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INTRODUCTION

Entering the Conversation
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THink ABOUT AN ACTIVITY that you do particularly well:
cooking, playing the piano, shootirig a basketball, even some-
thing as basic as driving a car. If you reflect on this activity, you'il
realize that once vou mastered it you no longer had o give much
conscious thought to the various moves that go into doing it.
Performing this activity, in other words, depends on your hav-
ing learned a series of complicated moves—moves that may seem
mysterious or difficult to those who haven’t yet learned them.
The same applies to writing. Often without consciously real-
izing it, accomplished writers routinely rely on a stock of estab-
lished moves that are crucial for communicating sophisticated
ideas. What makes writers masters of their trade is not only
their ability to express interesting thoughts but their mastery
of an inventory of basic moves that they probably picked up
by reading a wide range of other accomplished writers. Less
experienced writers, by contrast, are often unfamiliar with these
basic moves and unsure how to make them in their own writ-
ing. This book is intended as a short, user-friendly guide to the

basic moves of Academic writing™

N . o .
One of cur Kéy premisés is that these basic moves are so
common that they can be represented in templates that you can

use tight away to structure and even generate your own
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writing. Perhaps the most distinctive feature of this book is its
presentation of many such templates, designed to help you suc-
cessfully enter not only the world of academic thinking and
writing, but also the wider worlds of civic discourse and work.

Instead of focusing solety on abstract principles of writing,
then, this book offers model templates that help you put those
principles directly into practice. Working with these templates
can give you an immediate sense of how to engage in the kinds
of critical thinking you are required to do at the college level
and in the vocational and public spheres beyond.

Some of these templates represent simple but crucial moves
like those used to summarize some widely held belief.

/

>  Many Americans assume that

Others are more complicated

»  On the one hand, e . On the other hand, ___

> Author X contradicts herself. At the same time that she argues
-, she also implies .. _.

v

lagreethat ._______..

k

This is not to say that

It is true, of course, that critical thinking and writing go deeper
than any set of linguistic formulas, requiring that you question
assumptions, develop strong claims, offer supporting reasons
and evidence, consider opposing arguments, and so on. But
these deeper habits of thought cannot be put into practice

. r
unless you have a language for expressing them in clear; organ-
ized ways.

Entering the Conversation

STATE YOUR OWN [DEAS AS A
RESPONSE TO OTHERS

The single most important template that we focus on in this
book is the “they say ... .. ; Lsay ... ..” formula that
gives our book its title. If there is any one point that we hope
you will take away from this book, it is the importance not only,
of expressing your ideas (“I say”) but of presenting those ideas
as a response to some other person or group (“they say”). For us,
the underlying structure of effective academic writing—and of
responsible public discourse—resides not just in stating our own
ideas but in listening closely to others around us, summarizing
their views in a way that they will recognize, and respending
with our own ideas in kind. Proadly speaking, acaderic writ-
ing is argumentative writing, and we believe that to argue well
you need to do more than assert your own position. You need
to enter a conversation, using what others say (or might say)
as a launching pad or sounding beard for your own views. For
this reason, one of the main pieces of m&inm, in this book is to

.%ﬁ%@?&b&% into your text.

In our view, then, the best academic éiﬂﬁE
lying feature: it is deeply engaged in some way with other peo-

%o often, however, academic writing is taught as a
process of saying “true” or “stnart” things in a vacuurn, as if it were
possible to argue effectively without being in conversation with
somecne else. If you have been taught to write a traditional five-
paragraph essay, for example, you have learned how to develop a
thesis and support it with evidence. This is good advice as far as
it goes, but it Jeaves out the important fact that in the real world
we don’t make arguments without being provoked. Instead, we
make arguments because someone has said or done something (or

perhaps not said or done something) and we need to respond: “I
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can't see why you like the Lakers so much”; “I agree: it was a great
film”; “That argument is conradictory.” If it weren’t for other
people and our need to challenge, agree with, or otherwise respond
to them, there would be no reason to argue at all.

\ To make an impact as a writer, you need to do more than make

/

statements that are logical, well supported, and consistent. You
must also find a way of entering a conversation with others’ views—
with something “they say.” If your own argument doesn't identify
the “they say” that you're responding to, it probably won't make
sense. As Figure 1 suggests, what you are saying may be clear to
vour audience, but why you are saying it won’t be. For it is what
others are saying and thinking that motivates our writing and gives
it  reason for being. It follows, then, as Figure 2 suggests, that your
own argument-—the thesis or “I say” moment of your texe =should
always be a response to the arguments of others.

