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Purpose
This third edition of The Purposeful Argument delivers the essentials of argu-
mentative writing in accessible, student-friendly language. The textbook 
allows writers to recognize where argument fits in their lives and how it can 
be a practical response both to the issues in everyday life and to academic 
and intellectual problems encountered in the classroom. In this way, the text 
meets student writers on their own terms, in their own lives, and demands 
that they determine what they argue about. Changes to this new edition 
reflect the suggestions of our students and those of veteran teachers of argu-
ment, who are sensitive to what makes a textbook genuinely useful.

The philosophical center of The Purposeful Argument rests with John 
Dewey’s notion that public education can best serve a democratic culture when 
it connects classroom with community and by thinking of the class-room as a 
laboratory for intelligent democratic activity. Building on this idea, those who 
argue competently can become the lifeblood of local action and change. Put 
another way, a nation, state, or community that does not engage purposefully 
in regular discussion and informed argument cannot fulfill itself.

Accessibility is central to the purpose of this project, and this third edi-
tion includes a streamlining of many features of the textbook. From many 
students’ perspectives, some current argument texts are dense and filled 
with examples apart from their worlds. In response to these concerns, 
The Purposeful Argument relies less on discussion via traditional academic 
language to get across a concept and more on cogent definition, explicit 
example, and practical exercises that guide student writers through the 
process of assembling an argument. Examples of student, local, and profes-
sional writing are in many cases annotated and color-coded so as to identify 
elements of argument structure.

From another perspective, The Purposeful Argument puts in place the 
groundwork for student writers to create possibilities for themselves in a 
culture that demands more and more from its citizens. When so much of 
what we encounter has to do with the lure of consumption, and when so 
much of our national discourse is riveted to economic conditions, job secu-
rity, and terror and intervention, it can be tough for freshman writers to 
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think of themselves as agents capable of meaningful change. But at its core, 
The Purposeful Argument argues this very position. In its purest moment, this 
guide enables student writers to establish rhetorical places for themselves 
that ideally can reinvigorate our democracy via responsible citizenship. 
Because communication is less local in advanced industrial nations, this proj-
ect invites a return to a more traditional form of democratic participation 
with its attention to local engagement. And local engagement can begin with 
a writer’s commitment to the idea that the private responsibility to argue is 
essential to the public good.

With this emphasis on local engagement, we have noticed stronger, more 
focused arguments in the past several years. In general, when students are 
encouraged to honor and respond to issues that matter to them, their invest-
ment becomes evident and their writing, purposeful. This kind of ownership, 
we believe, results from an approach that steers writers into issues originat-
ing in the larger worlds of political, economic, and social issues as well as 
into their own worlds and concerns. With some students, this means arguing 
on issues that are solidly academic and intellectual in nature; with others, it 
means tackling issues of immediate concern in everyday life. Thus, compelling 
writing has emerged on issues as varied as the U. S. Supreme Court’s ruling 
on corporate personhood, student loan requirements, China’s behavior at 
the climate change conference in Copenhagen, favoritism in the workplace, 
recent health care reform and its implications for students, social network-
ing and employment, religious values and curriculum design in Texas, and 
American consumers’ role in the mining of “conflict minerals” in the Republic 
of the Congo.

A central focus of The Purposeful Argument is our intention to write to 
our specific audience—first-year writers—and this means delivering the 
fundamentals of argument to many nontraditional students, to nonnative 
speakers of English, to parents, to students who work one or more jobs, 
often in excess of the traditional work week, and to students who may or 
may not have experience with conceptual material and its application in their  
academic careers. This book is structured to accommodate our students and 
the diverse life experience they bring to our classrooms. Following are fea-
tures of The Purposeful Argument that, in our view, distinguish it from the 
many excellent argument textbooks currently on the market—textbooks 
that may, however, fall outside the lines of accessibility and usefulness to 
many college students.

