It makes sense to try to examine arguments systematically, because one can judge the scope of writers’ claims, assess the reliability of their evidence, and react to the nuances of their language. Everyone evaluates arguments routinely, whenever they read editorials or listen to political speeches: I don’t see her point. Are those statistics up to date? Why did he have to resort to name-calling? Most people know when a case is convincing or weak.

Connecting as Reader or Writer

As you read or write arguments, you must be aware of points of contact between readers and writers—some friendly, others more troubled. Readers should ask what motivates writers to argue a case—what experiences they bring to the table. And writers must consider how they ought to convey to readers who they are. Connecting means learning to identify with a writer or a reader, imagining yourself in someone else’s shoes. Writers who haven’t considered alternative views can easily be faulted. As a writer, you can connect to readers by acknowledging their concerns, building trust, and establishing your authority and credibility. In short, you must earn the right to write.

Understanding Lines of Argument

When you encounter an argument, your instinct as a reader should be to explore its premises (the statements the writer assumes to be true) and the evidence that supports it. When you write an argument, you must decide on strategies to use to build your case. That case can usually be constructed by considering the four lines of argument:
· Arguments from the Heart 


Arguments from the heart are designed to appeal to readers’ emotions. Readers are 
told to be wary of such manipulation because emotions can lead them to make 
unwise judgments. But emotions can also direct readers in powerful ways to think 
carefully about what they do. For example, a writer might persuade a reader to drink 
and drive by making them fear death, injury, or arrest. 
· Arguments Based on Values 


In arguments based on values, writers typically either (1) ask others to live up to 
higher principles, respected traditions, or even new values, or (2) complain that they 
have not done so. These arguments will succeed or fail depending on how readers 
react to values. Any writer hoping to argue effectively needs a keen sense of the 
values operating within the community he or she is addressing. 
· Arguments Based on Character 


Readers tend to believe writers who seem honest, wise, and trustworthy. In 
examining an argument, you should look for evidence of these traits. Does the 
writer have authority to write on this subject? Are all claims qualified reasonably? Is 
evidence presented in full, not tailored to the writer’s agenda? Are important 
objections to the author’s position acknowledged and addressed? Are sources 
documented?  

As a writer of arguments, you must anticipate the very same questions. Language 
that is extreme can mark you as overly biased. Organization that is tight can 
suggest that you are in control. Confusing language can make you seem 
incompetent. 

· Arguments Based on Facts and Reason 


In evaluating most arguments, you’ll have to judge first whether the linkages 
between claims and supporting reasons make sense. Then you’ll have to judge 
whether the writer provides enough evidence to support each part of the argument.  
Making a Claim  

Not every argument you read will package its claim in a neat sentence or thesis. As a reader, you might have to infer the claim. In more traditional arguments, claims are likely to be more explicit. Making a claim is an important early step in writing a thesis. A claim itself is not an argument until it is attached to reasons that support it and the premises that uphold it.  
Giving an Argument Shape  

Most arguments have a logical structure. Aristotle reduced it to two parts: statement and proof. Most arguments you read (and write) will be more than mere statements followed by proofs. Arguments require some background to clarify claims. Arguments need qualifiers to limit claims to questions that writers can prove within the time and space available. They need to acknowledge alternative views and to offer rebuttals to contrary claims and evidence.  Giving an Argument Style  An argument flush with evidence may not connect with readers if it is written in a dull, inappropriate, or offensive style. As a reader you judge the credibility of writers in part by how well they state their cases. Style also enables writers to shape readers’ responses to their ideas. Devices like repetition and parallelism can give sentences power. Style has to be modulated almost like music to move readers appropriately.  
Managing the Conventions of Argument  

You need to know how to present tables and graphs, how to document borrowed material, how to select and introduce quotations, how to tailor quotations to the grammar of surrounding sentences, how to shorten quoted passages, and so on. 