Many writers make explicit “they say / [ say” moves in their.
writing. One famous example is Martin Luther King Jt’s “Let-
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SOME SKY THAT JAE SOPRANCS

PRESENTS CARICATURES OF ITALIAN
AMERICANS. 1N FACT, HOWEVER,
THE CHARACTERS IN THE
SERIES ARE VERY
COMPLEX]

THOUGHTA
THAT!

Ficure 2

ter from Birmingham Jail,” which consists almost’ entirely of
King's eloquent responses to a public statement by eight clergy-
men deploring the civil rights protests he was leading. The
letrer—iwhich was written: in 1963, while King was in prison for
leading a demonstration against racial ihjustice in Birming-
ham-—is structured almost entirely around a framework of sum-
mary and response, in which King summarizes and then answers
their criticisms. In one typical passage, King writes as follows.

. You deplote the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham, But
your statement, L am sorry to say, fails to express a similar concemn
for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations.

MarTmd LuTHER Kine JR., “Letter from Birmingham Jail”

King goes on to agree with his critics that “It is unfortunate
. e 1
that demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham,” yet he
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hastens to add that “it is even more unforcunate that the city's
whire power structure left the Negro community with no alter-
native.” King's letter is so thoroughly conversational, in fact,
that it could be rewritten in the form of a dialogue or play.

King's critics:
Kings response:
Critics:
Response:

Clearly, King would not have written his famous letter were it
not for his critics, whose views he treats not as obiections to
his already-formed arguments but as the motivating source of
those arguments, their central reason for being. He quotes not
only what his critics have said (“Some have aske Why
didn’t you give the new city administration time to act? "}, but
also things they might have said (“One may well ask-“How can
you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others? *)—all
to set the stage for what he himself wants to say.

A similar “they say / I say” exchange opens an essay about
American patriotism by the social ctitic Katha Pollitt, who uges
her own daughter’s comment to represent the national fervor
of post-9/11 mmgomaﬁ

My daughter, who goes to Stuyvesant High School only blocks
from the former World Trade Center, thinks we should fly the
American flag out our window. Definitely no, I say: The flag stands
for jingoism and vengeance and war. She tells me I'm wrong—the
flag means standing together and honoring the dead and saying no
to terroristn. In a way we're both right. | .

Katna Porurrr, “Put Out No Flags”

2
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As Pollite’s example shows, the “they” you respond to in craft-
ing an argument need not be a famous author or someone
known to your audience. It can. be a family member like Pol-
litt's daugheer, or a friend or classmate who has made a provoca-
tive claim. It can even be something an individual or a group
might say—or a side of vourself, something you once believed
but no longer do, or something you partly believe but also
doubt. The important thing is that the “they” (or “you” or

““she”) represent some wider group with which readers might
identify—in Pollitt’s case, those who patriotically believe in
mﬁwm .the flag. HuoEﬂ.m example also mvoé.m that See Chapter
responding to the views of others need not always ¢ o
involve unqualified opposition.. By agreeing and dis-  on agresing,
‘agreeing with her mmﬁmwﬁmh Pollitt enacts what we call  butwitha
the “yes and no” response, reconciling apparently difference.
incompartible views.

While King and Pollitc both identify the views they are
responding to, some authors do not explicitly state their views
but instead allow the reader to infer them. See, for instance, if
you can identify the implied or unnamed “they say” that the
following claim is responding to.

1 like to think | have a certain advantage as a teacher of literature
because whes | was growing up 1 disliked and feared books.
GeraLp Grarr, “Disliking Books at an Early Age”

In case you haven't figured it out already, the phantom “they
say” here is the common belief that in order to be a good
teacher of literature, one must have grown up liking and enjoy-
ing books.
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The Art of Summarizing
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Ir 17 15 TRUE, as we claim in this book, that to argue pet-

suasively you need to be in dialogue with others, then:surnma-

rizing others’ arguments is central to your mﬁmg& of basic

moves. Because writers who make strong claims need to map

their claims relative to those of orher people, it is important to
know how to summarize effectively what those other m@om_.m
say. (We're using the word “summarizing” here to refer to any
information from others that you present in your own words,
including that which you paraphrase.)

