Teacher Resources 1.9b: Understanding Academic Arguments


Before assigning academic arguments to our students, we need to define “argument,” particularly an academic argument, and distinguish it from other types of writing,  since argumentation is basic to  written and oral texts across the academic disciplines (Johns, 1993; McClish, 2008).  We also need to examine how high school writing and academic argumentation in post-secondary institutions can be compared and contrasted.  

In all  expository (non-fiction) texts in the English language, the writer, to be effective, must be “responsible” to the reader, that is, the writer must tell the reader, at various points, where the text is going (Hinds, 1987).  That’s why, in the “Three-Part Essay Structure,” which is common in high school English classes, students are told to include a thesis in their introductions, a sentence that frames the entire essay and tells the reader where the essay will go and what it will do.  Writers are also told to begin each paragraph in this type of essay with a topic sentence (see High School Writing, pp. 59-76), again leading the reader through sections of the text.  Often, in this type of essay, the writer’s conclusion contains a restatement of the thesis or a summary of the text, as well (see HSW, p. 67). 

However, the word thesis can be a vague and abstract term for students—and for teachers.  Why? Sometimes a thesis is designed to persuade the reader about a particular issue about which there is some disagreement (“Franklin D. Roosevelt did more for this country’s economy than any other President because…” or  “Martin Luther King, Jr.’s most important characteristic was integrity…” ).   At other times, however,  an essay and its thesis are intended to inform the reader about something upon which there is little or no disagreement (“Franklin D. Roosevelt, President during the Depression, founded a number of new agencies, designed to assist the disadvantaged and unemployed.”) .   
A persuasive essay (HSW,  pp. 323-356), which is related to an academic argument,  generally has a thesis in the introduction and is designed “to convince readers that the writer’s opinion is valid” [italics mine] (HSW, p. 323).  High School Writing contains long, useful chapters describing persuasive essays, which are important to high school classes and high stakes examinations.
What, then, is an academic argument?   Again, we can turn to  High School Writing, where this definition appears:  
Argument is one of the most popular forms of discourse for academic writing, and …the “mainstay” of college writing. This type of [text] requires a writer to take a reasoned stance on a topic and then support it with effective evidence and analysis.  In the process, students develop logical reasoning skills and ability to persuade other of the validity of their stance (p. 357). 
This is a very good definition; and you and your students will undoubtedly benefit from the full discussion of written argument in High School Writing and the activities that follow  (pp. 357-375).
 It can be seen, then, that a text with an academic argument resembles the persuasive essay in that it is written to convince readers to take a side on an issue about which people may disagree. However, the word opinion  is not generally used in academic argumentation because it is loaded with negativity, indicating that the writer may not have completed the necessary research and is merely stating a belief or feeling.  Instead of using opinion or thesis, most college instructors, following Toulmin (1958), speak of a claim, which is a conclusion about an issue a writer has reached after examining considerable evidence
.  A claim is thought to be different from a personal opinion because it is backed by appropriate evidence or data. 

 A claim may appear in an introduction to a text; however, in many academic papers, particularly in science and social sciences, the claim appears at the end of a paper, after the evidence (often called “results”) has been presented and discussed.  A claim can also appear elsewhere, particularly in long, academic essays.  A writer may also include sub-claims which support the major claims in the paper.  There are a variety of factors that influence where a claim appears: the content area (discipline) of the writer, the amount of opposition to the claim, the types of evidence used, the genre, and the audience to whom the writer is addressing the text. 

In sum, how are academic arguments the same as, or different from, most persuasive essays?


Similarities: 

· In both cases, the writers are attempting to persuade readers of a particular “take” on an issue about which there are different points of view.

· As is the case of the thesis in persuasive essays, a claim is the core of the text, where the writer condenses his or her point.
· In both cases, the writer may present evidence; however, in persuasive writing, the evidence is sometimes more personal and narrative than in academic writing.  In academic writing, the evidence generally comes from outside of the writer: from different types of data or sources
.   

              Differences: 
· Claims in academic arguments may appear in the introduction, as they do in most essays written in high school; but as the ACR curriculum demonstrates, they can also appear in other parts of a paper or oral presentation, as well. 

· Writers use claims in a large variety of expository genres, not just essays.  In fact, claims appear in most academic papers, and elsewhere, as well. In academic contexts, we find claims in essays, in headed papers of various kinds, in published research articles, in grant proposals, in lab reports, and other types of texts.  In everyday life, we see claims in opinion (“op-ed”) pieces and editorials, in on-line in blogs and in newspapers and magazines. Argumentation is everywhere! (See Lunsford & Ruskiewicz, 2003.) 

