
they say i say moves that matter in academic
writing
They say, I say moves that matter in academic writing are essential components for students
and scholars looking to engage meaningfully with existing literature and contribute their unique
perspectives. In the realm of academia, writing is not just about presenting facts; it is about joining a
conversation. The phrase “they say, I say” encapsulates the dynamic interplay between what has
been said by others and what the writer adds to the discussion. This article will delve into the
significance of these moves, explore various strategies to implement them effectively, and provide
examples that illustrate their impact on academic writing.

Understanding "They Say, I Say" Moves

The concept of “they say, I say” originates from the influential book by Gerald Graff and Cathy
Birkenstein, which serves as a guide for academic writing. The authors emphasize that effective
writing involves acknowledging what others have said (the “they say”) and clearly articulating your
own viewpoint (the “I say”). This approach not only enhances the clarity of your arguments but also
situates your work within a broader intellectual context.

The Importance of Engaging with Existing Literature

Engaging with existing literature is crucial for several reasons:

Establishes Credibility: By referencing authoritative sources, you demonstrate your
knowledge of the field, which builds trust with your audience.

Enhances Argumentation: Acknowledging opposing viewpoints allows you to craft more
nuanced arguments and anticipate counterarguments.

Promotes Dialogue: Academic writing is fundamentally about conversation; acknowledging
others’ contributions fosters a sense of dialogue.

Identifies Gaps: Engaging with literature can help identify gaps in research, positioning your
work as a response to those gaps.

Key Moves in "They Say, I Say" Writing

To effectively utilize the "they say, I say" framework, writers should incorporate several key moves
into their academic writing. These moves allow for a seamless integration of sources and personal



insights.

1. Summarizing Others’ Arguments

One of the foundational moves in academic writing is summarizing others’ arguments. This involves
distilling the essence of what has been said before you contribute your perspective.

How to Summarize Effectively:
- Identify the main ideas of the source.
- Paraphrase the content in your own words.
- Maintain the original context and intention of the author.

2. Quoting Directly

Direct quotes can add authority and specificity to your writing. They provide evidence for your
claims and allow you to emphasize crucial points.

Best Practices for Quoting:
- Use quotes sparingly; rely on paraphrasing when possible.
- Introduce quotes with context to clarify their relevance.
- Follow up with analysis to explain the significance of the quote.

3. Acknowledging Counterarguments

A robust academic argument acknowledges opposing viewpoints. This move not only strengthens
your position but also demonstrates critical thinking.

Steps to Acknowledge Counterarguments:
- Present the counterargument fairly and accurately.
- Refute or qualify the counterargument, explaining why your perspective is more compelling.
- Use phrases such as “Some may argue that…” or “While it is true that…”

4. Making Your Claim

After summarizing and addressing the existing dialogue, it’s time to make your claim. This is where
the “I say” component shines.

Crafting a Strong Claim:
- Ensure your claim is clear and specific.



- Position your argument in response to the “they say” component.
- Use assertive language to convey confidence in your argument.

Examples of "They Say, I Say" Moves

To illustrate the application of these moves, consider the following examples:

Example 1: Summarizing and Claiming

They say: “Many researchers believe that climate change is primarily driven by human activity.”

I say: “While it is true that human activity plays a significant role, it is essential to consider natural
climate variability to fully understand the complexities of climate change.”

Example 2: Quoting and Analyzing

They say: “As Smith (2021) states, ‘the effects of climate change are evident in the increasing
frequency of extreme weather events.’”

I say: “This observation underscores the urgency of addressing climate change, as it poses a direct
threat to public safety and infrastructure.”

Example 3: Acknowledging Counterarguments

They say: “Some argue that economic growth should take precedence over environmental concerns.”

I say: “However, prioritizing economic growth without regard for environmental impact ultimately
undermines long-term sustainability and could lead to economic losses in the future.”

Tips for Mastering "They Say, I Say" Moves

To master the art of “they say, I say” writing, consider the following tips:

Read Widely: Exposure to diverse viewpoints will enrich your understanding and enable you1.
to engage more effectively with existing literature.

Practice Paraphrasing: Regularly practice summarizing texts to improve your ability to2.
distill complex ideas into concise statements.

Seek Feedback: Share your writing with peers or mentors to get constructive feedback on3.



your use of “they say, I say” moves.

Revise Thoughtfully: During the revision process, ensure that your “I say” components are4.
clearly articulated and effectively counterbalance the “they say” elements.

Conclusion

In conclusion, they say, I say moves that matter in academic writing provide a framework for
engaging with existing literature while contributing your unique perspective. By mastering these
moves, writers can enhance their credibility, strengthen their arguments, and foster meaningful
dialogue within their fields. As you continue to develop your academic writing skills, remember that
each “they say” and “I say” creates an opportunity for deeper exploration and understanding—a vital
pursuit in any scholarly endeavor.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'They Say / I Say'?
'They Say / I Say' emphasizes the importance of engaging with others' ideas in academic writing to
strengthen one's own argument.

How does 'They Say / I Say' suggest structuring an argument?
The book suggests a structure that includes acknowledging what others say ('they say') before
presenting your own perspective ('I say').

What are 'moves' in the context of 'They Say / I Say'?
Moves refer to specific rhetorical strategies or techniques that writers can use to effectively engage
with existing discourse and present their arguments.

Why is it important to summarize opposing viewpoints in
academic writing?
Summarizing opposing viewpoints allows writers to demonstrate understanding, build credibility,
and address counterarguments effectively.

What role does the 'They Say' component play in academic
writing?
'They Say' serves to introduce the context of the discussion, grounding the writer's argument in the
existing conversation and acknowledging other perspectives.



Can 'They Say / I Say' be applied outside of academic writing?
Yes, the principles of engaging with others' ideas and structuring arguments are applicable in
various forms of writing and public discourse.

What are some common 'moves' identified in 'They Say / I
Say'?
Common moves include agreeing, disagreeing, or hybrid responses, such as agreeing with a
difference, which help writers position their arguments relative to others.

How does 'They Say / I Say' address the importance of
audience?
The book emphasizes understanding the audience's perspective to tailor arguments effectively and
engage readers in a meaningful way.

What is the significance of using templates in 'They Say / I
Say'?
Templates provide a practical framework for writers to articulate their thoughts clearly while
maintaining a conversational tone in academic writing.

How can 'They Say / I Say' improve critical thinking skills?
By encouraging writers to analyze and respond to various viewpoints, it fosters critical thinking and
the ability to construct well-reasoned arguments.
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