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gerald graff and cathy birkenstein, renowned educators and authors, have significantly impacted how

we understand and teach academic writing through their seminal work, particularly "They Say / I Say:

The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing." This article will delve into their influential contributions to

composition studies, exploring the core principles of their approach, its practical applications in

educational settings, and the enduring legacy of their collaboration. We will examine how their

emphasis on "entering the conversation" empowers students to articulate their own ideas effectively by

engaging with and responding to the arguments of others, a skill crucial for success in higher

education and beyond. Furthermore, we will explore the key rhetorical moves they advocate for, such

as summarizing, paraphrasing, and quoting, and how these techniques foster critical thinking and clear

communication.

The Core Philosophy of Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein's

Academic Writing Framework

Understanding "They Say / I Say"

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein's groundbreaking book, "They Say / I Say," provides a powerful

framework for understanding the fundamental nature of academic discourse. At its heart, the

philosophy centers on the idea that good academic writing is not simply about stating one's own

opinions but about actively engaging with the ideas of others. This engagement is characterized by a

process of listening to what "they say" – the prevailing arguments, the existing research, the common

assumptions – and then articulating one's own response or "I say." This dialectical approach, they

argue, is the engine of intellectual progress and a crucial skill for navigating complex academic and

professional environments.



The authors emphasize that entering academic conversations requires a specific set of skills. Students

often struggle not with having ideas, but with effectively presenting those ideas in relation to what

others have already argued. "They Say / I Say" breaks down this complex process into manageable

rhetorical moves, making academic writing more accessible and less intimidating for students. The

book's enduring appeal lies in its clarity and its ability to demystify the often-perceived esoteric nature

of academic argumentation.

Key Rhetorical Moves Advocated by Graff and Birkenstein

Graff and Birkenstein meticulously detail a series of essential rhetorical moves that enable writers to

participate effectively in academic conversations. These moves provide a structure for both

understanding and generating arguments. They transform the act of writing from a solitary endeavor

into a social and interactive process.

Summarizing and Paraphrasing: Capturing Others' Ideas

A fundamental skill taught by Graff and Birkenstein is the ability to accurately summarize and

paraphrase the arguments of others. Summarizing involves capturing the main points of a source in a

condensed form, while paraphrasing requires restating those points in one's own words, maintaining

the original meaning without direct quotation. Both techniques are crucial for demonstrating

comprehension of source material and for smoothly integrating it into one's own analysis. They allow

writers to show they have understood what "they say" before they offer their "I say."

Quoting Effectively: Supporting Your Claims

Beyond summarizing and paraphrasing, Graff and Birkenstein also highlight the importance of using



quotations strategically. Simply dropping a quote into a paper without proper context or explanation is

a common pitfall for many students. The authors advocate for "quoting when the original wording is

particularly vivid, powerful, or precise, or when it would be a disservice to paraphrase." Crucially, they

stress the need to "introduce and explain" every quotation, ensuring that the quote directly supports

the writer's own argument and that the reader understands its relevance to the overall discussion.

Introducing and Responding to Counterarguments

A cornerstone of robust academic argumentation, as presented by Graff and Birkenstein, is the ability

to acknowledge and respond to potential counterarguments. This involves anticipating objections,

concessions, or alternative perspectives that might challenge one's own thesis. By explicitly addressing

what "they say" in opposition, writers demonstrate a deeper understanding of the subject matter and

strengthen the credibility of their own position. This move, often referred to as "seizing the moment,"

allows writers to proactively engage with the complexity of the topic.

Transition Words and Phrases: Connecting Ideas

Graff and Birkenstein also emphasize the power of transition words and phrases in creating coherent

and persuasive arguments. These linguistic tools act as bridges, guiding the reader smoothly from one

idea to the next and establishing clear relationships between different points. They are essential for

signaling agreement, disagreement, cause and effect, examples, and elaboration, thereby facilitating

the flow of the writer's argument and their engagement with the discourse of others.

Impact and Applications of Graff and Birkenstein's Work in



Education

Empowering Students in the Classroom

The pedagogical impact of Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein's approach is undeniable. Their

methods have empowered countless students to overcome the anxieties associated with academic

writing. By providing concrete strategies and predictable patterns for engaging with complex ideas,

they equip students with the confidence and tools needed to articulate their own perspectives. This

shift from a passive reception of information to an active participation in intellectual dialogue is central

to their educational philosophy.