Organization and Chapter Flow
Part One of this guide attends to how effective arguments work. Chapter 1 
introduces readers to essential features of argument and their interrelated-
ness. The chapter’s sections move students into thinking about argument as a 
practical response to both everyday and academic issues and briefly introduce 
them to the types of argument found in the book. In Chapter 2, the crucial 
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need to separate issue from topic is treated early. As a way to recognize issues 
and where they arise, this chapter identifies communities we belong to and 
some issues within these communities. The chapter offers numerous prompts 
and strategies for exploring an issue, such as prewriting activities that help 
students make a topic they might initially see as “boring” interesting to them 
and their readers. Audience focus, emphasized throughout the chapters, is 
introduced here, and students are presented with practical ways to determine 
appropriate audiences for their arguments. Arguing at the right time and 
establishing credibility fill out this chapter.

Part Two begins with the essential work of building clear context for 
an issue, the focus of Chapter 3. It is here that students are introduced to 
sources and how to access and use them. We choose to bring in the research 
process earlier rather than later because building a knowledge base often can 
enlarge the way we think about an issue, and this can influence what a writer 
claims and the way an argument is structured. Chapter 4 is geared toward the 
important work of using resources and how to read and evaluate them criti-
cally. As well, this chapter is a primer for working responsibly with borrowed 
material and ideas. Learning how to recognize and avoid fallacies is the center  
of Chapter 5. This chapter organizes fallacies—common in advertising and 
politics—into categories of choice, support, emotion, and inconsistency. 
Chapter 6 is devoted to the opposition, why it matters, how to work respon-
sibly with it, and finding points of overlap. This chapter, we feel, adds to 
conventional approaches to opposing points of view.

Part Three treats the how-to of argument building. Chapter 7 helps stu-
dents develop their argument strategies based on definitions, causes or con-
sequences, comparisons, solution proposals, and evaluations, concluding 
with a rubric for preparing an exploratory essay. Discussion of Toulmin-based 
argument makes up Chapter 8. Chapter 9 introduces Rogerian argument, in 
addition to two less traditional approaches to argument in American class-
rooms: Middle Ground and Microhistory. We are enthusiastic about stu-
dents learning to argue from a middle-ground perspective, as this approach 
insists on a close knowledge of audience and opposition. The middle-ground 
approach has, in the past few years, been popular among writers looking to 
escape either–or thinking and instead craft practical positions on complex 
issues. We are equally enthusiastic about a fourth kind of argument discussed 
in this chapter—an argument based on a microhistory—where writers work 
with primary documents and then forge a position apart from conventional 
understanding of the period in which these documents originate. Chapter 10 
is about building arguments. It is example-rich and orients writers to the 
building blocks of argument—claims, reasons, qualifiers, support, the war-
rant, backing, and audience reservations. We view this chapter as one writers 
will use frequently during the drafting process. We elaborate in Chapter 11 on 
how to use support effectively, and this involves establishing writer credibil-
ity, specific appeals to audience, and a rubric for evaluating support brought 
to an argument.
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Part Five is centered in the ideal of ownership, that is, in ways writers can 
make arguments distinctly their own. Chapter 12 is a discussion of how writ-
ers can vary their approaches to an audience using visuals. And Chapter 13 
is devoted to writing style and editing. While material in this final chapter 
is typically relegated to textbooks designed for earlier writing courses, we 
present this material in the context of argument writing as what we feel are 
necessary refreshers.

All chapters in Parts One through Four begin with a narrative that 
describes a real-life issue and conclude with a “Keeping It Local” exercise, 
pointing out that argument is a practical way to negotiate purposefully issues 
in everyday and academic life.

Part Five is an anthology of arguments written by everyday people who 
have stakes in local issues and by professional writers whose commentary 
on a given issue can provide a larger critical frame. Arguments are followed 
by questions tied to argument structure, audience, comprehension, and ways 
to connect concerns in the local community with the broader geopolitical  
culture. Another level of questions prompts students to acknowledge issues 
in their own lives that are the same or similar to issues found in the readings.

Part Six is devoted to MLA and APA documentation systems. For each 
system, guidelines and examples are provided. The important work of 
documenting carefully material borrowed from other writers and sources is 
addressed in this section.

New Features
●● Many new essays in the anthology, Part Five, demonstrate how  

contemporary writers build arguments in response to specific issues 
affecting the seven communities addressed in The Purposeful Argument: 
school, the workplace, family, neighborhood, social-cultural, consumer, 
and concerned citizen.

●● Part Six, MLA and APA Documentation Systems, now contains a com-
plete APA student essay to accompany the annotated MLA student essay.

