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Understanding "They Say / I Say" by Gerald Graff

"They Say / I Say" is a groundbreaking book authored by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein,

primarily focused on the art of academic writing. It serves as a guide to help students and writers

navigate the complexities of argumentation in their essays and papers. The book emphasizes the

importance of engaging with the ideas of others while simultaneously articulating one's own

perspective. Through its structured approach, "They Say / I Say" has become an essential resource for

educators and students alike, encouraging a more interactive and dialogic form of writing.

The Concept of "They Say / I Say"

At the core of Graff and Birkenstein's thesis is the idea that effective writing involves a conversation

between the writer's voice and the voices of others. This dynamic is encapsulated in the titular phrase

"They Say / I Say." The authors argue that to write persuasively, one must first acknowledge what

others have said ("They Say") before presenting their own views ("I Say"). This method fosters a more

engaging and nuanced discussion, allowing writers to establish credibility and connect with their

audience.

The Structure of the Book

"They Say / I Say" is structured in a way that facilitates understanding and application. The book is

divided into three main sections:

1. The Art of Writing as a Conversation



- This section introduces the core principles of academic writing, emphasizing the importance of

acknowledging opposing viewpoints. Graff and Birkenstein argue that recognizing what others say not

only strengthens one's argument but also demonstrates critical thinking skills.

2. Templates for Academic Writing

- The authors provide a series of templates designed to help students articulate their ideas more

effectively. These templates serve as practical tools that guide writers in structuring their arguments.

They cover a range of rhetorical situations, from summarizing others’ arguments to expressing

agreement or disagreement.

3. Strategies for Engaging with Sources

- This section focuses on how to engage with various sources, including academic texts, popular

media, and personal narratives. Graff and Birkenstein offer strategies for integrating quotes and

evidence while maintaining a clear and persuasive voice.

Key Themes and Concepts

Several key themes emerge throughout "They Say / I Say," each contributing to the book's overarching

message about effective communication:

- Dialogue Over Monologue: The authors stress that writing should not be a solitary act; rather, it

should be a conversation. Engaging with multiple perspectives enhances the depth of an argument

and invites readers to participate in the discourse.

- The Importance of Templates: One of the standout features of the book is its use of templates.

These serve as scaffolding for students, helping them to frame their arguments and think critically

about their writing. By providing sentence starters and structures, Graff and Birkenstein empower

writers to express their thoughts clearly and confidently.

- Critical Thinking and Argumentation: The book emphasizes the importance of critical thinking when



engaging with sources. Writers are encouraged to evaluate arguments, consider counterarguments,

and articulate their positions thoughtfully. This not only improves writing but also enriches the writer's

understanding of the subject matter.

Why "They Say / I Say" Matters

"They Say / I Say" has garnered significant attention in academic circles, and for good reason. Its

insights into the writing process resonate with students and educators alike. Here are a few reasons

why this book is considered essential:

1. Accessibility for Students

One of the most appealing aspects of "They Say / I Say" is its accessibility. The authors write in a

clear and engaging style, making complex ideas easy to understand. This is particularly beneficial for

students who may feel overwhelmed by the expectations of academic writing. The use of templates

allows students to grasp the mechanics of writing without getting lost in jargon.

2. Encouraging Engagement with Sources

In today's information-rich environment, the ability to engage critically with sources is paramount. "They

Say / I Say" encourages students to not just summarize what others have said but to interrogate those

ideas. This critical engagement is essential for developing well-reasoned arguments and fostering

independent thought.



3. Bridging the Gap Between High School and College Writing

Many students struggle with the transition from high school to college writing. "They Say / I Say"

addresses this gap by providing a framework that students can build upon. The skills learned from this

book not only apply to academic writing but also extend to professional and personal communication.

4. Fostering a Collaborative Learning Environment

Graff and Birkenstein's focus on dialogue promotes a collaborative approach to learning. By

encouraging students to engage with their peers' ideas, the book fosters an environment where

discussion and debate are valued. This not only enhances writing skills but also cultivates a sense of

community among learners.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "They Say / I Say" by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein is more than just a writing

manual; it is a comprehensive guide to effective communication in academic settings. By promoting the

idea of dialogue, providing useful templates, and encouraging critical engagement with sources, the

authors equip readers with the tools necessary to articulate their ideas persuasively. As the landscape

of education continues to evolve, the insights offered in "They Say / I Say" remain relevant, making it a

vital resource for anyone looking to improve their writing skills. Whether you are a student, educator, or

simply someone interested in the art of argumentation, this book is a worthy addition to your library.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main premise of 'They Say / I Say' by Gerald Graff?

'They Say / I Say' focuses on the importance of engaging with others' ideas in academic writing. It

emphasizes the use of templates to help writers effectively frame their arguments and respond to

counterarguments.

How does 'They Say / I Say' address the concept of academic

discourse?

The book highlights that academic discourse is a conversation where writers must acknowledge

existing viewpoints ('they say') before presenting their own arguments ('I say'), fostering a more

nuanced and respectful dialogue.

What techniques does Graff suggest for incorporating sources into

writing?

Graff suggests using specific templates to integrate quotes and ideas smoothly, encouraging writers to

summarize, paraphrase, and respond to sources in a way that maintains the flow of their own

argument.

In what ways does 'They Say / I Say' help students improve their

writing skills?

The book provides practical strategies and templates that simplify complex writing tasks, helping

students organize their thoughts and arguments more clearly, thus improving their overall writing and

critical thinking skills.

What role does counterargument play in the framework presented in

'They Say / I Say'?

Counterargument is central to Graff's framework, as he argues that addressing opposing views not

only strengthens one's own argument but also demonstrates critical engagement with the topic, making



writing more persuasive and credible.
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