  Teaching Persuasive Writing
James Beach

                         Persuasion is arguably one of the most important skills that any person can develop.  This talent can be used in every conceivable social setting.  Historically, persuasive writing has been used for a huge range of goals.  Masters of the persuasive arts have used their influence to sell used cars and topple governments.  On a more local level, persuasive writing pervades the school assignments and business proposals that make up academic and professional life.  Our English classrooms encourage students to analyze a wide variety of opinions and belief systems, and eventually to develop their own.  Persuasive writing is merely the utilization of these opinions.  What good are students’ carefully constructed judgments if they remain unvoiced?  How can their arguments be effective if they are never taught how to present their cases?   Do our students even realize the enormous persuasive potential of their words?  Most importantly, if persuasive writing is really such a fundamental ability, why is this skill not being taught in our school systems?

            Few students are formally taught how to write persuasively.  Although other elements of writing composition have become an integral part of the English classroom, persuasive writing is still not a common topic of study.  What is this persuasive element and why is it so commonly excluded?  Simply defined, persuasive writing is merely a method of discourse in which the writer uses an argument to sway or influence the opinions of the audience.  By careful use of tone, structure, and argument the author attempts to influence the opinions of the audience.  The question that we as educators must raise is what is the unique value of teaching persuasive writing?  Furthermore, if this is a genre that we are interested in teaching our students, what is the best way to present it in a classroom environment?

            In the course of my research, I found that many educators feel that teaching students the basics of writing is enough.  If students possess the ability to organize and present their thoughts in writing, the content will take care of itself.  This attitude accounts for the scarcity of persuasive writing programs in the high schools.  Teachers who never learned persuasive writing themselves probably will not see the need to teach it to their students.  In fact, they probably will not even know where to begin.  Persuasive writing is a huge area of study that ties in with many different critical thinking skills.  A lack of familiarity with the subject will quickly frustrate any teacher trying to construct a persuasive writing unit.  However, the fact remains that persuasive writing is an important part of students’ critical development and must be addressed.  It brings together formal concepts about audience, organization, logic, and argument that are essential to any complete learning process.  Furthermore, the English class may be the only place where high school students can be exposed to these ideas.  Few high schools offer philosophy courses that teach the students an ordered reasoning process.  Too often their logic skills are limited to math problems.  One of the most important benefits students can gain from learning to write persuasively is the ability to organize all of their critical thinking skills- to think and write in a reasoned, structured fashion.  Exercising their critical skills can also benefit them on a personal level by forcing them to examine their own thinking processes.  They may discover that many of their conclusions are borrowed from others out of a desire for simplicity (Sweet and Swanson, 2000, p.42).

            By teaching persuasive writing, you are not only introducing your students to a new genre and helping them to see the mechanisms of their critical thinking processes, but also allowing them the opportunity to develop enhanced organization, focus, clarity, tone, and elegance as a writer.  Teaching persuasive writing is a good way to cover all the core learning standards.  As it is essentially instruction in critical thinking, an improvement in this genre will touch many areas of development.  Teaching from persuasive writing models allows many opportunities for exercising listening and reading skills.  Of course, the majority of the persuasive writing unit is devoted to practicing writing.  Students will learn to construct their own arguments, to organize them in a clear and understandable fashion, and to revise their writing to meet the demands of different audiences and contexts.  All these skills will prove useful on the required standardized tests and future writing assignments.  Additionally, by focusing on the audience and the argument at the core of persuasion, you can present the students with an engaging field of study that they will be able to use for the rest of their lives.

            Persuasive writing is not merely a type of “classroom writing.”  Persuasion is a valuable skill that can be used at any age and in any setting.   Admittedly, the students’ future employers will not ask them to write persuasive essays any more than they would request research papers.  However, they may be called upon to write proposals, submit recommendations, or otherwise utilize their persuasive skills.  Because persuasion is intimately related to critical thinking skills, it functions as a useful technique in both oral and written form.  This feature allows the teacher to present persuasive writing as a personal, practical exercise to interest the apathetic student.  Would they like to convince their parents to extend their curfew?  Perhaps the school administration can be persuaded to alter the repressive dress code?  Any topic that has room for debate is fair game for the students to practice their persuasive techniques.  This freedom can allow for individualized writing assignments, where the students choose their own topics and positions.  The benefit of this setup is not only that it encourages student interest, but that it also emulates the actual role of persuasion outside a classroom environment.  The key, according to Angela Petit and Edna Soto (2002), is to get students to realize that they already know a great deal about persuasion.  Every time the students try to get their friends to go see a certain movie or convince you that the dog ate their homework, they are using the same persuasive skills they will need to construct an effective argument.  The only difficulty is in having them classify and evaluate the types of arguments they use, organize their thoughts in an effective manner, and present them successfully.

            Petit and Soto advocate beginning with students constructing and evaluating oral arguments (Petit and Soto, p.675-6).  Through a demonstration of different arguments function and how an audience responds, the students are allowed to realize that they already possess all of the persuasive skills they will need.  Take this sample argument that a student might propose:

            “I think our teacher should stop assigning us so much homework.  Reading five chapters in one night is ridiculous.  I can hardly remember anything when I read that much at once.  I have homework for other classes too, so I have to rush through the reading to get to all that other stuff.  When I tell my other teachers how much I have to do in this class, they can’t believe it either.  And assigning all that reading on a weekend is just cruel.”

