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Unit 1: Thinking critically about First Amendment issues

In our first group and individual assignments, you will work on a research paper analyzing some controversial issue related to the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. For the record, it reads:
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.

There are two broad categories you can work with:

1. Free Speech. This means you can look at censorship of a particular media, student speech (as in dress codes), hate speech, etc.

2. Separation of Church and State. In this category, you can explore religious phrases used in the Pledge of Allegiance, monuments with 10 Commandments on government property, teaching religious principles in schools, etc.

There are two key components to building your essays.

1. Examining and exploring the opposing sides of the issue, treating both as objectively as possible to establish your case (Argument and Counter-Argument).

2. Look for and cite useful sources to demonstrate the claims of the proponents on the issue you’ve chosen. You’ll be critiqueing and analyzing these claims to determine which side has the more credible case.   

Important ideas for this assignment are in your textbook. For example, it notes, “In thinking critically about a topic, we try to see it from all sides before we come to our conclusion. We conduct an argument with ourselves, advancing and then questioning opinions.” As you begin thinking out your approach, your text points out that you should consider: 
 •
What can be said for the proposition, and

 •
What can be said against it?

Examining Topics

•
Definition (What is it?);

 •
Comparison (What is it like or unlike?);

 •
Relationship (What caused it, and what will it cause?); and

 •
Testimony (What is said about it, for instance, by experts?).

In this case, “Testimony” means research. The opinions expressed in your argument will not be personal but rather those of the most credible and reliable sources you can find.

Steps

1. Brainstorming. In your group, you’ll discuss potential subjects and then discuss what ideas you can think of regarding the issue. You can draw a simple table, putting ideas for the different sides on each side of the list.

2. Research. Find as many useful short articles as you can on your topic. Then, as a group, determine the strengths and weaknesses of the various claims. Which side seems to have more convincing points? Why?

3. Organize. Begin building the sections of your paper demonstrating the main ideas and adding in your analysis—are these strong claims or not? Are other ideas from the other side more credible? Here, you’ll want to include citations of your direct quotes, paraphrases, and summaries. 

4. As your paper grows, add in transitional words, phrases, and sentences to give your paper a flow. Once you know what your central, persuasive point is, develop your thesis, introduction, and conclusion.
5. As you prepare for the draft exchange, review the checklist on the first page of the first student packet. Here, you’ll see important pointers about what you need to look for in your editing and proofreading.

Other important matters are discussed on your syllabus, including textbook readings.

---
Unit 2: Using Multiple Approaches to a Local Issue

This unit has two major components:

1. In both your group and individual papers, you will focus on an issue important to Pennsylvanians. This can be as specific as an issue in a local school, school district, a city or county, or the entire state. You will want to pick something that you can find enough resources to make this a persuasive research paper.

Very important: A “local” issue means something based in this state. For example, you can’t choose immigration as an issue unless you keep your discussion focused on how Pennsylvania towns are dealing with the controversy. You can bring in national debates or things happening in other states ONLY as comparisons to what’s happening here. Choosing a wider topic and simply plugging in the name of our state will not count—and will flunk your paper.

2. You will explore your issue from at least four different approaches. We’ll discuss this in class, but know the four ways of looking at your chosen topic may vary widely.

For example, one topic (which you cannot use now) would be opening gambling casinos in Gettysburg. In the past, students approached this issue from the standpoints of:

1. Is it moral to use gambling to increase state revenues? This approach is discussed in your textbook, “Ways of Thinking Ethically” beginning on page 381.

2. What are the legal issues involved? This too is discussed in your textbook, in the section beginning on page 417.

3. What impact does gambling have on local citizens? One aspect of this, “”A Psychologist's View: Rogerian Argument” begins on page 453.

4. Discussing gambling specifically at Gettysburg, students have looked at the unique historical nature of the location; the financial aspects both good and bad; and possible changes to local infra-structure and local businesses.

These are but possible approaches you can choose from. If you were to explore the high costs of health care, you could look at medical consequences. There are many topics with environmental aspects. Looking at road repairs, taxes, pay raises for legislators—these have political dimensions. 

In short, you’ll want to first choose your topic, research it, and then determine just what approaches best fit the subject you’re working with.

This is an ideal group project. Once you’ve determined the subject and brainstormed your early ideas, you can assign varying approaches to different group members. I advise everyone to look at the student models posted at my website to see how these sections should finally come together as a whole. This means, after examining your topic in your essay, you’ll show how all the evidence and points of view lead to some conclusion—that we need take action, we need choose a particular solution, that we adopt one compromise.   

