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They Say, I Say by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein is a seminal work in
the field of composition and rhetoric that has transformed the way students
and educators approach academic writing. First published in 2006, this book
provides a practical framework for understanding how to engage in scholarly
discourse, emphasizing the importance of dialogue in writing. The authors
present a model that encourages writers to articulate their ideas by
responding to others, making the process of writing both a personal and
collaborative endeavor. In this article, we will explore the key concepts of
They Say, I Say, its pedagogical implications, and its impact on academic
writing.

Overview of They Say, I Say

They Say, I Say is structured around a simple yet powerful premise: effective
writing is grounded in the ability to engage with the ideas of others. Graff
and Birkenstein argue that all writing is a form of conversation, where
writers must consider and respond to the views of others. The book is
organized into several parts, each focusing on different aspects of academic
writing.

Key Concepts

1. The Importance of “They Say”
The phrase "They say" encapsulates the idea that good writing begins with
acknowledging the arguments and perspectives of others. By framing their own
opinions in the context of existing debates, writers can establish
credibility and demonstrate their understanding of the topic at hand.

2. Responding with “I Say”
The authors emphasize that after presenting what others have said, writers
must clearly articulate their own views. This "I say" component is crucial
for establishing a unique voice and contributing to the ongoing discourse.

3. Templates for Academic Writing
One of the most valuable features of They Say, I Say is its collection of
templates that guide writers in structuring their arguments. These templates
serve as starting points for students, helping them formulate their responses
to various claims and ideas.

4. The Role of Counterarguments
Graff and Birkenstein highlight the importance of engaging with
counterarguments. They argue that acknowledging opposing views not only
strengthens a writer's position but also fosters a more nuanced understanding
of the topic.



Structure of the Book

They Say, I Say is divided into three main parts, each addressing different
aspects of writing and argumentation:

Part One: The “They Say”

In this section, the authors introduce the concept of summarizing what others
have said. It emphasizes the necessity of understanding and representing the
viewpoints of others accurately. The key elements of this part include:

- Summarizing Arguments: Writers are encouraged to summarize the arguments of
others in a way that is fair and accurate.
- Engaging with Sources: The importance of incorporating sources into writing
is discussed, providing a foundation for writers to build upon.
- Contextualizing Ideas: The authors stress the need to place ideas within a
broader context, helping readers understand the relevance of the argument.

Part Two: The “I Say”

This section shifts focus to the writer's own voice and perspective. Here,
Graff and Birkenstein discuss how to assert one’s own ideas in relation to
others’ arguments. Key topics include:

- Stating Your Position: The authors provide strategies for clearly stating
one’s own position in response to others.
- Developing Arguments: Techniques for building a compelling argument based
on the foundation laid in the first part are outlined.
- Using Evidence: The necessity of supporting claims with evidence is
emphasized, including how to effectively use quotes and data.

Part Three: The “They Say” and the “I Say” Together

The final part of the book focuses on integrating both elements into cohesive
writing. This section includes:

- Creating Dialogue: The importance of creating a dialogue between "they say"
and "I say" is discussed, encouraging a back-and-forth between one’s own
ideas and those of others.
- Refining Arguments: The authors offer guidance on revising and refining
arguments to ensure clarity and coherence.
- Understanding Audience: Consideration of the audience’s perspective is
crucial for effective communication, and this section provides strategies for
addressing diverse readerships.

Pedagogical Implications

They Say, I Say has significant implications for teaching writing. Its
approach encourages educators to rethink traditional methods of instruction



by focusing on dialogue and engagement. Here are some key pedagogical
takeaways:

Encouraging Critical Thinking

- Dialogue over Monologue: By emphasizing the importance of engaging with
others, the book encourages students to think critically about the arguments
they encounter.
- Developing Analytical Skills: Students learn to analyze the strengths and
weaknesses of various positions, fostering deeper understanding.

Supporting Diverse Voices

- Inclusion of Multiple Perspectives: The book advocates for recognizing and
valuing diverse voices in academic discourse, promoting inclusivity in
writing.
- Building Confidence: By providing templates and strategies, the authors
empower students to find their own voices and contribute meaningfully to
discussions.

Practical Application in the Classroom

- Writing Assignments: Instructors can design assignments that require
students to respond to specific texts, utilizing the "they say, I say"
framework.
- Peer Review: Encouraging peer review sessions can help students practice
articulating their responses and refining their arguments based on feedback.

Impact on Academic Writing

The influence of They Say, I Say extends beyond the classroom. Its principles
have permeated various fields, shaping how scholars approach writing and
argumentation. Some notable impacts include:

Shaping Academic Discourse

- Interdisciplinary Relevance: The book's concepts are applicable across
disciplines, making it a valuable resource for students and researchers in
various fields.
- Encouraging Collaboration: The emphasis on dialogue fosters collaborative
scholarship, where ideas are exchanged and developed through discussion.

Enhancing Writing Skills

- Improved Clarity and Coherence: Writers who adopt the book's strategies
often find their writing becomes clearer and more persuasive.



- Greater Engagement: By understanding the importance of addressing
counterarguments, writers become more engaged in their subjects and their
audiences.

Conclusion

They Say, I Say by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein is more than just a
guide to academic writing; it is a comprehensive framework for understanding
and engaging in scholarly dialogue. By emphasizing the interplay between the
voices of others and one’s own perspective, the book equips writers with the
tools necessary to contribute thoughtfully to academic discourse. Its impact
on education and writing practices continues to resonate, making it an
essential read for anyone seeking to improve their writing skills and engage
in meaningful conversations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of 'They Say / I Say' by
Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein?

The main purpose of 'They Say / I Say' is to teach students how to engage in
academic writing by emphasizing the importance of responding to the arguments
of others and situating one's own ideas within ongoing conversations.

How does 'They Say / I Say' help students improve
their writing skills?

The book provides templates and examples that guide students in structuring
their arguments, incorporating the viewpoints of others, and developing a
clear and persuasive writing style.

What are some key concepts introduced in 'They Say /
I Say'?

Key concepts include the importance of summarizing others' arguments ('They
Say'), presenting one's own argument ('I Say'), and establishing a dialogue
between differing viewpoints.

How does the book address the concept of 'academic
conversation'?

The book emphasizes that academic writing is a form of conversation where
writers must acknowledge and respond to the ideas of others, thus positioning
their arguments within a broader discourse.

What role do templates play in 'They Say / I Say'?

Templates serve as practical tools that help students frame their arguments
and responses, making it easier for them to engage with complex ideas and
communicate effectively.



Can 'They Say / I Say' be useful for writers outside
of academia?

Yes, the principles of engaging with others' arguments and structuring
persuasive writing can be applied in various contexts beyond academia,
including business, journalism, and public discourse.

What is a common critique of 'They Say / I Say'?

A common critique is that while the book provides useful templates, it may
oversimplify the complexities of argumentation and the nuances of different
academic disciplines.
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