Many writers shy away from summarizing—perhaps because
they don’t want to take the trouble to go back to the text in
question and wrestle with what it says, or because they fear that
devoting too much time to other people’s ideas will take away
from their own. When assigned to write a response to an article,

= [t

such writets might offer their own views on the mHﬁnH s topic

s&% hardly mentioning what the article itself argies or says-Af
the opposite extreme are those who do’ nothing but summarize.
Lacking confidence, perhaps, in their own ideas, these writers so
. overload their texts with summaries of others’ ideas that their

i own voice gets lost. And since these summaries are not animated
- f
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The Art of Summarizing

by the writers’ own interests, they often read like mere lists of
things that X thinks or Y says—with no clear focus.
As a general rule, a good surmmary requires balancing what

the original author is saying with the writer's own = Seehow
focus. Generally m%mmmgmnmi a summary must at once be  Barack Obama
.%r .
trie to what the original author says while also empha- ~ S#manzes
-part of the U.S,
sizing those aspects of what the author says that inter- L
Constitution

est you, the writer. Striking this delicate balance can ;5 speech
be tricky, since it means facing two ways at once: both  about race,
outward (toward the author being summarized) and  p. 647 Y4
inward (toward yourself). Ultimately, it means being respect-
ful of others but simultanecusly structuring how you summa-
rize them in light of your own text’s central claim.

P
A

ON THE ONE HaND,

To write a really good summary, you must be able to suspend your
own beliefs for a time and put yourself in the shoes of someone

_else. This means playing what the writing theorist Peter Elbow
calls the “believing game,” in which you try to inhabit the world-
view of those whose conversation you ate joining—and whom
you are perhaps even disagreeing with—and try to see their argu-
ment from their perspective. This ability to temporarily suspend
one’s own convictions is a hallmark of good actors, who must
convincingly “become” characters whom in real life they may
detest. As a writer, when you play the believing game well, read-
ers should not be able to tell whether you agree or disagree with
the ideas you are summarizing.

If, as a writer, you cannot or will not suspend your own beliefs

in this way, you are likely to produce summaries that are so
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obviously biased that they undermine your credibility with
readers. Consider the following summary,

David Zinczenko’s article, “Don’t Blame the Eater,” is nothing
more than an angry rant in which he mnmwmmm the fast-food com-
vmammOmmngmnodmnw.mgmoB&am@mom?@ﬁ.H &mmmammvmnmzmm

these companies have to make money. . , .

If you review what Zinczenko actually says. (pp. 391-93), you
should immediately see that this SUTMAzy amounts to an unfair
distortion. While Zinczenko does argue that the practices of
the fast-food industry have the effect of making people fat, his
tone is never “angry,” and he never goes so far as to suggest
that the fast-food industry conspires to make people: fatiwith
deliberately evil intent. L

Another tell-tale sign of this writer's failure .16 give

Zinczenko a fair hearing is the hasty way he abandons the sum-
mary after only one sentence and rushes on to his own response.
So eager is this writer to disagree that he not only caricatures
what Zinezenko says but also gives the article a hasty, super-
ficial reading. Granted, there are many writing situations in
which, because of matters of proportion, a one- or two-sentence
summary is precisely what you want. Indeed, as writing profes-
sor Karen Lunsford (whose own research focuses on argument
theory) points out, it is standard in the natural and social sci-
ences to summarize the work of others quickly; in one pithy
sentence or phrase, as in the following example.

Several studies (Crackie, 1992, Pop, 2001; Snap, 1987) suggest that
these policies are harmless: moreover, other studies (Dick, 2002;
Harry, 2003; Tom, 1987) argue that they even have benefits.

The Art of Summarizing

But #f your assignment is to respond in writing to a single author
like Zinczenko, you will need to tell your readers enough. about
his or her argument so they can assess its merits on their own,
independent of you.

When a writer fails to provide enough summary or to engage
in a rigorous or seriofft enough summary, he or she often falls
prey to what we call “the closest cliché syndrome,” in which
what gets summarized is not the view the author in question has
actually expressed but a familiar cliché that the writer mistakes
for the author’s view {sometimes because the writer believes it
and mistakenly assumes the author must too). So, for example,
Martin Luther King Jr.’s passionate defense of civil dischedience
in “Letter from Birmingham Jail” might be summarized not as
the defense of political protest that it actually is but as a plea
for everyone to “just get along.” Similarly, Zinczenko’s critique
of the fast-food industry might be summarized as a call for over-
weight people to take responsibility for their weight.