            If you’ve set foot in a high-school classroom recently, you’ve probably heard a variation of this argument.  By opening up these types of student-created argument for class discussion, the students are immediately immersed in material in which they have a vested interest.  Before the students get involved with any models of arguments or logical fallacies, they are presented with an opportunity in which they go through the whole process of creating and evaluating an argument based only on their prior knowledge.  Many of the arguments may be weak or inappropriate at this point, but this type of workshop is a valuable first step towards genuine persuasive writing.  The most important goal, at this stage, is to get the students to think of the audience they are trying to persuade.

            The audience is the most important factor for the students to consider.  On the subject of the persuader, Robert Oliver (1942) writes in Psychology of Persuasive Speech “His thoughts must be turned first of all toward his audience, and only thereafter toward his subject.  His fundamental question is not ‘What will constitute a factual or logical description of my topic?’ but, ‘What, concerning my subject, will best serve to induce the audience to accept my proposal?’” ( p.6).  The audience is such a critical factor that it will determine the type of argument that the students choose, as well as how strong that argument needs to be in order to be effective.  All concerns about presentation, tone, and format relate back to the question of audience.  Herb Cohen (1980), in his book You Can Negotiate Anything, emphasizes a similar point.  In his chapter “Styles of Negotiating,” each style of arguing that he describes depends greatly on the target of the argument. (Cohen, p. 119-205)  By identifying certain classifications of audience and attempting to predict their reactions, students will better be able to identify appropriate arguments and argumentative styles for a given situation.  Students deal with the subject of audience in argumentation while they are still creating, discussing, and evaluating spoken arguments, preparing them to make the jump to writing.

            In the example of the student argument for less homework, imagine I (the teacher) ask the student who the target of his argument is.  He will almost certainly identify me, as I am the one who assigns the homework ands only I can decrease the workload.  However, I should try to get the student to think about other potential audiences.  Isn’t he trying to sway his fellow students as well?  With the whole class on his side, he might stand a better chance of swaying me with his argument (we have not discussed logical fallacies yet, so we are not concerned with the soundness of the argument, only with the effectiveness.  Argumentum ad populum will come later).  By thinking about the effectiveness of an oral argument on different audiences, the students will be able to identify effective techniques for persuasion, based on nothing but their own experiences.  The new concept introduced at this stage is the composition and categorization of target audiences.  Once this framework has been set up, the steps for crafting an effective argument will follow.      

            Although it might seem like I am overstressing a simple concept, the role of the audience in persuasive writing really cannot be overemphasized.  The audience plays an important role in all genres of writing, of course.  Audience usually determines the tone of the writing, the level of the vocabulary, and the style that is permitted.  In persuasive writing, however, that role is expanded.  All elements are focused on influencing the opinions of the readers.  The piece of writing exists because the writer wishes to influence the opinion of the audience in some way.  While it may be possible to write in other genres with no specific audience in mind (a fictional story or a poem, for example), in persuasive discourse it is essential.  Only once the students have a clearly defined audience to write for can they begin to construct appropriate arguments.

            There are many other factors related to the audience that your students should be made aware of.  In the chapter of Persuasion entitled “The Audience as Individuals” Marvin Karlins and Herbert Abelson (1970) recommend several other factors for potential persuaders to consider.  If the intended audience consists of more than one person, the overall makeup of this group must be taken into consideration.  Karlins and Abelson caution against basing arguments too heavily on the expected makeup of the audience, however.  They mention the phenomenon of “selective exposure” – the premise that “people tend to expose themselves only to persuasive appeals with which they already agree” (p.84).  Essentially, the people you are trying to persuade are the ones who are least likely to want to be in your audience.  The students should therefore be cautioned that when they submit a persuasive writing piece to a forum with a broad audience (like a newspaper or a magazine article), they should assume that they are, for the most part, preaching to the converted.  What can your students do when their audience is composed primarily of people who already agree with them?  First, the student swill have to focus their energy on crafting arguments that their critics will be unable to assail.  If these arguments are well constructed and well-presented, they may be able to sway the target segments of the audiences.

            Karlins and Abelson also advocate that the audience should not be measured just in terms of segments, but also using the framework of individual preferences.  The persuader needs to be aware of not only the attitudes they are attempting to sway, but the motives behind those attitudes as well.  These authors list three factors to be considered: the factual, social, and personal reasons that justify the attitudes of the audience members (Karlins and Abelson, p.92-3).  These attitudinal justifications help to determine what type of argument the audience member would be most susceptible to.  For instance, an opinion with a factual basis can be swayed by presenting other facts, and an attitude that is based on social factors is best supplanted by an argument that reinforces the individual’s links to the groups that are important to him or her (Karlins and Abelson, p.93).  By presenting these issues to students and helping them to see the connections between audience and argument, we instructors can help them consider the many factors they will need when they learn to choose and construct an effective argument.