· Claims in academic texts are not considered to be “opinions,” because opinion is a loaded, negative term
 that seems to indicate that the writer hasn’t done enough research and is just stating how he or she feels or what he or she believes.  Students often say, “Well, that’s just your opinion.”  Instead, claims are tentative conclusions, based upon the collection of  evidence appropriate for the claims, the audience, the discipline, and the genre.
· This brings us, then, to the second most important element in Toulmin’s (1958) argument scheme: evidence.   Claims are only considered valid by readers if they are supported by sufficient, appropriate evidence for the claim being made.   That is why the results (the evidence) in a research project often appear before the claim.

·  One thing that is interesting about academic texts is that the discipline to which the writer belongs often determines what types of evidence are valid.   In acr, sources are most commonly used as evidence, although students are also encouraged to use interviews and surveys, as well. However, in academic classes, students may be required to use data or sources ( evidence) of various types: observations, interviews, numerical data, information provided in lectures or speeches, visual information, or other data that is required by the class or the discipline.  
· In their academic classes, students need to be prepared to be rhetorically flexible, that is, to study a particular class or discipline in order to determine what are appropriate claims and what evidence (and how much) are acceptable.  
· But claims are not considered to be truths; they are only tentative conclusions based on the evidence collected.  That’s why academic writers often use hedging words when they present their claims.  In research articles, for example, you will see a claims like these (Hyland, 1998): 

    

These data suggest that…
 Though it is difficult to generalize from this small data set, the evidence collected does show that…

    

Perhaps what is most important about information collected from sources is…
Given this discussion, how do we help students to read or write an argument text as we continue to encourage their college readiness?
· When reading  (or listening to) an argument,  students should ask themselves these questions:

1) What are the rhetorical and historical contexts for this text? (See xxx) How might these influence the writer and readers---and the claims that are made?  How might these contexts influence the evidence used by the writer?
2) What is the issue (or what are the issues) being discussed?  That is, what is the author discussing that people may disagree about?

3) What is the writer’s claim?  (Or what are the writer’s claims, since there may be several.) Where is/are  it/they found? [Note: A single claim may be found in bits and pieces---or in various places---something that makes reading difficult.] 
4) And, for each of the claims:

· What does this claim say? (Students quote.)  How can this claim be paraphrased while being true to its meaning? (Student paraphrase, then either write down the quote or paraphrase and page number in their Research Logs.)
· What evidence does the writer use to support this claim?  (Students list the evidence in their RLs, either in quote or paraphrase form)  

5) Then, depending upon what task, or prompt, the students are working toward, ask them one of these questions:

· How can I use the writer’s claim, the evidence, or other parts of the text to answer the prompt that I am working on?

· How can I summarize this argument, beginning with the writer’s claim and continuing with the evidence? 

· Does the argument (claim and evidence) made by the writer appeal to me?  Why or why not?  
· Would the argument made by the writer appeal to other audiences, perhaps those to whom the argument is directed?  Why or why not? 

· When preparing to write an academic argument based upon a claim and the evidence that has been collected, the writer needs to discover what text structure (or genre) a paper should be presented in and where the claim, or claims, and the evidence, should appear.

ACR is designed to prepare students for a variety of possibilities, to be rhetorically flexible as they enter new classrooms.  If you look at the assignments in each of the ACR units, you will see that different decisions need to be made about where claims (and sub-claims) and evidence will appear.  The purpose here is to make students aware that texts are organized in different ways and thus the claim and evidence may appear in different places in a text.   For example, in Assignment 3, a headed paper, there is no single claim that frames the entire text.  Instead, there are a purpose statement and research questions in the introduction. Each of the headed sections has a claim and evidence and responds directly to one of the research questions posed in the introduction.  According to extensive research by Swales (1990), this type of introduction, with a purpose statement and research questions, is much more common to academic texts across the disciplines than is the standard essay introduction that is taught in many high school English classes.
Confused?  Your students will be, too.  So let’s use Assignment 2, a timed, in-class “essay” test, as an example:


Assignment 2: In-class, timed writing, which required three, separate claims:



Questions from the prompt: Which personal characteristics mentioned by




Campbell are central to understanding the leader you are studying? Why




were these important while the leader lived?  How did these aid him




to be a catalyst for change? 

	Question from the prompt
	My claim responding to the first question
	My evidence from sources to support this claim (Rhetorical/historical context, citation, citation’s importance

	Which personal characteristics mentioned by Campbell…
	
	

	
	
	


[I think you have all of this under: topic Sentence and Evidence Grid…)
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� If they use the term, thesis, they probably mean claim—which is confusing to students.


� See Larson, R. (1982). The “research paper” in the writing course: A non-form of writing. College English, 44, 811-816. 


� In college and university, most faculty do not make distinctions between “fact and opinion.”  They point out that students should understand how facts are used….and what writer’s claims are based upon.  Texts, writers, contexts, and audiences are much more complicated than the fact/opinion dichotomy seems to indicate. 