---

Unit 3: Analyzing Bowling for Columbine and Editorials

 In our third unit, your group will be analyzing the film, Bowling for Columbine. We’ll discuss this in class—know you’ll need to get familiar with “A Logician's View: Deduction, Induction, Fallacies” discussed on pages 337-369.

 Below is information specific to your individual paper.

While the critical approach you worked on during your film analysis will continue in your individual project, this time you'll be analyzing four pieces of writing and not a film. While important points about this assignment are discussed on your syllabus, below is material to help you with this project. 

your primary task is to determine how effective or ineffective the writing seems to you. Your agreement or disagreement with the authors has nothing to do with this assignment. While you may want to comment on the issue discussed in the editorials, this is a matter to explore after you've examined the writers' effectiveness. Outside resources should be used only to support your points as to how well the writers did in their work.

Your first task will be to find four opinion pieces to work with that all deal with the same topic. Look for short articles that are obviously expressing an opinion and are not informative news items. You can find them in local newspapers on pages called "Editorials," "Opinion," or sometimes "Commentary." News magazines like Time or Newsweek often have a page set aside for such commentary on their back pages. Of course, you can look for opinion pieces on the internet. If the item is too short, you won't have enough material to analyze. If it's several pages or longer, you may have too much to read and critique.

It's worth noting that articles you think are ineffective are often the easiest to analyze. When a piece of writing is lacking in content, balance, objectivity, or reasoning, you have much you can criticize. This doesn't mean a very effective article can't be worked with--see sample student essays posted at my website for examples of how to do this. Again--look for persuasive material. News items that are meant to be informative will give you nothing to work with.     

Very important notes: Summarize the articles and either include your critique as you go along or give your analysis after your summary.  Do not assume your reader has read these editorials. To develop your points, quote or paraphrase phrases or sentences from the editorials so your reader knows what you're referring to. Remember: agreeing or disagreeing has nothing to do with evaluating a piece of writing. You may disagree strongly with the editorial but find it effective. You can agree with it but find it rather thin or underdeveloped.  

HELPFUL SUGGESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS PAPER

1. If you feel the writer is lacking in supporting detail, what sort of information would have strengthened the points? This is where outside sources might help you.   

2. If the authors do not adequately discuss opposing views, you might point out what arguments others can raise that are as effective or perhaps more important than what you read. Here is where you can compare and contrast the various pieces you're critiquing.

3. You should not use phrases like "I think Morgan made many good points" or "I think Morgan is on target when he claims . . ." Make your writing more effective by stating your opinions as "Clearly, Morgan makes many solid points" or "Most readers will find Morgan's ideas right on target because . . ." 

4. You can determine a piece is effective for certain audiences but not others.

5. It's possible some aspects of the pieces are effective and others less so. You can address what you think works well in one part of your paper and point to weaknesses in another.

HELPFUL QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS PAPER

1. What is the author's purpose? Is the thesis clearly stated or are you unsure what the writer is trying to say and do? Is the writer trying to inform, persuade, or simply express an opinion?        

2. Who is the writer's audience? Does the writer effectively communicate with the audience with well-chosen words, images, and information? Does the writer assume his (or her) readers know about the issue or does the author prepare the reader with background details and the contexts of the issue? Can you distinguish between facts and opinions--do facts support the author's opinions? 

3. How does the writer try to get his/her point across? Is the content an appeal to emotion or does the writer use reason and logic? Is his or her approach objective or is it clearly biased? Is the author credible? Why or why not? Does the information seem to come from reliable sources or merely expressions of personal opinion?

4. Does the writer present varying points of view or does he/she simply state what they think? Does the writer address what other opinions might be and respond to various perspectives other than his or her own? In other words, is the editorial balanced?

5. Do you see any logical fallacies? (See handout on this.) If so, identify and state why a point is a generalization, slippery slope, etc.

6. Was the editorial persuasive? What could have made it more effective? This will be the core of your papers. 

Important Discussions in Textbook

During this unit, you can anticipate short quizzes based on textbook readings. This is important as you’ll need to show an understand of claims and warrants. So be sure to read carefully:

A Philosopher's View: The Toulmin Model    325-333
A CHECKLIST FOR USING THE TOULMIN METHOD     333

Putting the Toulmin Method to Work: Responding to an Argument    333

OtherHelpful textbook materials:

A CHECKLIST FOR EVALUATING STATISTICAL EVIDENCE    99
A CHECKLIST FOR ANALYZING AN ARGUMENT     104

Analyzing an Argument     177-181

A CHECKLIST FOR ANALYZING A TEXT    182
A CHECKLIST FOR WRITING AN ANALYSIS OF AN ARGUMENT    190