            The next step for the students is to learn to identify and construct a logical, effective argument.  According to Petit and Soto, the students are already proficient in creating certain forms of arguments.  The next task is to make distinctions between these conventional, everyday arguments and arguments that follow the formal rules of logic.  The audience will determine which type of argument is required of the student.  Once the students understand that different types of arguments are best suited for particular situations, they are ready to begin the daunting task of identifying the kinds of arguments, analyzing their components, and identifying the contexts in which they are most appropriate.  Traditionally, students were instructed in the rules of logic, warned away from logical fallacies, and trained in constructing both inductive and deductive syllogisms.  This is a method of learning argument that can be traced back thousand of years to the ancient Greeks and the teachings of Aristotle himself.  None argue against the effectiveness of this classical approach.  Certainly, the elements of formal logic should be included in any complete instructional unit on persuasive argumentation.  However, this approach fails to describe, or sometimes outrightly rejects, the types of arguments that the students are already familiar with.  To jump right into the classical argument with its associated Latin names and unfamiliar concepts will leave many students behind.  You, as a teacher, need to bridge the gap between conventional and formal arguments.  The most agreed-upon way of approaching this problem is to provide the student with a visual depiction of an argument’s structure.  Currently, the standard representation of the argument is one created by Stephen Toulmin in 1958.

            The Toulmin model of argument was a response to the shortcomings of the classical approach.  Its six-part design can represent both the syllogisms of Aristotle and the arguments of your students.  The argument is shown to consist of three main parts: the data, warrant, and claim.
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 The flow of the model shows the way in which the argument starts with a piece of data, is shaped through a reasoning process, and ends with the main claim of the argument.  This progression through these steps is an important concept for the student attempting to grasp the concept of a structured argument. Each element of the model must be explained in detail with accompanying examples.  A sample argument should be provided for demonstration purposes.  You, as the teacher, must then explain how the example demonstrates each part of the argument, and why each piece is important.

            Returning once more to the uppity student and his dissatisfaction with the homework, I can begin to break down his argument into parts.  The data is obvious: the teacher has assigned five chapters of reading for homework.  The student’s claim in that the assignment is unreasonable and should be scaled back.  The students reasoning process in the warrant consists of two main pieces of evidence: he is unable to retain that much information at once, and he has too much other work to devote a sufficient amount of time to the assignment.  He provides backing for his warrant in the form of an appeal to authority: his other teachers agree that the assignment is excessive.  Using the Toulmin model, I can now show the student the structure of his hastily-created attempt at persuasion.  By showing him his argument in a visual format, he can see his reasoning process and the areas in which he is still lacking.

            The data and claim are relatively simple concepts that students should have little trouble picking up.  The warrant will present the main instructional challenge.  The easiest way to explain it to your students is to compare the claim to a thesis statement in one of their formal essays.  The warrant is the reasoning process by which they arrive at their claim.  In the homework example, the student offers two main pieces of evidence to strengthen his case.  His reasoning is that, because of the evidence he submits, his claim is more likely to be a correct assessment of the situation.  This type of warrant is classified as inductive, and its strength is determined by the amount of accurate evidence that is presented.  As the student will be able to see, his warrant determines both the type and strength of the argument.  All types of warrants can be divided into two categories: inductive and deductive substantiation claims.

            You can help your students understand the difference between induction and deduction by comparing these methodologies to their other class subjects.  For example, explain how the students are using deductive methods in mathematics.  The equation 2+2=4 can be expressed using the Toulmin model by substituting the premises as the data, the deductive claim as the warrant, and the conclusion as the claim.  A deductive argument is one in which, when the premises are true, the conclusion must necessarily follow.  This statement of principle is the warrant.  So the premises of the argument (2

+2) lead invariably to the conclusion (=4).  In the case of a deductive argument, we would say that the accurate data necessitates the conclusion. The deductive argument is the strongest type of warrant.  To verify the claim, one merely has to verify that the data is accurate.  However, deductive reasoning is rarely applicable outside mathematics.   While it is certainly possible to construct deductive arguments, the problem lies with making the argument relevant to the subject of the persuasive essay.   Never will a set of real-world data lead so perfectly to an indisputable conclusion.  Outside the realm of formal logic, no premise is unassailable, no reasoning is unquestionable, and no conclusion is incontestable.  Your students should be aware of the deductive process, however, in order to form a complete view of the categories of reasoning.

            The other form of substantiation claims is the inductive process.  You can explain it to your students as the method they learn about it science classes.  The scientific process makes a hypothesis (claim) about a piece of data.  This claim is then supported by pieces evidence (warrant).  This type of reasoning is not as effective as the deductive method, for the data never actually proves the claim.  The warrant, in this case, merely suggests that the claim is likely to be true.  Students can see this on the Toulmin model as the “qualifier”.  The qualifier is the part added to the argument that indicates how likely the argument is to be true.  Therefore, by their very nature, all inductive arguments must contain a qualifier.  Hopefully, students have a solid background in their science classes to help them realize that they are already familiar with this type of reasoning.  If not, you will have to provide them with several examples that showcase this process well.  If possible, try to use a kind of argument that the students are already familiar with.  For example, the fact that a movie received poor reviews, failed at the box office, and was universally disliked by audiences worldwide can be taken as evidence for the claim that we should probably not rent this particular movie.  This type of everyday claim is much easier to follow than many of the traditional examples of induction.  However, some of the most popular examples are indispensable, like using induction to claim that given the evidence of our experience, the sun will probably, but not necessarily, rise in the morning.  These examples have become staples for a good reason- they are simple to follow and demonstrate their points well.  Do not be afraid to use them, even as you make up your own to share with the students.  Choosing examples that the students will be able to relate to will be an important part of the initial process, and ties into the theories that say students are already proficient in constructing arguments on their own.