●● Classic American Arguments anthology has been moved to the e-book/
MindTap.

Key Features
●● Writers are encouraged to argue in response to issues in their everyday 

and academic environments—school, the workplace, family, neigh-
borhood, social-cultural, consumer, and concerned citizen—and thus 
learn how argument can become an essential negotiating skill in their 
lives. This book emphasizes local and intellectual issues throughout and 
provides a methodology for connecting the local with global trends. 
Importantly, this allows writers to build a strong understanding of an 
issue by generating broad context.
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●● Argument structure is presented in practical, how-to ways, complete 
with exercises, charts, and real-life examples. Ways to organize an  
argument—Toulmin-based, Rogerian, Middle Ground, and Microhistory 
options—are fully defined and demonstrated.

●● Simplified text format and page layout improve upon conventional  
argument textbook design by making information direct and accessible.

●● Checklists throughout The Purposeful Argument provide support for 
writers as they craft their own arguments.

●● Annotated examples of effective arguments illustrate strengths and 
weaknesses.

●● “Your Turn” exercises consist of questions and prompts so that writers 
can apply argument structure to arguments they are building. “Internet 
Activity” prompts direct writers to online investigations that connect to 
the research process.

●● “Tips” panels typically are clues for ways of thinking about a feature of 
argument during the planning process.

●● Key terms are bolded throughout the text. A Glossary related to prac-
tical argument provides an alphabetized reference for these and other 
terms found in The Purposeful Argument. A term is defined with regard 
to its function and placement in an argument.

the Online Program
MindTap English for Phillips/Bostian, The Purposeful Argument, is the digital 
learning solution that gives you complete control of your course—to provide 
engaging content, challenge every individual, and build students’ confidence. 
MindTap increases student engagement via peer modeling of critical thinking 
and writing practices, tutorials on four types of arguments, and immediate 
feedback on students’ responses to auto-graded activities.

MindTap gives you complete ownership of your content and learning 
experience. You can add your own comments to the e-book and your own 
materials to the learning path. You can move, rename, and delete content 
to ensure that your course is exactly how you want it. An easy-to-use paper 
management system helps you prevent plagiarism and allows electronic 
submission, grading, and peer review. Visual analytics track your students’ 
progress and engagement.

MindTap extends the instruction in the book/e-book with end-of-chapter 
activities, brand-new tutorials on four types of argument, videos of students 
working through argument assignments, and additional student and profes-
sional readings.

●● New “Argument Tutorials” on Toulmin, Rogerian, Middle-
Ground, and Microhistory arguments. The extensive tutorial on 
Toulmin argument includes four short video presentations of concepts, 
interspersed with auto-graded activities that give students step-by-step 
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help in applying Toulmin. Students can use the “Grade It Now” func-
tion in the auto-graded activities to get immediate feedback on their 
responses. Every activity includes three versions in order to give all stu-
dents the opportunity to succeed. Slightly shorter tutorials on the other 
three types of argument follow the same pattern. 

●● New “Students Working on Arguments” videos. Nine new videos 
showcase reading critically, investigating the rhetorical situation, devel-
oping an argument, synthesizing diverse perspectives, revising logical 
fallacies, using research in argument, investigating the source of infor-
mation, evaluating a format to determine if a source is “fake news,” and 
determining the expertise of an author. 

●● New “Collaborative Activities” after every chapter. Each activity 
for pairs, groups, and the whole class is followed by a Reflection question 
that individual students can submit in order to demonstrate what they 
have learned. 

●● Revised “Review Activities” after each chapter. These auto-graded 
activities provide a comprehension check and a first opportunity to 
apply chapter concepts. Immediate feedback is available, and each activ-
ity includes three versions to give students the best chance to succeed.

●● New “Annotated Student Readings with Discussion Questions.” 
Nine student papers are annotated to demonstrate aspects of argument; 
they are followed by discussion questions.

●● New “Professional Readings with Discussion Questions.” To 
supplement the professional readings in Part 5 of the book/e-book,  
18 additional readings on contemporary topics are provided. Discussion 
questions follow.

●● “How-to Research Video Activities.” 50 video activities on particular 
aspects of the research-writing process.

●● “Auto-Graded Activities.” 75+ auto-graded activities on the writing 
process, essay structure, documentation, grammar, and more.