Educators who adopt the "They Say / I Say" model often report significant improvements in student

writing. Students begin to see writing not as an isolated task, but as a form of communication with a

specific audience and purpose. The emphasis on "moves that matter" provides a clear roadmap,

helping students to construct well-supported arguments that effectively respond to and build upon

existing knowledge. This fosters a more dynamic and engaging learning environment.

Relevance Beyond Composition Studies

While their work is primarily focused on academic writing, the principles espoused by Gerald Graff and

Cathy Birkenstein extend far beyond the confines of English composition classrooms. The ability to

understand different perspectives, synthesize information, and articulate one's own viewpoint in

response to others is a vital skill in virtually every field. Whether in business, science, law, or public

policy, effective communication and critical engagement with diverse ideas are paramount for success.

Their framework offers a transferable skill set that prepares individuals for meaningful participation in

any complex discourse.



The emphasis on "entering the conversation" resonates with the need for collaborative problem-solving

and innovation in the modern world. By teaching students to actively listen, analyze, and respond to

the ideas of others, Graff and Birkenstein are fostering a generation of more engaged and effective

communicators, critical thinkers, and active citizens. The adaptability of their methodology underscores

its profound and lasting relevance.

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein: A Legacy of Clarity and

Engagement

The collaboration between Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein has resulted in a pedagogical approach

that is both highly effective and remarkably accessible. Their ability to distill complex rhetorical

concepts into clear, actionable strategies has made academic writing more manageable for students

across diverse backgrounds and academic disciplines. The lasting influence of "They Say / I Say" is a

testament to its fundamental truth: that intellectual growth and persuasive communication are built on

the foundation of engaging with the ideas of others.

Their work continues to inspire educators and students alike, offering a compelling vision for what

academic discourse can and should be. The emphasis on intellectual humility, active listening, and

clear articulation remains a guiding force for those seeking to master the art of academic persuasion

and contribute meaningfully to the ongoing exchange of ideas.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central argument of Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein's

'They Say / I Say'?

Their central argument is that academic writing, and effective communication in general, hinges on



understanding and engaging with the "they say" (the existing conversation or arguments on a topic)

before presenting your own "I say" (your own thesis or argument). They emphasize that good writing

involves not just stating your opinion, but actively responding to and entering into a dialogue with what

others have said.

What are some key templates or "moves" Graff and Birkenstein

suggest for academic writing?

Graff and Birkenstein propose various "moves" or templates to help writers engage with existing

arguments. Some prominent examples include templates for introducing a quote, explaining its

significance, summarizing opposing views, agreeing with qualifications, and distinguishing one's own

argument from others.

Why do Graff and Birkenstein believe that understanding the "they

say" is crucial for writers?

They argue that understanding the "they say" is crucial because it provides context and establishes the

relevance of the writer's own contribution. By acknowledging and engaging with what others have said,

writers can demonstrate their understanding of the field, avoid making simplistic or unoriginal claims,

and position their own ideas within a larger intellectual conversation.

How does 'They Say / I Say' address the common student fear of not

knowing what to say?

The book addresses this fear by demystifying the writing process and showing students that academic

writing isn't about having completely original, earth-shattering ideas from scratch. Instead, it's about

entering into an existing conversation, responding to others, and building upon existing knowledge.

The templates provide a structured way to engage, making the task less daunting.



What is the significance of the "so what?" and "who cares?"

questions in their approach?

Graff and Birkenstein emphasize the importance of the "so what?" and "who cares?" questions to

ensure a writer's argument has impact and relevance. They push students to articulate why their

claims matter, who their intended audience is, and what the broader implications of their argument

might be. This moves writing beyond mere description to persuasive argumentation.

How has 'They Say / I Say' influenced writing pedagogy?

'They Say / I Say' has significantly influenced writing pedagogy by providing a practical and accessible

framework for teaching academic argumentation. Its emphasis on structured engagement with prior

texts has become a foundational concept in many first-year writing courses, helping students develop

crucial analytical and rhetorical skills.