            Once your students understand the categories of argument, they can begin to learn more specific strategies to create effective warrants.  Richard Fulkerson (1996), in his book Teaching the Argument in Writing, identifies six major types of warrants: Argument for a Generalization, Argument from Analogy, Argument from Sign, Causal Argument, Argument from Authority, and Argument from Principle (Appendix I) for further clarification  Each of the rationales behind these strategies should be covered in detail with illustrative examples.  You, as the teacher, should have a comprehensive understanding of the logical structure of these arguments.  Even though class instruction will touch on these types of arguments on only a surface level, you need to be prepared to handle questions relating to the logical grounding of these strategies.  See Appendix II for a guide on understanding logical arguments and fallacies.  The types of fallacies that pertain to Fulkerson’s types of warrants should be covered in detail.  Your students need to understand why these certain types of reasoning strategies are invalid.  Try going through the reasoning process step-by-step, illustrating with examples, and turning this knowledge into a blueprint for how to create an effective inductive warrant.  Each of Fulkerson’s categories can be used both legitimately and fallaciously (Fulkerson, 1996, p.29).  It is up to you to teach your students the methods they will need to make this distinction.

            As an example of how you might present this information to your class, take

the case of a single strategy: the Argument from Authority.  The homework example includes this strategy as part of the backing for the warrant.  The student says that other teachers (authorities) agree with his assessment of the homework situation.  When explaining this to a class of students, you would start by providing this model argument to the students and breaking it down using the Toulmin model.  Once they understand the various parts, explain how the warrant attempts to justify the claim by appealing to an authority of some kind (the teachers in this case).  Now, pose some questions that analyze this type of strategy.  Who is this authority, and what are his or her qualifications?  Is expert advice always correct?  Is the advice even applicable to this argument? (Are the authorities in this case teachers of English?  How do are they judging the appropriate amount of reading?)  Now, explain the Appeal to Authority fallacy to your students.  Using the example, show the problems associated with basing an argument around expert testimony.  The key questions in this particular example relate to whether or not the alleged authority is genuine and relevant.  By using the Toulmin model, the students can see how this warrant can be strengthened by adding some backing that helps prove the authenticity and applicability of the authority.

            Similar strategies can be used to explain the other types of inductive arguments as well.  Once again, you should emphasize that the type of argument your students choose should be based on the type of audience they are writing for.  Although the ideal argument will be logically sound, it is appropriate to admit the effectiveness of some of the fallacies.  Logically flawed arguments are used everyday to great effect.  Some authors, teachers, and students even consider the pervasiveness of poor arguments to be

evidence that logical argumentation is an irrelevant skill that is not worth teaching (Harkin and Sosnoski, 2001, p.116).  If hundreds of politicians are able to succeed on the basis of unsound arguments in nationally televised and publicly analyzed debates, why is this a skill that our students need to learn?  The media creates a representation of argument that is both simplified and distorted.  Patricia Harkin and James Sosnoski state the problem succinctly (p.119):

            In the media, winners are declared the better performers.  Arguing is staged…     We suspect that, with media tutelage, it has become common to think of arguing        as a kind of quarreling: when most people hear the word argument, they envision    loud and angry exchanges on TV talk shows, violent domestic disputes, or even                international conflict.  It is also common to believe that to ‘win’ an argument is to        demonstrate that someone else is ‘wrong.’”

 

            One of the primary reasons to teach good argumentation is to correct this popular misconception.  Our students need to understand the distinction between a good argument and a persuasive one.  Although the arguments portrayed by the media may be effective, that is an entirely different skill than crafting a genuine, solid case.  As teachers, we should be encouraging our students to craft arguments that are both persuasive and intellectually honest.   Furthermore, it will help our students to become more aware of the faulty logic in the arguments they are constantly exposed to.  Being able to spot a logical fallacy will enable them to better judge the persuasive arguments of others, as well as helping them to improve their own persuasive skills.  It will also give them greater insight into the role of the audience, especially into how an argument can be persuasive regardless of its logical grounding, as long as it appeals to the desires and emotions of the target crowd.

            Once the students have a solid understanding of the argument and its role in

a persuasive composition, they must be taught how to construct and present their argument in an effective, organized piece of writing.  In a typical essay or proposal format, the data are presented in the introductory paragraphs, the claim of the argument becomes the thesis statement, and the body paragraphs are devoted to fleshing out the warrant and presenting the backing.  Any qualifiers or reservations can usually be placed in the conclusion or in appropriate places in the body paragraphs.  However, there is another genre that is almost exclusively devoted to presenting persuasive arguments: the editorial.  The editorial presents an argument, but does so in a less structured way.  The tone is also less formal; it uses “well-reasoned arguments, clear structure, and strong evidence as well as compelling examples, persuasive language, and at times, raw emotion” (Quindlen, 2003, p.117).  Although the editorial can be a much more powerful format than the standard proposal essay, it also requires much more finesse to achieve the difficult balance between writing a compelling work and presenting an effective case.  Since the structures of editorials can vary so wildly, the parts of the argument do not match up neatly in a way students can easily duplicate.  The only real way to get a sense of the style and requirements of editorials is to go through a genre study that presents models to demonstrate how the authors use this format to propose their arguments.  As Anna Quindlen (2003) describes her experiences with her students, she shares that, “it would have been simple to hand students a predeveloped outline of an editorial and tell them to use it to begin organizing their own, but it wouldn’t have been very helpful… they needed to see what these things looked like and how they could be used to support an author’s purpose” ( p.140).  Her chapter entitled “Editorial” goes on to present an effective reading and writing workshop on the editorial that does just that.  The conclusion we can draw from this process is that turning arguments into persuasive writing is an involved procedure that requires a comprehensive understanding and application of format on the part of the students.