●● “Just in Time Plus,” a set of tutorials that provide extra help on  
21 foundational topics. Each topic includes a video tutorial, two to four 
pages of textual instruction, and an auto-graded activity. A diagnostic 
test helps you determine who needs instruction on specific topics and 
which topics to discuss in class. A posttest allows you to evaluate stu-
dents’ progress at semester’s end.

●● “Resources for Teaching” provides support materials to help you 
plan and teach your course. A video demonstrates how to custom-
ize your MindTap course. In the Instructor’s Manual, author Patricia 
Bostian shares sample syllabi, assignment rubrics, chapter-by-chapter 
resources, and questions to jump-start discussions. An Educator’s Guide 
demonstrates how to use activities in MindTap to enrich your course.
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Empower your students to accelerate their progress with MindTap.

●● The instructor’s manual provides course-specific organization tools and 
classroom strategies, including sample syllabi, designs for mapping the 
course, assignment flow, ways to utilize the book, suggestions for teach-
ing the course online, and ways to best use electronic resources. The cen-
ter of the guide is a series of rubrics and exercises that can be adapted to 
an instructor’s work with each chapter.

In sum, The Purposeful Argument is a student-centered approach to argu-
ment. It is a guide that lets students determine how they can use argument 
in life and equips them with a concrete, how-to approach. It lets instructors 
play to their strengths by letting writers work with their strengths—their 
investment in issues that matter to them in daily and classroom life. From 
the beginning, the text presents argument in ways that can empower and 
enable writers to publicly validate what most concerns them. 

The Purposeful Argument is designed to complement and not overwhelm. 
The language of The Purposeful Argument is friendly and direct. Short, con-
cise paragraphs are the rule; paragraphs are followed immediately by real-life 
examples, checklists, charts, rubrics, exercises, and sample student writings. 

Competent, informed argument is as important today in American life 
as it was during other crucial periods in our history. It was and is a way to 
be heard and, when conditions permit, to be granted a seat at the discus-
sion table. While public memory has shaped the way we view extraordinary 
moments in our past—indigenous peoples’ fate at the hands of colonizers 
and an aggressive government, debates over sacred and secular ideals, argu-
ments for political independence, the rhetoric of abolition and women’s 
rights movements, the voice of labor, and the Civil Rights Movement—it 
is crucial to remember that, in addition to the arguments of accomplished 
writers, activists, and orators associated with these moments, a turbulence 
of voices was audible. These were the sounds of everyday people moving the 
culture forward. Without their contributions, the figures we celebrate now 
would be footnotes only. The voice of the individual does matter. If we choose 
not to speak up, others will make decisions for us.
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By working through this chapter, you will be able to
●● define argument.
●● explain the purposes of argument.
●● identify context for an issue via the research process.
●● identify why arguments break down.
●● determine an appropriate argument type for an argument’s purpose.
●● form an argument about an issue that matters to you.

Learning Objectives

This text introduces you to argument and how to use it in response to 
everyday issues—at school, in the workplace, at home, in your neigh-

borhood, with people who matter to you, in the swirl of community poli-
tics, and on a national or global scale. You will be able to use the tools in 
the following chapters to build practical arguments that make your voice 
clear and direct on issues in which you have a stake. Skills in argument 
will help you in your life as a student, a member of the local labor force, a 
consumer, a concerned citizen, and perhaps a parent and homeowner; in 
fact, argument can help you address all of the many issues associated with 
life in these communities. 

This chapter is an overview of the nature and purpose of argument. 
Later chapters address the apparatus of argument—how to craft a claim, 
build support, work with the opposition, and build other structural ele-
ments. Think about argument as a set of tools that lets you negotiate your 
world with clarity and purpose. The skills you take away from this text, 

2
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What Argument Is and  
What Argument Is Not 
You are arguing when you claim a point of view on an issue, defend your 
claim with different kinds of support, and respond fairly to those with dif-
fering points of view. Argument is useful when you want to persuade oth-
ers (decision-makers, fellow classmates, coworkers, a community agency 
or organization, a special interest group, elected representatives, business 
leaders, or an individual) to take seriously your point of view; when you 
want to find out more about something that matters to you; and when 
you want to establish areas of common interest among different positions. 
With nearly all arguments, it is essential to establish a clear context for 
your issue and to have a target audience.

