gerald graff and cathy birkenstein

gerald graff and cathy birkenstein are two prominent figures in the realm of academic writing
and rhetoric. Their collaborative work has significantly influenced the way students and educators
approach writing in higher education. Graff and Birkenstein are best known for their book, "They
Say /I Say," which provides a framework for academic argumentation by emphasizing the
importance of responding to others’ ideas. This article will explore their contributions to writing
pedagogy, the core principles of their instructional methods, and the impact of their work on
students and educators alike. As we delve into their theories and practices, we will also discuss
practical applications of their concepts in academic settings.
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Introduction to Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein are influential scholars in the field of education, particularly in
the context of writing and critical thinking. Graff, a professor of English at the University of Illinois
at Chicago, has spent decades studying the dynamics of argumentation and its role in academic
discourse. Birkenstein, who has worked extensively in writing pedagogy, complements Graff's
insights with her practical approaches to teaching writing. Together, they developed a pedagogical
framework that demystifies the writing process, making it more accessible to students. Their work
emphasizes the dialogic nature of writing, encouraging students to engage with existing
conversations in their fields.

The Concept of "They Say /I Say"

At the heart of Graff and Birkenstein's approach is the concept encapsulated in their book "They Say
/1 Say." This title reflects the dual nature of academic writing: the necessity of acknowledging what
others have said before presenting one's own ideas. Their framework serves to help students
articulate their thoughts within the context of broader discussions. By framing writing as a
conversation rather than a solitary endeavor, Graff and Birkenstein empower students to find their
voices amidst the multitude of perspectives.



The Importance of Dialogue in Writing

One of the fundamental aspects of the "They Say / I Say" framework is the emphasis on dialogue.
Graff and Birkenstein argue that effective writing requires an understanding of the existing
discourse surrounding a topic. This involves:

* Identifying key arguments and viewpoints in the literature.
e Engaging critically with those arguments.

¢ Positioning one's own argument in relation to the existing dialogue.

By encouraging students to consider the "they say" before articulating their own "I say," Graff and
Birkenstein foster a more nuanced understanding of argumentation. This approach not only
enhances critical thinking skills but also prepares students for real-world discussions where multiple
viewpoints must be considered.

Key Principles of Their Writing Framework

Graff and Birkenstein outline several key principles that underpin their writing pedagogy. These
principles are designed to guide students in crafting well-structured, coherent arguments that are
responsive to the ideas of others.

Using Templates to Facilitate Writing

One of the most innovative aspects of their approach is the use of templates. Graff and Birkenstein
provide a series of templates that students can use as scaffolds for their writing. These templates
help students structure their thoughts and ensure that they are addressing the necessary
components of an academic argument. Some examples include:

e "Theysay ;Isay ."This template encourages students to summarize an opposing
viewpoint before presenting their counterargument.

e "X argues that _ , but I contend that ." This structure allows students to acknowledge
differing opinions while asserting their own position.

e "Although |, I believe that _ ." This template helps students navigate complexities in
arguments, recognizing counterarguments while affirming their stance.



By using these templates, students can focus on content and argumentation rather than getting lost
in the mechanics of writing. This tool is particularly beneficial for students who may struggle with
the writing process or feel overwhelmed by the expectations of academic discourse.

The Role of Revision in the Writing Process

Another critical principle of Graff and Birkenstein's framework is the emphasis on revision. They
advocate for viewing writing as a process that involves multiple drafts and iterations. This
perspective encourages students to refine their arguments and improve their clarity and coherence
over time. Key points regarding revision include:

e Understanding that first drafts are often imperfect and require substantial work.
e Encouraging peer feedback and collaboration to enhance the revision process.

¢ Recognizing that strong writing emerges from the willingness to revise and rethink arguments.

By instilling the importance of revision, Graff and Birkenstein help students develop resilience and
adaptability in their writing, qualities that are essential for academic and professional success.

Practical Applications in Academic Settings

The principles outlined by Graff and Birkenstein can be effectively integrated into various academic
settings. Educators can adopt their strategies to enhance writing instruction and promote critical
thinking among students.

Workshops and Writing Centers

One practical application of their framework is the implementation of workshops in writing centers.
These workshops can focus on:

e Teaching students how to effectively use templates for structuring arguments.
» Providing guidance on engaging with scholarly literature and identifying key discussions.