            Once your students are able to create a piece of persuasive writing, this leads to the next area of concern: how best to evaluate arguments and persuasive effectiveness.  Although the Toulmin model is not intended as an evaluative tool, it can help as a starting point.  By mapping an argument visually, it is easy to see if any necessary parts are lacking.  Furthermore, it quickly becomes obvious that bolstering certain parts, like the backing for the warrant, will improve an argument’s validity.  Beyond this usefulness, however, the Toulmin model is lacking.  Fortunately, Richard Fulkerson has derived a series of questions to help in the evaluation of argument claims.  As he describes it (p.44-5):

 

            The essential issues concern the quantity and quality of the evidence adduced for             the claim.  The most useful way I have found for deciding whether a                        substantiation claim is acceptably strong is to measure it against four ideal traits,                traits which I sum up for students with the acronym STAR, introduced in the             previous chapter.

 

            S- Sufficiency of grounds: Is there enough evidence to warrant the claim

            drawn?

 

            T- Typicality: Are the data representative of the group of data being argued

            about?

 

            A- Accuracy: Is the Information used as data true?

 

            R- Relevance: Is the claim asserted relevant to the information about the sample? (The warrant for the argument should support the connection).

 

            By applying these questions to the argument, both the student and teacher should have a common basis for evaluation.  You should organize the STAR guidelines in a rubric for your students’ persuasive projects so that they will be aware of the standards they are expected to meet.  Although most of the criteria are self-explanatory, your students may need further clarification.  For instance, the “typicality” category raises the

issue of what exactly constitutes a representative sample.  What constitutes enough evidence for “sufficiency of grounds?”  There are no definitive answers to many of these questions.  Rather, you should attempt to engage your students in a discussion about what will be acceptable when crafting their strong arguments.

            Allow me to demonstrate how to use the STAR method to evaluate the example of the student and his homework issues.  First, I must consider the category of sufficiency.  The student only presents a couple pieces of anecdotal evidence.  He has too many other assignments, and he has trouble retaining what he has learned from so many chapters of reading.  While these do lend some credibility to his claim, he could greatly support his argument by adding more evidence.  Next, are the data he provides representative of the other students?  If other members of the class are having similar troubles with the homework, that will increase the value of his evidence.  I am unable to verify if the data is true, because the argument does not offer much in the way of backing for the warrant.  For example, a list of all the student’s concurrent assignments would bolster his evidence about having too much work from other classes.  Is his evidence relevant?  Yes, both pieces of evidence have clear lines of reasoning between the data and the claim.  However, since I am unable to verify if the evidence is accurate, typical, or sufficient, I must classify this as a very weak argument.  However, by showing these criteria to the student, I can instruct him in what he must do in order to make his argument stronger.

            The STAR method works well for evaluating arguments but, as I have discussed, the argument is only one part of persuasive writing.  The writing itself must be evaluated, especially with regards to how organized and persuasive it is.  Lee Odell, in his article “Assessing Thinking: Glimpsing a Mind at Work,” argues that we should be evaluating students’ thinking processes as expressed through their writing.  Similar to the STAR method for assessing argument, Odell proves a list of categories that can provide a structured rubric for grading students’ thinking and writing.  The categorizations he offers for assessment purposes are the students’ capacities for dissonance, selecting, encoding/representing, drawing on prior knowledge, seeing relationships, and considering different perspectives (Cooper and Odell, 1999, p.9)  (See Cooper and Odell’s Appendix A for further clarification of these questions. P.20-22). These questions help to assess the students’ critical thinking skills, which are especially essential in persuasive discourse.  Another type of rubric for evaluating persuasive writing has been devised by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (White and Venneman, 2000).  It takes a holistic approach in which all categories of assessment are related to each other, and judged accordingly.  The questions and categories are similar to Fulkerson and Odell’s schemes, but provide a national standard by which to judge student performance (See Appendix III).

            Although the Toulmin model and these evaluation techniques are certainly

sufficient for any program concerned with teaching the argument, they are not the only option.  The Toulmin model is not without its critics.  Although many teachers say they find the model helpful, a study performed by William McCleary failed to show that students taught with the Toulmin model constructed better arguments than those who were taught traditional syllogisms and those who were taught no logic at all (Fulkerson, 1996, p. 22).  However, as Fulkerson notes, this study is not entirely credible since there are many ways of teaching the Toulmin model.  Furthermore, because the Toulmin model does depend on a fundamental knowledge of syllogisms, the students who were denied this knowledge received an incomplete instruction in how to create good arguments.  Little else has been done in the way of formal studies, so the success or failure of the Toulmin model continues to hinge on anecdotal evidence.