Argument is not about putting yourself in uncomfortable, win–lose, 
either–or situations. It is not about fighting or trying to shame someone 
who holds a different point of view. Some people associate argument with 
anger, raised voices, and emotional outbursts. But when these people behave 
in competitive, angry, and overly emotional ways, communication is often 
sealed off and the people involved become alienated from one another. This 
is not the aim of argument. Argument creates a space where we can listen to 
each other.

and the work required to complete a class in argument, can transfer to the 
real world. You may simply be responding to short-term assignments, but 
in doing so, you will learn to build sound arguments—a skill that will be 
useful long after your final class project is turned in.

    3
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The following essay by Thomas Frank is excerpted from “The Price of 
Admission.” The full essay appears in the June 2012 issue of Harper’s, a maga-
zine that began publication in 1850 and today treats a wide range of issues in 
literature, politics, culture, finance, and the arts. In the essay, Frank includes 
a claim, various levels of support, and efforts to build his credibility as one 
taking a position on the issue of college tuition. Missing from the excerpt, but 
present in the longer essay, are attention to the opposition, reasons that sup-
port the claim, and a warrant, that is, attention to the values that motivate 
the writer to argue on this issue. The essay is accompanied by an editorial 
cartoon by R.J. Matson (see Figure 1.1).

Excerpt from ”The Price of Admission”

by Thomas Frank
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Massive indebtedness changes a person, maybe even more than a col-
lege education does, and it’s reasonable to suspect that the politicos 
who have allowed the tuition disaster to take its course know this. To 
saddle young people with enormous, inescapable debt — total student 
debt is now more than one trillion dollars — is ultimately to transform 
them into profit-maximizing machines. I mean, working as a school-
teacher or an editorial assistant at a publishing house isn’t going to help 
you chip away at that forty grand you owe. You can’t get out of it by 

Figure 1.1 Editorial cartoon by R.J. Matson
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bankruptcy, either. And our political leaders, lost in a fantasy of punitive 
individualism, certainly won’t propose the bailout measures they could 
take to rescue the young from the crushing burden.

What will happen to the young debtors instead is that they will 
become Homo economicus, whether or not they studied that noble 
creature. David Graeber, the anthropologist who wrote the soon-to-
be-classic Debt: The First 5,000 Years, likens the process to a horror 
movie, in which the zombies or the vampires attack the humans as 
a kind of recruitment policy. “They turn you into one of them,” as 
Graeber told me.

Actually, they do worse than that. Graeber relates the story of a 
woman he met who got a Ph.D. from Columbia University, but whose 
$80,000 debt load put an academic career off-limits, since adjuncts earn 
close to nothing. Instead, the woman wound up working as an escort 
for Wall Street types. “Here’s someone who ought to be a professor,” 
Graeber explains, “doing sexual services for the guys who lent her the 
money.”

The story hit home for me, because I, too, wanted to be a professor 
once. I remember the waves of enlightenment that washed over me in 
my first few years in college, the ecstasy of finally beginning to under-
stand what moved human affairs this way or that, the exciting sense of 
a generation arriving at a shared sensibility. Oh, I might have gone on 
doing that kind of work forever, whether or not it made me rich, if jour-
nalism had not intervened.

It’s hard to find that kind of ecstasy among the current crop of college 
graduates. The sensibility shared by their generation seems to revolve 
around student debt, which has been clamped onto them like some sort 
of interest-bearing iron maiden. They’ve been screwed — that’s what 
their moment of enlightenment has taught them.

As for my own cohort, or at least the members of it who struggled 
through and made it to one of the coveted positions in the knowledge fac-
tory, the new generational feeling seems to be one of disgust. Our enthusi-
asm for learning, which we trumpeted to the world, merely led the nation’s 
children into debt bondage. Consider the remarks of Nicholas Mirzoeff, a 
professor of media at New York University, who sums up the diminishing 
returns of the profession on his blog: “I used to say that in academia one 
at least did very little harm. Now I feel like a pimp for loan sharks.”

Analyze this Reading

1. What is the writer’s claim, the position the writer takes in 
response to the issue of student debt?

2. Identify examples the writer uses to support his claim.
3. How does the writer establish his credibility; that is, how does 

he build trust with readers regarding his competence to take a 
stand on this issue?