Respond

1. Reread E.B. White’s “Education” and describe the circumstances of the appeal: what was the historical situation, what issues were at stake, and what made the piece memorable. 
2. Read the companion opinion articles (“The Homework Trap” and “Does Homework Work”) at the end of this packet. Analyze each argument with regard to the six components summarized in this lesson: write a few sentences describing and evaluating the author’s success at  


Connecting to his or her readers 


Arguing from the heart, values, character, and facts 

Making a claim 

Giving the argument shape 

Giving the argument style 

Managing the conventions of argument 

3. Using the same article, identify the purposes, occasions, and stages of this argument (review Lesson 1). 

Establishing Credibility

Careful writers can work toward establishing their credibility by listening closely to those they want to reach, by demonstrating to readers that they are knowledgeable, by highlighting shared values, by referring to common experiences related to the subject at hand, by using language to build common ground, by respecting readers, and by showing that they are trying hard to understand them.

· Demonstrate Knowledge 

One good way to connect with readers is by demonstrating that you know what you 
are talking about. You can do this by providing examples, facts, and statistics. 

· Highlight Shared Values 

You can benefit from thinking about what values you hold and what values you may 
share with your readers. 

· Refer to Common Experiences 

References to common experiences assume that readers have enough in common 
with the writer to read on and accept—at least temporarily—the writer’s credibility. 

· Build Common Ground 

Writers who want to build credibility need to be careful with pronouns and to make 
sure that “we” and “our” are used accurately and deliberately. 

· Respect Readers 

When you wish to speak to those who disagree with you, or who may not have 
thought carefully about the issues you wish to raise, respect is crucial.  
Respond 
4. Find an example of one of the following items.  Explain the argument made by the piece and then describe, as fully as you can, the audience the text is designed to address or invoke.  

A request for a donation by a charitable or political group 

A movie poster 

A bumper sticker 
5. What common experiences—if any—do the following objects, brand names, and symbols evoke, and for what audiences in particular?  

The Nike swoosh 

McDonald’s golden arches 

A can of Coca-Cola 
6. Carry out an informal demographic study of the readership of The Atlantic. Who reads the magazine? What is its circulation? What levels of education and income does the average reader have? Are readers politically conservative, moderate, or liberal? How old is the average reader? You’ll likely have to do some research to get this information. Then read The Atlantic article title “Does Homework Work?” from this week’s “Worth a Read” Language Blog post and analyze it in terms of the audience. Who seem to be its intended readers? Does it seem addressed to the average reader you have identified? 

The Homework Trap

By Kenneth Goldberg

As the world engages in global debates of all kinds, there are many parents whose major concern is not public policy but what will happen at home tonight. They are not “tiger moms,” but ordinary parents who simply want the best for their children. These parents start out with the full intention of supporting the teachers and their children’s schools. Yet, something goes wrong along the way as they and their children fall into a homework trap.

The problem starts in elementary school. The notes come home and the parents get “the call.” They meet with the teacher and make plans to make sure everyone is on the same page.

Before long, the cast of characters grows.

By middle school, several teachers, the disciplinarian and the nurse are all fretting over what these children do not do. Their parents feel pressured to oversee their children’s work, as they also feel criticized as though they’ve done something wrong. These parents would do anything to help their children, yet nothing they do reaps results.

Soon, they realize that the efforts they are making are actually doing more harm than good.

The key misconception about homework-trapped children is what I call the “myth of motivation.” These children are viewed as lazy and unmotivated, as if they are different from the other children who would rather play than do their homework. There are reasons why these children don’t do their work, and it’s not because they lack motivation. Rather, they have “under-the-radar” learning problems. Minor differences in learning capabilities can have major implications on the work that’s sent home — much more than they have on the work done in class. The most important issue is the pace at which the child works. No one would question that a child who runs slowly truly wants to win the race, yet we somehow believe that homework-trapped children lack the desire to get their work done.

We know that people don’t spend large amounts of time engaging in tasks they don’t do well. Yet, homework-trapped children are made to struggle for hours on end.

These children would be far better off if they were asked to work for a fixed amount of time (perhaps 10 minutes per night per grade) than to fall into an abyss of working all night to get every worksheet done. The child, who is forced to keep on working without limits, will predictably learn how to avoid the work.