What is the role of ""templates"" in Graff and Birkenstein's

methodology?

Templates in 'They Say / I Say' are designed to be scaffolding for writers, providing concrete sentence

structures and phrasing to help them engage with and respond to other texts. They are not meant to

be used rigidly but rather as flexible tools to guide students in articulating the complex rhetorical

moves required in academic discourse, such as summarizing, agreeing/disagreeing, and making

claims.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein, following your specifications:

1. The Craft of Argument: A Writer's Guide

This foundational text, co-authored by Graff and Birkenstein, is designed to help students understand

and engage in academic argumentation. It breaks down the process of developing a strong thesis,



supporting it with evidence, and anticipating counterarguments. The book emphasizes the idea of

academic conversation, encouraging writers to see their work as contributing to an ongoing dialogue. It

provides practical tools and models for constructing persuasive essays.

2. They Say / I Say: The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing

Another collaboration between Graff and Birkenstein, this book focuses on the crucial skill of

summarizing others' ideas while also stating one's own. It introduces the titular "they say / I say"

template as a way to frame arguments and connect them to existing academic discourse. The book

argues that effective academic writing involves responding to and engaging with the ideas of others. It

offers numerous examples and exercises to help students master this essential academic practice.

3. "They Say / I Say" with Readings

This edition builds upon the core principles of They Say / I Say by incorporating a curated selection of

readings. These readings are chosen to demonstrate the "they say / I say" moves in action across

various disciplines and genres. The anthology provides students with models of how accomplished

writers engage with and respond to the ideas of others. It further supports the development of critical

thinking and writing skills through analytical essays and prompts.

4. Beyond the Boycott: Educating for Global Citizenship

While not directly a writing handbook, this work by Graff touches upon themes relevant to academic

discourse and critical engagement. It explores how education can foster a more inclusive and globally

aware citizenry. The book implicitly advocates for the kind of critical thinking and open dialogue that

Graff and Birkenstein champion in their writing pedagogy. It suggests that understanding diverse

perspectives is crucial for responsible participation in a complex world.

5. Professing Literature: An Introduction to the Theory and Practice of Literary Study

Co-authored by Graff, this book offers an introduction to the field of literary studies, including its

theoretical underpinnings and practical applications. It delves into how literary criticism functions and

how students can develop their own analytical voices. The emphasis on understanding different critical

approaches aligns with Graff and Birkenstein's broader concern with how knowledge is constructed

and debated. It encourages students to engage with complex texts and interpret them through various



lenses.

6. Clueless in the Classroom: Winning the War Against Bad Teaching

In this collection of essays, Graff critiques common pedagogical approaches and advocates for more

effective and engaging teaching methods. Many of the issues he addresses relate to how students

learn to think and communicate critically, a core concern of his work with Birkenstein. The book

implicitly argues for the importance of teaching students how to articulate their ideas and understand

the intellectual context of their learning. It champions methods that empower students to become

active participants in their education.

7. Litigating Literacy: A Review of the Controversy Over the Teaching of Writing

This work examines the historical and ongoing debates surrounding how writing is taught and

assessed. It highlights the importance of understanding the rhetorical situations and social contexts in

which writing occurs. The book's focus on the "teaching of writing" directly relates to the practical

concerns of Graff and Birkenstein's foundational texts. It underscores the need for clear frameworks

and demonstrable skills in developing effective writers.

8. The Common Denominator: Connecting Politics and Education

Graff's exploration of the relationship between politics and education touches on how societal values

and power structures influence what is taught and learned. This perspective informs his emphasis on

the social and conversational nature of academic discourse. The book suggests that understanding

these broader contexts is essential for developing critical thinking and effective communication. It

implicitly supports the idea that education should equip individuals to engage with complex societal

issues.

9. Coming to Terms: American Thinkers Discuss Their Struggles with Language

This collection features essays by prominent American thinkers reflecting on their personal

relationships with language and writing. It provides insight into the challenges and triumphs of

developing strong communication skills. The book's focus on the struggles and processes of learning

to write resonates with the practical guidance offered in Graff and Birkenstein's popular handbooks. It

underscores the idea that mastering language is a continuous and often difficult journey.
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