 Facilitating peer review sessions that emphasize constructive feedback and collaborative
learning.



Such workshops can create an environment where students feel supported in their writing
endeavors, fostering a community of learners dedicated to improving their skills.

Integrating "They Say / I Say" into Curriculum

Incorporating "They Say /I Say" into the curriculum can also be advantageous. Instructors can
design assignments that require students to respond to existing arguments within their fields. This
could include:

e Research papers that necessitate engagement with multiple sources.

e Debates or discussions that require students to articulate their positions based on researched
viewpoints.

e Creative writing assignments where students must respond to specific prompts using the
templates provided in the book.

Through these assignments, students learn to navigate academic discourse and develop their own
voices in their writing.

Impacts on Students and Educators

The impact of Graff and Birkenstein's work extends beyond individual students; it also resonates
with educators and institutions as a whole. Their approach has transformed writing pedagogy by
prioritizing engagement with existing literature and fostering a sense of dialogue in academic
writing.

Enhanced Critical Thinking Skills

Students who adopt the "They Say / I Say" framework often exhibit improved critical thinking skills.
By learning to engage with different viewpoints, students become more adept at analyzing
arguments, identifying biases, and constructing their own coherent positions. This skill set is
invaluable not only in academic contexts but also in professional and civic life.

Professional Development for Educators

Educators benefit from Graff and Birkenstein's work as well. Their frameworks provide a structured
approach to teaching writing, offering instructors tools and strategies that can enhance their
teaching practices. As educators embrace these principles, they can foster an environment of



collaboration and discussion, enriching the learning experience for all students.

Conclusion

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein have made significant contributions to the field of writing
pedagogy through their collaborative work. Their emphasis on dialogue, the use of templates, and
the importance of revision have transformed the way writing is taught and understood in academic
contexts. By encouraging students to engage with existing discourse and articulate their own ideas,
they empower learners to navigate complex conversations effectively. As their influence continues to
shape writing instruction, it is clear that their insights will remain relevant in the pursuit of
academic excellence.

Q: Who are Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein?

A: Gerald Graff is a professor of English at the University of Illinois at Chicago, known for his work
on argumentation and academic discourse. Cathy Birkenstein is a scholar focused on writing
pedagogy. Together, they co-authored "They Say /I Say," a seminal text in writing instruction.

Q: What is the main premise of "They Say / I Say"?

A: The main premise of "They Say / I Say" is that effective writing involves engaging with the ideas
of others before presenting one's own argument. This framework emphasizes the importance of
dialogue in academic writing.

Q: How do Graff and Birkenstein suggest using templates in
writing?
A: Graff and Birkenstein suggest using templates as scaffolds to help students structure their

arguments. These templates guide students in summarizing opposing viewpoints and articulating
their responses effectively.

Q: Why is revision important in their writing framework?

A: Revision is crucial because it allows students to refine their thoughts, enhance clarity, and
improve coherence in their writing. Graff and Birkenstein encourage viewing writing as a process
that requires multiple drafts and peer feedback.

Q: What are some practical applications of their work in
educational settings?

A: Practical applications include workshops in writing centers, integrating their principles into



curricula, and designing assignments that require engagement with existing literature and
argumentation.

Q: How does their framework impact students' critical
thinking skills?

A: Their framework enhances critical thinking skills by teaching students to engage with various
viewpoints, analyze arguments, and construct coherent positions, preparing them for academic and
professional discourse.

Q: What benefits do educators gain from Graff and
Birkenstein's work?

A: Educators gain structured approaches to teaching writing, tools for facilitating dialogue in the
classroom, and strategies for fostering collaboration among students.

Q: How can "They Say / I Say" be integrated into writing
assignments?

A: "They Say /I Say" can be integrated through research papers that require engagement with
sources, debates, and creative writing assignments that utilize the provided templates.

Q: What is the significance of engaging with existing discourse
in writing?
A: Engaging with existing discourse allows writers to position their arguments within a broader

conversation, demonstrating critical engagement and enhancing the persuasive power of their
writing.

Q: How has "They Say / I Say" influenced modern writing
pedagogy?

A: "They Say /I Say" has influenced modern writing pedagogy by prioritizing dialogue, encouraging
critical engagement with sources, and providing practical tools for students and educators alike.
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