            This problem in compounded by the fact that many of the alternatives to Toulmin are severely underdeveloped.  Most of the other visual models are nothing more than rearrangements of Toulmin’s model.  For example, the Since-Then-Because model (See Appendix IV) is nothing more than restructuring and renaming Toulmin’s data, claim, and warrant.  This does fix one of the other criticisms of the Toulmin model: the vocabulary.  Depending on the grade level you are teaching, you may have to rename some of the argument parts for better student understanding.  Another criticism stems from the problem where students might think that creating a good argument is nothing more than plugging in the parts of the argument.  However, this issue can be prevented merely by a careful, holistic approach to persuasive instruction.  Other approaches recommend teaching only the classic syllogisms, which should be taught as part of a complete persuasive unit anyway.  The best approach may be to modify the standard Toulmin approach for the circumstances of your classroom.  Both the vocabulary and structure are easily adaptable.  For example, The Aims of Argument proposes a modified form of the Toulmin model in which the warrant is fleshed out into a more structured set of reasons that support the claim (See Appendix V).  This variation also includes refutations to the claim, an issue that is outside the scope of the original Toulmin model.  Normally, the refutations would be addressed during the logical fallacy and evaluation phases.  However, it does make sense to include this concept earlier in the development process.  Again, these modifications can be made purely on the basis of utility, grade level, and personal preference.  In the final analysis, the Toulmin model is merely a tool to help students visualize and understand the part of argument.  Many have found it helpful but you, the teacher, should be the final judge of which teaching methods are best.

            The teaching of persuasive writing has too many advantages to ignore.  It helps to develop critical thinking skills, including the listening, reading, and writing skills that can prove useful in both the academic and professional realms.  It gives students a firm basis in logic that they may not receive in other classes.  Most importantly, it can help students become aware of the role of persuasion and argument in their everyday lives.  Although this is a very involved unit with many complex concepts, the advantages for our students are clearly worth the difficulty.
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Appendix 1

 

Richard Fulkerson’s General Strategies of Argument

Teaching the Argument in Writing, Chapter 4, p. 29-36

 

1. Argument for a Generalization
Warrant: Whatever is true of a well-chosen sample will be true of the population it was             selected from.
Data: The sample has trait X, and the sample is chosen or constructed in such a way as to             be typical.
Claim: therefore, the larger group also has trait X.
 
2. Argument from Analogy
 
Warrant: Two situations that are alike in most observable ways will tend to be alike in             other ways also.
Data: Facts about the observed similarities between the two cases.
Claim: Therefore, probably, they are also alike in some further feature.
 
3. Argument from Sign
 
Warrant: X can be taken as a sign that Y (which is not directly observable for some ‘
            Reason) is the case.
Data: X (the sign) is the case.
Claim: Therefore, Y is probably true.
 
4. Causal Argument
 
Warrant: If condition X and condition Y nearly always appear together, then they are             causally related. (But we don’t yet know the exact nature of the relation- maybe
            Both are the result of some other factor.)
Data: In many instances X and Y have appeared together and X has come first.
Claim: X causes Y, unless (rebuttal condition) there is some third common factor.
 
5. Argument from Authority
 
Warrant: Whatever the expert says about X is probably correct.
Backing: The expert has authoritative credentials on that subject.
Data: The expert says that Y is the case.
Claim: Therefore, Y is true.
 
6. Argument from Principle
 
Warrant: Principle X is generally regarded as true or proper.
Data: This is the sort of situation to which that principle applies.
Claim: X is the case here.
Appendix 2