Whenever you enter into a conversation with others in your
writing, then, it is extremely important that you go back to
what those othets have said, that you study it very closely, and
that you not confuse it with something you already believe, A
writer who fails to do this ends up essentially conversing with
imaginary others whao are really only the products of his or her

_own biases and preconceptions. .

ON THE OTHER HAND,
Know WHERE You ARe GOING

Even as writing an effective summary requires you tc temporar-
ily adopt the wotldview \Um another, it does not mean ignoring

33




“HErR POINT Is”

your own view altogether. Paradoxically, ar the same time that
summarizing another text requires you to represent fairly what
it says, it also requires that YOUr OWn response exert a quiet influ-
ence. A good summary, in other words, has a focus or spin that
allows the summary to fit with your own agenda while still being
true to the texr you are summarizing. .

Thus if you are writing in response to the essay by Zinczenko,
you should be able to see that an essay on the fast-food indus-
try in general will call for a very different summary than will
an essay on parenting, corporate regulation, or warning labels,
If you want your essay to encompass all three topics, you'll need
to subordinate these three issues to one of Zinczenko's general
claims and then make sure this general claim directly sets up
your own argument. =

For example, Suppose you want to argue that it is parents,
not fast-food companies, who are to blame for childred’s obe-
sity. To set up this argument, you will probably want to com-
pose a summary that highlights what Zinczenka says about the
fast-food industry and parents. Consider this sample.

In his article “Don’t Blame the Eater,” David Zinczenko blames
the fast-food industry for fueling today’s so-called obesity epidemic,
not only by failing to provide adequate warning lahels on its
high-calorie foods but also by filling the nutritional void in chil-
dren’s lives left by their overtaxed working parents. With many
parents working long hours and unable to supervise whar their chil-
dren eat, Zinczenko claims, children today are easily victimized by
the low-cost, calorie-laden foods that the fast-food chains are all
too eager to supply. When he was a young boy, for instance, and
his single mother was away at work; he ate at Taco Bell, McDon-
ald’s, and other chains on a regular basts, and ended up overweight,
Zinczenko's hope is that with the new spate of lawsuits against the

34
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foed indusery, other children with working parents will have
healthier choices available to them, and that they will not, like
him, become obese.

In my view, however, it is the parents, and not the food chains,
who are responsible for their children’s obesity. While it is true
that many of today’s parents work long hours, there are still sev-
eral things that parents can do to guarantee that their children eat
healthy foods. . . .

The summary in the first paragraph succeeds because it points
in two directions at once—both toward Zinczenko’s own text
and toward the second paragraph, where the writer begins to
establish her own argument. The opening sentence gives a sense
of Zinczenko’s general argument (that the fast-food chains are
to blame for obesity), including his two main supporting claims
{about warmning labels and parents), but it ends with.an empha-
sis on the writer’s main concern: parental responsibility. In this
way, the summary does justice to Zinczenko's arguments while
also setting up the ensuing critique.

This advice—to summarize authors in light of your own
arguments-—may seem painfully obvious. But writers often sum-
marize a given author on one issue even though their text actu-
ally focuses on another. To aveid this problem, you need to
make sure that your “they say” and “I say” are well matched.
In fact, aligning what they say with what you say is a good thing
to work on when revising what you've written.

Often writers who summarize without regard to their own
interests fall prey to what might be called “list surnmaries,” sum-
maries that simply inventory the original author’s various points
but fail to focus those points around any larger-overall claim.
If you've ever heard 2 tdlk in which the points were connected
only by words like “and then,” “also,” and “in addition,” you

35
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AND THEN HE SAYS ... THEN
ALSO HEPOINTS OUT...
.. - AND THEN ANOTHER

THING HE SAYS S ... o

-5 AND THEN ... ;
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THE EFFECT OF A TYPICAL LIST SUMMARY

Ficure 3

know how such lists can put listeners to sleep—as shown in
Figure 3. A typical list summary sounds like this.

The author says many different things about his subject. First he says.
.. Then be makes the point that. . , . In addiden he says. .
And then he writes. . . . Also he shows that. . .. And then he says. .. .

It may be boring tist summaries like this that give summaries
in general a bad name and even prompt some instructors o dis
courage their students from summarizing at all.