 CHAPtER 1 Argue With a Purpose 5

Copyright 2021 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2021 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



Respond to this Reading

1. The writer contends that political leaders won’t make the effort to 
bail out today’s college students from debt. Do you favor a legis-
lative bailout? Explain, and if you don’t favor such a bailout, what 
claim would you make to address the student debt problem?

2. What is your relationship to education and debt? What examples 
would you use to demonstrate this relationship?

3. If you were to argue on this issue, at what target audience would 
you aim? Would your audience be officials at your college, your 
state legislators, your peers, or the members of your community? 
Explain.

Recognize Where Argument Is  
Appropriate in Real Life
You’ll get to know this guide as a student in a class, one class among many that 
you need to complete as you move toward your degree, but there is another, 
equally important way to think about your work with argument—the set of 
skills you’ll acquire and take with you when class is over. Make these skills serve 
what matters to you, in and beyond the classroom. Whether it’s a small group 
of coworkers, the author of a scholarly article, your local parent–teacher orga-
nization, the editor of an online magazine, a car mechanic, or the billing agency 
for your cell phone or broadband service, you’ll have a better chance of being 
taken seriously when you support your point of view with credible information 
delivered through a variety of logical, ethical, and emotional appeals.

Vital issues in our lives occur both in the academic world and in the swirl 
of everyday life. When you have a clear point of view (a claim) about the qual-
ity of cafeteria food at your child’s school and then justify your claim with 
effective support, thereby establishing your credibility as a concerned par-
ent, your audience will listen. Similarly, if a teacher in one of your classes asks 
you to claim a position on the status of immigration reform in your state and 
you respond by drafting a claim based on thorough research, your argument 
is likely to fare well when it is evaluated. This is especially true when you 
come across as well-informed and sensitive to those who might differ from 
you. And if conditions at work start to resemble positions that were recently 
outsourced, you’re more likely to get the attention of your boss or coworkers 
when you present a balanced, fair-minded argument that takes into account 
those who view the issue differently.

In your life as a student, are there issues that involve tuition, lodging, the 
accessibility of your teachers, course policies, conflicts with your job, and 
loan opportunities? Are there also intellectual issues in your life as a student 
that you are asked to respond to, such as genetically engineered food, climate 
change, and representative government as practiced in our country? And out-
side the classroom, if your street lacks adequate storm-water facilities, if ear-
lier public-school start times are proposed by the school board and you know 
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that this will affect your family’s schedule, or if a family member has a contrary 
idea about what makes a sensible budget, a well-crafted argument allows you to 
move away from emotional arguments (a trap for many) and into the realm of 
reason, common sense, and community. An emotional argument, on the other 
hand, lacks the support of a rational approach to an issue and puts in jeopardy 
your credibility with your target audience. The exact change you want is never 
a guaranteed outcome of a good argument, but at the very least you will have 
made your voice audible before an audience that matters to you.

From another perspective, you affect and diversify the particular commu-
nity you address with an argument. A well-organized argument gets you a seat 
at the discussion table, whether in the classroom or before your city council. 
This means that your position on an issue can matter in the local decision-
making process (see Figure 1.2). If we say nothing, others will speak for us or 
make assumptions about us that conflict with who we are and what we value.

Argue About Issues That Matter to You
Argue about what matters to you as a student and in everyday life. Some peo-
ple associate argument with dry, abstract issues that may or may not directly 
affect their lives, but this is an attitude to stay away from. Good writing, and 
similarly, good argument, spring from the same place—from the effort of 
everyday people struggling to define and solve problems. A good argument 
will touch the reader in many ways: logically, because you provide real-life 
support for your point of view; emotionally, because you touch on something 
that the reader cares about; and ethically, because you establish your cred-
ibility as an informed community member whom your audience can trust.