Common Logical Fallacies
Begging the Question/Circular Reasoning: Instead of supporting a claim, the writer restates it; the conclusion asks readers to assume that certain points are self-evident or have been demonstrated when they have not.
· We should not raise taxes to build the new airport because this would cost taxpayers more money.
· The unfair and shortsighted legislation that limits free trade is clearly a threat to our economy.
· When did you stop drinking?
· Obviously, she is guilty.
False Analogy: Two things are compared unfairly. Analogies are common, but readers must be alert to make sure that the analogy is apt and appropriate.
· The overcrowded conditions in some parts of our city have forced people together like rats in a cage. Like rats, they will eventually turn on one another, fighting and killing until a balance is restored.
· A corporation couldn’t operate without the leadership of a CEO to set priorities and make the big decisions. A family operates the same way: one spouse must be the head of the household, or chaos will result.
· When the price of a manufactured commodity goes up but the quality of it goes down, the market for that commodity inevitably declines. Universities in this country better watch out. If they continue to raise tuition and don’t maintain their educational standards, they will soon go out of business.
Ad hominem (to the man): Instead of dealing with a person’s logical argument, a writer will sometimes insult some personal characteristic of the person instead.
· The candidate for city council suggests that anyone who opposes his proposal to establish an agency he claims will help minority women is automatically a racist and a sexist.
· The public should not take seriously Dr. Mason’s plan for upgrading county health services. He is a recovering alcoholic whose second wife recently divorced him.
· This woman presents a passionate argument in favor of gun control, and yet this same woman was audited just last year by the IRS for questionable tax deductions.
Hasty or Sweeping Generalizations: This is your basic jumping to a conclusion. A conclusion is reached using too little evidence.
· Our son Marc really benefited socially from going to nursery school; I think every child should go.
· It’s not safe to travel now because terrorists set off a bomb in the Tel Aviv airport last month, and two weeks later another bomb blew up at Heathrow Airport in London.
· Don’t buy a 2003 Chrysler! My uncle bought one, and it’s already been in the shop three times!
False dilemma (Either/or fallacy): The writer insists there are only two alternatives, though there may be others.
· If we allow that factory to come into our town, we are dooming ourselves and our chidlren to a lifetime of breathing filthy air.
· Are we going to increase the number of police officers in this city, or are we going to abandon it to thugs, gangs, and drug dealers?
· We must either totally abandon the citizens of the other country, or we must totally commit ourselves to their defense.
Equivocation: A word is used more than one way or to mean two different things in an argument:
· As a human endeavor, computers are a praiseworthy and even remarkable accomplishment. But how human can we hope to be if we rely on computers to make our decisions?
· When it rains for several days in a row, I am just as blue as the sky is on a sunny day.
· My dad calls himself a liberal, but my allowance is the lowest of everyone in my group!
Red herrings: The writer brings up an irrelevant point to distract the reader.
· The mayor has proposed building a new baseball-only sports stadium. How can he even consider allocating millions of dollars to this irresponsible scheme when so many professional baseball players have drug problems?
· While it may be true that my press secretary submitted false expense account vouchers, my administration is just being targeted by a hostile media.
· Okay. So I wasn’t entirely truthful in reporting my income to the IRS. But doesn’t everybody cheat on their taxes?
Tu quoquo (You also): The writer claims the argument isn’t valid because the opponent isn’t following his or her own advice.
· How can that judge favor stronger penalties for convicted drug dealers? During his confirmation hearings, he admitted he had smoked marijuana as a student.
Appeal to doubtful authority: People are advised to buy a product or believe a statement made by someone who, although famous, is not an expert in the relevant field.
· According to Ted Koppel, interest rates will remain low during the next year.
Misleading statistics: Statistics are misrepresented or distorted to mislead readers.
· Hispanics will never be competent firefighters; after all, 50 percent of the Hispanics in the city’s training program failed the exam. [If there were only two Hispanic students in the program, this is a meaningless statistic.]
Post Hoc, Ergo Propter Hoc (After this, therefore because of this): If two events occur one after another in time, the first is sometimes fallaciously held to be a cause of the second.
· Every time a Republican is elected president, a recession follows. If we want to avoid another recession, we should elect a Democrat as our next president.
· Starting in June of this year, per capita ice cream consumption increased significantly. Just one month later, the number of drownings increased. It’s clear that eating ice cream causes people to drown.
· We had a booming economy, and then we changed the rules for interleague baseball play! Allowing the American League to play the National League has destroyed our economy.
Non sequitur (It does not follow): A statement doesn’t logically follow from a previous statement.
· Disarmament weakened the United States after World War I. Disarmament also weakened the United States after the Vietnam War. For this reason, efforts to control guns will hurt the United States.
· The candidate would be an excellent mayor—after all, he was a successful businessman for years.
· I’m sure that it can’t be a top-notch university. It’s in a rundown area of the city, surrounded by housing projects and abandoned warehouses.
Slippery slope: Basically, the writer assumes that giving an inch means that an unstoppable chain of events will take place in which someone else will end up taking a yard.
· If I allow you to stay out until 2 a.m. this weekend, you’ll want to stay out until 3 a.m. next time, and pretty soon you’ll be staying out all night every weekend.
Bandwagon appeal: This tactic argues that what is popular is of necessity correct.
· Eminem must be a good musician; look how many albums he’s sold!
Ad populem  (to the people): using words and expressions that are determined to "poll well" or be popular with people, even if no one is entirely sure what these expressions mean.
· Only godless communists would have that opinion!
· Anyone with family values can see I’m the obvious choice!
· Any true American would want me to be the leader!
Examples from The Elements of Reasoning by Edward P.J. Corbett, Patterns for College Writing by Kirszner and Mandell, and The Scott, Foresman Handbook for Writers, by Hairston, Ruszkiewicz, and Friend.

Source: http://www.ccsn.nevada.edu/english/berry/LFExp.htm

 

Appendix III

NAEP Scoring Criteria for Twelfth Grade Persuasive Writing

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/quarterly/vol_2/2_4/m_section3.asp

 

Appendix IV

The Since-Then- Because Model

 

Appendix V

Modified Toulmin Model

The Aims of Argument, p.52

 

Appendix of Resources
Persuasive Writing
 

 

 

Approaches to Argument:
 

 

Fulkerson, Richard. (1996). Teaching the Argument in
     Writing. Urabana, IL: NCTE.
 
Richard Fulkerson’s book deals with a variety of different approaches to the argument.  Included in the many subjects that are dealt with are the issues of how to properly define, classify, teach, and evaluate an argument.  This text also includes resources for diagramming arguments for educational and evaluative purposes.
 
http://athena.english.vt.edu/~marmstro/dialectic/dialectical_topics.htm
 

 

Common Logical Fallacies
 

 

http://www.ccsn.nevada.edu/english/berry/LFExp.htm
 

http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/fallacies.htm
 

http://www.datanation.com/fallacies/index.htm
 

These websites contain a comprehensive list of the common logical fallacies that students put into their arguments, as well as explanations justifying what makes each of these techniques logically fallacious.
 

