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When we respond to arguments, I want my students to begin with what “they 

say”—what the authors or speakers have already said. Only after accurately 

summarizing the views they’ve heard or read should my students launch into 

whether they agree or disagree. Cathy Birkenstein’s (in Graff, 2003, pp. 169–170) 

generative, two-paragraph set of templates offers the scaffolding my students 

need. This blank template is seen in Figure 4.7.

The general argument made by author X in her/his work, __________, is 
that __________. More specifically, X argues that __________. She/he writes, 
“__________.” In this passage, X is suggesting that __________. In conclusion, X’s 
belief is that __________.

In my view, X is wrong/right because __________. More specifically, I believe that 
__________. For example, __________. Although X might object that __________, I 
maintain that __________. Therefore, I conclude that __________.

FIGURE 4.7 • Blank They say, i say Two-Paragraph Template
Source: Cathy Birkenstein, from Graff (2003). Used with permission.

Some have criticized Graff and Birkenstein, arguing that such templates, “by 

teaching students to reduce every argument down to a single-issue conflict . . .  

inherently limit the possible insights that a writer can draw from normally multi-

valent academic debates” (Arthur & Case-Halferty, 2008). While I do agree that no 

issue my students or I discuss is as simple as our arguments about it generally make 

it out to be, my students need scaffolding, and this is a good place to start. I want 

my students to engage with as many of the arguments in my curriculum, my disci-

pline, and our world as possible during their year with me, so I need to give them 

scaffolding like these templates to help them “get in” at the ground floor. I agree 

with Graff and Birkenstein (2017); templates like this are, indeed, “generative.”

USE THE PARAPHRASE PLUS SET OF TEMPLATES

One way of organizing argumentative templates like those suggested by Graff 

and Birkenstein is to chunk them into a simple set of moves. I have a set like this 

that I call “Paraphrase Plus” (see Figure 4.8). This is the central set of “moves” 

used in good, engaging Pop-Up Debates (and marital conversations, and political 

arguments with relatives, and rigorous department meetings, and so on).

When my students are ready to learn this baseline set of moves (typically around 

the third Pop-Up Debate of the year or so, once the nervousness of Pop-Up 


