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Graff and Birkenstein's They Say / I Say is a pivotal resource for anyone looking to enhance
their writing and argumentation skills. Authored by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein, this
influential book provides practical strategies for crafting persuasive essays and engaging in
scholarly discourse. The text emphasizes the importance of entering conversations with
clarity and conviction, enabling writers to effectively present their ideas while
acknowledging and responding to opposing viewpoints. This article delves into the core
concepts of the book, its structure, and its applications in academic writing.

Introduction to They Say / I Say

Graff and Birkenstein's They Say / I Say is designed to help students and writers understand
the dynamics of argumentation in academic contexts. The authors argue that successful
writing is not merely about expressing one’s thoughts but also involves engaging with the
ideas of others. The title itself exemplifies the book's focus on dialogue; "They Say" refers
to the viewpoints of other scholars, while "I Say" represents the writer's response. This
framework encourages writers to frame their arguments in the context of existing
discussions, fostering a more nuanced understanding of their subject matter.

The Importance of Argumentation

Argumentation is a fundamental aspect of academic writing. It transcends mere opinion and
requires critical thinking, evidence, and reasoning. Graff and Birkenstein emphasize several
key reasons why mastering argumentation is essential:

1. Engagement with Existing Literature: Academic writing does not occur in a vacuum.
Writers must engage with the existing body of knowledge, which can enhance credibility
and depth.

2. Clarity of Thought: Constructing arguments forces writers to clarify their thoughts and
articulate their positions more effectively.

3. Critical Perspective: Understanding opposing viewpoints fosters critical thinking and
allows for a more robust analysis of the topic at hand.

4. Persuasion: The ultimate goal of most academic writing is to persuade the reader of a
particular viewpoint. Mastering the art of argumentation is crucial for achieving this aim.

Core Concepts of They Say / I Say

The book is structured around several essential concepts that guide writers through the
process of argumentation. These concepts form the backbone of effective academic writing.



1. The "They Say" Framework

Graff and Birkenstein introduce the "They Say" framework as a means of acknowledging the
ideas and arguments of others. This acknowledgment serves multiple purposes:

- Contextualization: By referencing existing arguments, writers situate their own ideas
within a broader conversation.
- Engagement: Engaging with others' perspectives demonstrates that the writer has done
their homework and is well-informed about the topic.
- Counterargument: Addressing opposing viewpoints strengthens the writer's position by
preemptively countering objections.

The authors provide templates to help writers incorporate "They Say" effectively into their
work, enabling them to present the ideas of others before offering their own insights.

2. The "I Say" Response

Following the "They Say" portion, the book emphasizes the importance of the "I Say"
response. This section is where writers present their arguments and insights in reaction to
the ideas they have just engaged with. Key aspects include:

- Personal Voice: The "I Say" component allows writers to assert their unique perspectives
and insights.
- Response to Opposition: Writers are encouraged to address and refute counterarguments,
reinforcing the strength of their own position.
- Building on Ideas: The "I Say" section can also involve building upon or extending the
ideas presented in the "They Say" portion.

Graff and Birkenstein provide numerous examples and templates to help writers navigate
this crucial aspect of academic writing.

3. Templates for Effective Writing

One of the standout features of They Say / I Say is its emphasis on templates that facilitate
clear and effective writing. These templates serve as guides for structuring arguments,
incorporating quotations, and transitioning between ideas. Some important templates
include:

- Introducing Others’ Ideas:
- "According to [Author], [main idea]."
- "As [Author] argues, [point]."

- Stating Your Position:
- "I agree with [Author] that [point]."
- "I contend that [different perspective]."



- Addressing Counterarguments:
- "Although some may argue that [counterargument], I believe that [rebuttal]."

Using these templates not only streamlines the writing process but also ensures that
arguments are well-structured and coherent.

Practical Applications of They Say / I Say

The principles outlined in Graff and Birkenstein's book are applicable across various writing
contexts, from academic essays to professional reports. Understanding how to engage with
existing literature and articulate one’s own ideas is a valuable skill in multiple fields.

1. Academic Writing

In academic settings, the ability to effectively engage with scholarly sources is crucial.
Whether writing research papers, theses, or dissertations, students can benefit from the
strategies outlined in They Say / I Say. By framing their arguments within the context of
existing research, students can:

- Enhance the credibility of their work.
- Demonstrate critical engagement with the literature.
- Provide a comprehensive analysis of their topic.

2. Professional Communication

In the professional world, the ability to present arguments clearly and persuasively is
equally important. Whether crafting reports, making presentations, or writing proposals, the
techniques from They Say / I Say can be applied to:

- Persuade stakeholders and decision-makers.
- Effectively convey complex information.
- Foster collaboration by acknowledging different viewpoints.

3. Personal Writing and Reflection

The principles of argumentation can also enhance personal writing, such as reflective
essays or opinion pieces. By employing the "They Say / I Say" framework, writers can:

- Reflect on their beliefs and values in relation to broader societal discussions.
- Articulate their ideas more effectively, allowing for deeper self-expression.



Conclusion

Graff and Birkenstein's They Say / I Say is a transformative resource for writers across
disciplines. By emphasizing the importance of engaging with the ideas of others, the book
equips readers with the tools they need to craft compelling arguments and navigate the
complexities of academic and professional discourse. The templates and frameworks
provided serve as invaluable aids, allowing writers to structure their thoughts and present
their ideas with clarity and confidence. Ultimately, mastering the art of argumentation is
not just about winning debates; it is about fostering meaningful dialogue and contributing
to the ongoing conversations that shape our understanding of the world. Whether you are a
student, a professional, or a reflective writer, the insights gleaned from They Say / I Say can
significantly enhance your writing prowess and analytical skills.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of 'They Say / I Say' by Graff
and Birkenstein?
The main purpose of 'They Say / I Say' is to provide students with a framework for writing
and engaging in academic discourse by teaching them how to effectively introduce and
respond to others' ideas.

How does 'They Say / I Say' emphasize the importance
of dialogue in writing?
'They Say / I Say' emphasizes dialogue by encouraging writers to position their own
arguments in relation to existing conversations, framing their claims as responses to what
others have said, thus highlighting the collaborative nature of academic writing.

What are some key templates introduced in 'They Say /
I Say' that can help students structure their arguments?
The book introduces several key templates, such as 'They say X, but I say Y,' and 'I agree
with X, but I would add that...' These templates help students articulate their positions
clearly and effectively engage with opposing viewpoints.

How do Graff and Birkenstein suggest students handle
counterarguments in their writing?
Graff and Birkenstein suggest that students acknowledge counterarguments by
summarizing them fairly and then responding with their own perspective, reinforcing the
importance of addressing opposing views to strengthen their own arguments.



What impact has 'They Say / I Say' had on teaching
writing in academic settings?
'They Say / I Say' has significantly impacted teaching writing by providing a clear,
accessible approach that helps students understand the dynamics of argumentation and
the necessity of engaging with other voices in their writing.
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