 

 

Different Approaches to Teaching Persuasive Writing
 

 

 

Harkin, Patricia, & James J. Sosnoski. (2001). Arguing Is a
     Cultural Practice. In David Starkey (Ed), Genre by
     Example: Writing What We Teach (pp. 116-128).
     Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
 
This article deals with the status of arguing as a habitual practice.  According to Patricia Harkin and James J. Sosnoski, arguing is something that each one of us does every day, and our techniques and capacity are influenced by the attitudes of the culture in which we live.  It also touches on the problems of poor argumentation as represented in popular media, and how that affects the individual arguer.  Finally, the authors tackle the role of arguing in the settings of academic and student culture. 
 

 

Petit, Angela and Edna Soto. (2002). Already experts:
     showing students how much they know about writing and
reading arguments. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 45, 8, 674-82.
 
This journal article describes the format of a workshop that helps students to understand the way persuasive discourse pervades their everyday lives and actions.  The workshop leads the students through spoken interaction designed to help them realize that they already intuitively understand the art of the argumentative discourse.  This knowledge is then applied to student writing.  Petit and Soto’s article concentrates more on recognizing and constructing verbal arguments, with only the final phase of the workshop focusing on ways to shift from spoken to the written.
 
 

Morgan, Wendy and Glenn Beaumont. (2003). A dialogic
Approach to argumentation: Using a chat room to develop early adolescent students’ argumentative writing. Journal of Adolescent $ Adult Literacy, 47, 2, 146-57.
 
This article follows a research project in which internet chat rooms were used to help foster students’ abilities to construct and express sound arguments.  It lists the steps in the methodology the teacher and researcher used, and provides strategies for teachers who with to adopt this methodology.  This article is a good source on how to teach persuasive writing by using the types of technology that the students are comfortable with, and that already permeate their lives.
 
Stephen Toulmin. 1958. The Uses of Argument. Cambridge University Press.
 
John D. Ramage and John C. Bean. Instructor's Manual for Writing Arguments: A Rhetoric with Readings.
 
Richard P. Batteiger. Instructor's Manual for Writing and Reading Arguments: A Rhetoric and Reader
 
http://www.abacon.com/compsite/instructors/conline/approaches.html
 

 

http://www.abacon.com/compsite/instructors/conline/toulmin.html
 

http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/faculty/pedagogies/argument.shtml
 

http://www.unl.edu/speech/comm109/Toulmin/index.htm
 
 
Editorial Writing
 

Lattimer, Heather. (2003). “Chapter 4: Editorial.”
     Thinking Through Genre. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.
 
The chapter entitled “Editorial” deals with the genre of the editorial article.  It deals with the complex way that a properly written editorial can promote thinking, rather than simply pushing a single persuasive viewpoint.  It also contains sample lessons for teaching an editorial unit.
 

 

Evaluating Persuasive Writing and Arguments
 

Mitchell, Sally, & and Richard Andrews. (2000). Learning to
     Argue in Higher Education. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
 
This book contains several articles on the importance of the argument and the role it serves in education, including persuasive writing assignments.  The article by Mike Riddle entitled “Improving Argument by Parts” discusses different forms of student arguments and how they can be broken down into different components, evaluated, and improved.
 
 
 
Cooper, Charles Raymond and Lee Odell. (1999). Evaluating
Writing: The Role of Teachers’ Knowledge about Text, Learning, and Culture. Urbana, IL: NCTE.
 
Charles Cooper, in his article “What We Know about Genres,” deals with the ways a teacher should evaluate students’ writing in specific genres.  He includes both general and genre-specific criteria to assist in evaluating persuasive writing.
 
White, Sheida, & Alan Venneman. (2000). NAEP Scoring of
     Twelfth-Grade Persuasive Writing. Retrieved Oct. 11,
     2005, from http://nces.ed.gov/programs/quarterly/
     /vol_2/2_4/m_section3.asp
 
The government document published on this website contains the definition of persuasive writing, the criteria and method used to score the writing, samples from each level of the rubric, and the results of the NAEP scoring.  It has no scoring results, but establishes the benchmarks by which persuasive writing is evaluated.
 
http://www.univnorthco.edu/philosophy/arg.html
 

http://www.kcmetro.cc.mo.us/longview/ctac/flowpt1.htm
 

http://www.msu.edu/course/phl/130/phl130/spring99/yoder_6/lec04/
 
 
 

The Format/Structure of the Persuasive Essay.
 

http://www.orangeusd.k12.ca.us/yorba/persuasive_writing1.htm
 

http://iws.ohiolink.edu/%7Esg-ysu/argu.html
 

 

 

Persuasion and the Audience
 
Cohen, Herb. (1980). You Can Negotiate Anything. Secaucus,
     NJ: Lyle Stewart Inc.
 
Herb Cohen’s book deals almost exclusively with the process of verbal, not written, negotiation.  However, the chapter entitled “Styles of Negotiation” has some useful techniques for adjusting persuasive styles to meet the demands of audience and context.
 
 
Karlins, Marvin, & Herbert Abelson. (1970). Persuasion.
     New York: Springer Publishing Company, Inc.
 
This book presents a debate on the best way to present the issues in a persuasive discourse.  It also addresses the relationship between the persuader and the audience.  The general findings are still relevant, but the specific referenced studies are outdated and will require verification from a more modern source. 
 
 
Proposal Writing
 

 

http://www.professionalpractice.asme.org/communications/introproposals/index.htm
 
 
Sample lessons/topics for teaching persuasive writing
 

http://www.webenglishteacher.com/argument.html
 

http://www.kent.k12.wa.us/curriculum/writing/sec_writing/persuasivewritesites.htm
 