In conclusion, writing a good summary means DOt just Tep-
resenting an authot’s view accurately, but doing so in a way
that fits your own composition’s larger agenda. On the one
hand, it means playing Peter Elbow’s believing game and doing
justice to the source; if the summary ignores or mistepresents
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Planting a Naysayer in Your Text

l@_l

THe wriTer Jane Tompkins describes a pattemn that repeats
itself whenever she writes a book or an article. For thedi
ple of weeks when she sits down to write, things go zelatively
well. But then in the middle of the night, several weeks mﬁﬁo the
writing process, she'll wake up in a cold sweat, mc&mmﬁg realiz-
ing that she has overlocked some major criticism that readers
will surely make against her ideas. Her first thought, invariably,
is that she will have to give up on the project, or that she will
have to throw out what she’s written thus far and start over.
Then she realizes that “this moment of doubr and panic is where
my text really begins.” She then revises whar she’s written in a
way that incorporates the criticisms she’s anticipated, and her
text becomes stronger and more interesting as a result.

_ This little story contains an important lesson for all' writers,
experienced and inexperienced alike. It suggests that even though
most of us are upser at the idea of someone criticizing our work,
such criticisms can actually work to our advantage. Although it’s
naturally tempting to ignore criticism of our ideas, doing so Emw
in fact be a big mistake, since our writing improves when we not
only listen to these objections but give them an explicit mwmhﬁm

7 8

Planting a Naysayer in Your Text

in our writing. Indeed, no single device more quickly improves a
piece of writing than planting a naysayer in the text—saying, for
example, that “although some readers may object” to something
in your argument, you “would reply that o

ANTICIPATE OBJECTIONS

But wai, you say. Isn’t the advice to incorporate critical views
a recipe for destroying your credibility and undermining your
argument? Here you are, trying to say something that witl hold
up, and we want you to tell readers all the negative things some-
one might say against you! .

Exactly. We are urging you to tell readers what others might
say against you, but our point is that doing so will actually
enhance your credibility, not undermine it. As we argue
throughout this book, writing well does not mean. piling up
uncontroversial truths in a vacuum; it means engaging others
in a dialogue or debate-—not only by opening your text with a
summary of what others have said, as we suggest in Chapter 1,
but also by imagining what others might say against your argu-
ment as it unfolds. Once you see writing as an act of entering
a conversation, you should also see how opposing arguments
can work for you rather than against you.

Paradoxically, the more you give voice to your eritics’ objéc-
tions, the more you tend to disarm those critics, especially if
you go on to answer their objections in convincing ways. When
you entertain a counterargument, you make a kind of preemp-
tive strike, identifying problems with your argument before oth-
ers can point them out for you. Furthermore, by enterraining
counterarguments, you show respect for your readers, treating
them not as gullible dupes who will believe anything you say
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but as independent, critical thinkers who are aware that your
view is not the only one in town. In addition, by imagining what
others might say against your claims, you come across as a gen-
erous, broad-minded person who is confident enough to open
himself or herself to debate—like the writer in Figure 5.
Conversely, if you don’t entertain counterarguments, you
may very likely come across as closed-minded, as if you think
your beliefs are beyond dispute. You might also leave impor-
tant questions hanging and concerns about your arguments
unaddressed. Finally, if you fail to plant a naysayer in your text,
you may find that you have very little to say. Qur own students
often say that entertaining counterarguments makes it easier to
generate enough text to meet their assignment’s Page-length

requirements.

Planting a naysayer in your text is a relatively ﬂm@.m maove,
as you can see by locking at the following passage from a book
by the writer Kim Chernin. Having spent some thirty pages
complaining about the pressure on American women to lose
weight and be thin, Chernin inserts a whole chapter entitled
“The Skeptic,” opening it as follows.

At this point I would like to raise certain objections that have been
inspired by the skeptic in me. She feels that I have been ignoring
some of the most cormon assumptions we all make abour our bod-
ies and these she wishes to see addressed. For example: “You know
perfectly well,” she says to me, “thar you feel better when vou lose
weight. You buy new clothes. You look at yousself more eagerly in
the mirror. When someone invices you to a party you don'’t stop
and ask yourself whether you want to go. You feel sexier. Admir
it. You like yourself betrer,”
Ko Crerniy, The Obsession.
Reflections on the Tyranny of Slenderness
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OH. NO! THEY'RE GONNA
SAY THAT I'VE MISREPRESENTED
X'S WORK!

"YOU WILL PROBABLY OBJECT THAT I HAVE
MISREPRESENTED X'S WORK HERE, AND | CONCEDE
THAT X NEVER SAYS IN SO MANY
WORDS, NEVER THELESS. . .."

.
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