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Unlocking the Art of Argumentation: A Deep Dive into They Say, I Say by 
Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein

When students, scholars, and professionals grapple with the challenge of presenting a clear, persuasive argument, 

they often find themselves lost in a maze of ideas, evidence, and rhetorical devices. Gerald Graff and Cathy 

Birkenstein’s seminal work, They Say, I Say, offers a practical roadmap for navigating this maze. By teaching

readers how to frame their arguments in the context of existing conversations, the book transforms the way we

write, think, and communicate across disciplines.

Meet the Authors: A Fusion of Academic Insight and Practical Wisdom

Gerald Graff, a professor of English and a pioneer in the field of argumentation theory, brings a deep understanding

of how ideas evolve within academic discourse. Cathy Birkenstein, a seasoned writing instructor, complements this

with a knack for translating theory into teachable, everyday strategies. Together, they have distilled complex

rhetorical concepts into accessible templates that empower writers at every level.

What Is They Say, I Say? A Primer

The book is more than a writing manual; it is a philosophy that foregrounds the importance of situating one's voice

within a broader conversation. At its core, the book posits that effective writing is a dialogue—an engagement with

what others have said (“They Say”) and how we respond (“I Say”). This dialogic approach helps writers avoid

isolation and instead become active participants in intellectual debates.

Why This Approach Matters in the Modern World

In an era saturated with information, the ability to frame arguments that resonate with readers is invaluable. 

Whether drafting a research paper, crafting a marketing pitch, or writing a policy brief, the principles in They Say, I 

Sayprovide a scaffold that ensures clarity, relevance, and persuasiveness. By explicitly acknowledging the

viewpoints of others, writers demonstrate intellectual honesty and build credibility.

Key Concepts and Techniques

Below are the foundational ideas that underpin the book’s methodology. Understanding each one is essential for

mastering the art of argumentative writing.

The Thesis: Your Core Claim

A thesis is the anchor of any argument. Graff and Birkenstein emphasize that a strong thesis is neither vague nor

overly complex; it should be specific, debatable, and grounded in evidence.

Paraphrase and Quote: Bridging Ideas

Paraphrasing allows writers to rephrase existing ideas in their own words, while quoting preserves the original

author’s voice. The book offers guidelines on when to paraphrase versus when to quote, ensuring that the writer’s

voice remains central.



The Hook: Capturing Attention

Every compelling piece starts with a hook—an intriguing statement, a question, or a startling fact. This initial

engagement sets the tone and invites readers into the conversation.

The Counterargument: Anticipating Objections

Addressing potential counterarguments demonstrates critical thinking and strengthens the writer’s position. Graff

and Birkenstein advise incorporating rebuttals seamlessly into the narrative.

The Roadmap: Guiding Your Reader

A clear outline or roadmap helps readers follow the argument’s progression. This can be presented as a brief

paragraph at the beginning or interwoven within the body of the text.

Templates That Make Writing Easy

One of the book’s most celebrated features is its suite of ready-to-use templates. These structures provide a

skeleton that writers can fill with their own ideas, saving time and ensuring consistency.

•  Basic Template: “They say [paraphrase or quote] but I argue [your claim].”

•  In-Text Citation Template: “They say [author] argues that [idea] (page). But [your counterpoint].”

•  Paragraph-Level Template: “They say [paraphrase] but [your response] because [evidence].”

•  Summary Template: “In summary, they say [summary] while I maintain [your conclusion].”

How to Apply These Templates in Real-World Writing

Below are practical scenarios illustrating how the book’s strategies can be adapted across contexts.

Academic Essays and Research Papers

1.  Start with a strong thesis that addresses a gap in the literature.

2.  Use the “They say” template to introduce existing scholarship.

3.  Integrate counterarguments to show depth of analysis.

4.  Conclude with a roadmap that ties back to the thesis.

College Composition Courses

Instructors often use They Say, I Sayto scaffold student essays. By providing a template, students learn to

structure arguments logically while developing their own voice.

Business Reports and Proposals

Professionals can adapt the templates to pitch ideas, justify decisions, or propose solutions. The emphasis on

acknowledging opposing viewpoints lends credibility to business recommendations.

Public Speaking and Presentations

Even in spoken formats, the book’s principles apply. Speakers can use the “They say, I say” framework to frame

their narratives, making arguments more engaging and memorable.

Benefits of Adopting the They Say, I Say Approach

•  Clarity: Structured templates reduce ambiguity.

•  Credibility: Acknowledging other voices demonstrates intellectual honesty.

•  Efficiency: Ready-made frameworks cut down on drafting time.

•  Flexibility: Templates can be customized for any discipline.



•  Skill Development: Writers learn to anticipate objections and strengthen arguments.

Critiques and Limitations

While the book offers robust guidance, some readers note that its templates may feel formulaic at first. Critics argue

that over-reliance on structure can stifle creative expression. However, the authors encourage writers to view

templates as starting points rather than rigid rules. With practice, writers can infuse originality while maintaining

structural integrity.

Comparing They Say, I Say to Other Writing Guides

Unlike style manuals that focus solely on mechanics, this book emphasizes discourse participation. It sits between 

Elements of Style and They Say, I Sayin that it bridges the gap between form and content. For students who find

traditional grammar guides too abstract, the book’s concrete templates provide a tangible entry point into advanced

writing.

Practical Examples: Applying the Templates

Below are two short excerpts demonstrating how the book’s templates can be employed. Notice how each element

—thesis, paraphrase, counterargument—fits naturally into the narrative.

Example 1: Academic Argument

They say that social media platforms primarily facilitate superficial connections (Smith, 2019). But I arguethat

these platforms also serve as powerful tools for community building among marginalized groups because they

provide a space for shared experiences and collective activism.

Example 2: Business Proposal

They say that increasing marketing spend yields diminishing returns (Johnson & Lee, 2020). However, I contend

that targeted digital campaigns can actually double engagement rates, as evidenced by the recent case study of

Brand X, which saw a 120% lift in customer interaction after reallocating budget to influencer partnerships.

Exercises to Strengthen Your Skills

Practice is essential for internalizing the book’s strategies. Try the following activities:

1.  Find a recent news article and write a paragraph using the “They say, I say” template.

2.  Identify a counterargument to your thesis and incorporate it into a paragraph.

3.  Rewrite a paragraph from your own writing, replacing vague statements with clear “They say” citations.

4.  Create a roadmap for a research paper, outlining how each section will address opposing viewpoints.

Conclusion: The Enduring Value of Engaging in Conversation

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein’s They Say, I Sayremains a cornerstone of modern writing instruction because

it reframes the act of writing as a dialogue. By acknowledging what others have already said and then articulating

your own stance, you not only strengthen your arguments but also contribute meaningfully to ongoing

conversations. Whether you’re drafting a college essay, preparing a corporate presentation, or simply engaging in

everyday debate, the book’s templates and insights equip you with the tools to write with confidence, clarity, and

conviction. Embrace the dialogue, and let your voice resonate within the larger tapestry of ideas.
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