One way to think about argument is as a practical tool for the regular chal-
lenges we face. For example, would it be helpful to know how to present your 
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Figure 1.2 Speaking up in response to issues that matter to us is the heart of argument. In this 
photo, the figure speaking is responding to a workplace issue.
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point of view to city and county politicians when repairs on your street are 
neglected while streets in other areas are taken care of much sooner? Might it 
be helpful to compose an argument in the form of a letter to a son, daughter, 
parent, or in-law regarding an important family matter? Do you have an idea 
about how certain parts of your job can be improved, and would a logical, well-
researched proposal directed to a supervisor be a reasonable first step? Do 
parking problems and a smoking ban at school disturb you, and do you want 
to find out more about these issues and formulate a claim that is reinforced by 
careful research? If you answer “yes” to these or similar everyday issues, then 
this guide can be useful as a way to represent yourself with integrity.

Let’s look, for example, at the issue that begins this chapter and one that 
nearly all college students contend with these days—increasing tuition rates. 
Some of us may be compelled to argue on this issue because we’re forced to 
work more hours during the week to pay for this semester’s tuition, forced 
to take out loans that mean years of debt after college, and disturbed that 
our college seems to endorse lending practices that unfairly burden students 
heading into the world after graduation. A carefully arranged argument gives 
us the chance to claim a strong position on tuition rates, conduct research on 
the nature and history of the problem, listen to other points of view, and then 
propose a way to address the problem reasonably. After choosing to argue on 
this issue, a reasonable first step would be to establish context and determine 
your target audience, tasks discussed in the next section.

Another way to think about argument is as a practical tool for the intel-
lectual and academic work you are asked to complete as a student. The steps 
in developing a good argument are the same, whether you are writing for a 
class assignment or about an issue in daily life. In both contexts you will need 
to evolve a precise point of view and then defend it. Successful arguments 
about the origins of our national debt, same-sex marriage, interpreting con-
stitutional amendments, health-care policy, and the federal government’s 
relationship with the banking industry are built on the same foundations as 
arguments responding to the everyday issues of life.

In fact, one measure of good arguments on issues like these is their ability 
to connect local and global contexts. So much of what comes to us through 
mainstream news—issues in the fields of medicine, technology, health care, 
and geopolitics, for example—has its origins beyond our immediate lives and 
communities. You can of course apply the tools of argument to these issues, 
and with good success, but arguments on these issues can and should be con-
nected to local contexts, too. The list below is a small sampling of large issues 
that have local impact.

Standardized testing
Gun laws
LGBTQ adoption rights
Racial equity and food systems
Promotion practices in the nursing 

profession

Bullying in schools and in the 
workplace

Choice and public schools
Taser guns in public schools
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Immigration reform and local  
business

Big box construction and local  
business

Confederate monuments
Living wage proposals
High school dropout rates 
Opoids
Local job outsourcing 
Local transit
The elderly and nursing home care 
Crowded classrooms
Eminent domain and home  

owners

Sex offenders in the community
Fossil fuels
Climate crisis
Sexual harassment
Photo-ID voting requirements
Campaign finance reform
Locally-grown food
Returning veterans and health-care 
Energy rate hikes
Health-care and non-native speakers
Election cybersecurity
Health insurance
Gentrification and evictions
Payday lending

In today’s world, we all face multiple demands as we move through our 
day. Combine this busyness with the sheer scale of many of the issues we 
face—the climate crisis, the wealth gap, health care, surveillance, data 
confiscation, immigration, and military intervention—and it can be tough 
to believe that articulating our point of view on an issue is worth the effort 
or makes any difference. But it can make a difference, and building a good 
argument is a way to exercise some control over your life and establish 
your influence in the community. When your well-planned argument artic-
ulates your view on an issue in a thorough and compelling manner, you can 
generate confidence in yourself and respect from your audience. A sound 
argument does not, of course, guarantee that your issue will be resolved or 
that substantial change will result, but you can define for yourself exactly 
where you stand. For a democracy to remain healthy, it must function in 
large part by individuals responding to the forces that global environments 
put in our way.

Well-crafted argument is a way to represent yourself publicly with dignity 
and in an informed, fair, and open-minded way. Learn these skills now, and 
you’ll have them forever.

Get Started Acknowledge Issues That Matter 
to You

Make a list of issues that concern you today. Include issues in your per-
sonal life, your workplace, your school, your church, a group you belong 
to, your neighborhood, and your town or city. As you make your list, 
consider also national and global issues that affect your life, such as 
conflicts in other countries, environmental concerns, or fuel costs. As a 
way to narrow your focus to issues most important to you, respond to 
the following questions.

your turn 1a
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