Excessive homework pressures teach children to lie, forget, argue and procrastinate. This eventually brings in the child study team, not to deal with learning problems, but because the child’s behavior has been bad.

With that, the child may get sent to a different class or an alternative school where, voilà, homework is no longer required. It’s an odd turn of events that these homework-trapped children, who could have succeeded with some homework relief, only get that relief after they’ve acted out.
Because of this, I offer three very simple adjustments that are crucial for homework-trapped children, and which, frankly, I think should be policy for all students. They are:

1) Time-bound homework. Just as school starts and stops by the clock, define homework as a fixed period of time. See what the child can do in a reasonable amount of time and work with that child on using the time well.

2) Reduced penalties. Zeros factored into a large percentage of the child’s grade are too harsh a penalty to alter behavior. Lesser consequences will prove more effective in both mobilizing the child and allowing the parent to approach the issue calmly.

3) Respect for lines of authority. Teachers are in charge of their classrooms; parents should tread lightly on telling them what to do. Parents are the people in charge of their homes; teachers should not tell parents how to organize their homes. In the end, when decisions are to be made about behaviors in the home (i.e. homework), the parent needs to be the one to have the final say.

I am aware of the controversy that abounds around the world regarding how much homework children should get. It’s an important debate but not the one I’m concerned with today. I’ll leave that to teachers, the experts in education, to figure out what makes the most sense.
But in developing their models, it is critical for teachers to understand that homework assignments tread on borrowed ground. Homework requires the tacit permission of the parents to allow it in their homes.

While most parents will support the school in what it asks, they also need the power to withdraw that permission, if needed, without consequence to their child’s education.

Kenneth Goldberg, Ph.D., is a longtime clinical psychologist. He is the author of “The Homework Trap: How to Save the Sanity of Parents, Students and Teachers.” A member of the American Psychological Association, he practices in Cherry Hill.

Does Homework Work?

David Shenk

School's back, and so is Big Homework. Here's what my 7th grade daughter has to do tonight:


1 Math review sheet, 

1 Science essay, 

French vocab for possible quiz, 

History reading and questionnaire, and 

English reading and note-taking
About two hours, give or take. This is considered a pretty light load, so as to ramp up gently. Over the next few weeks, it will get up to three hours or more.

Most of us give very little thought to this long-lived combination. School and homework seem as interconnected as cars and gasoline. Kids need homework to get smarter -- right? It's supposed to be how they pick up a good work ethic.
Only maybe it isn't. Maybe most homework is a giant waste of my daughter's time and a needless cause of family stress.

Two 2006 books make that argument: Alfie Kohn's The Homework Myth, and Sara Bennett & Nancy Kalish's The Case against Homework.

Homework does not improve children's work habits, argues Kohn. It does not reinforce skills, and "isn't even correlated with, much less responsible for, higher achievement before high school."

Bennett and Kalish write:


There's absolutely no proof that 
homework helps elementary school 
pupils learn 
more or have greater 
academic success. In fact...when 
children are asked to do too 
much nightly work, just the opposite 
has been found. And study after 
study shows 
that homework is not 
much more beneficial in middle 
school either. Even in high school, 
where there can be benefits, they 
start to decline as soon as kids are 
overloaded.
The new thinking is that, instead of piling on onerous, rote assignments, homework, kids ought to be encouraged to use their after school time to explore their own curiosities, read books of their own choice, to play, and to get adequate sleep.

Kohn again:


Most kids hate homework. They 
dread it, groan about it, put off doing 
it as long as possible. It may be the 
single most reliable extinguisher of 
the flame of curiosity.
Any parent reading this has high expectations for his or her child. We all want not what's easiest, but what's best. If that means a lot of homework, so be it. But it seems the time has come for all parents to revisit this subject with considerable skepticism.

David Shenk is a writer on genetics, talent and intelligence. He is the author of Data Smog, The Forgetting, and The Genius in All of Us.

