heart of critical thinking and academic discourse,
the kind of writing students need to know for
success in college.

What Students Need to Know
for Success in College

Those of us who know the needs of college writers
and who are familiar with the new ACT and SAT
writing samples know that persuasive writing
will not suffice. For college and career one needs
to know how to make an effective case, to make a
good argument. Gerald Graff was recently cited
in Education Week as giving the following advice
to college students: “Recognize that knowing a
lot of stuff won’t do you much good,” he wrote,
“unless you can do something with what you
know by turning it into an argument” (qtd. in
Viadaro).

In 2009, the National Governor’s Association
Center for Best Practices and the Council of Chief
State School Officers put a document on the Inter-
net entitled College and Career Ready: Standards for
Reading, Writing, and Communication. It says this of
writing argument:

The ability to frame and defend an argument is
particularly important to students’ readiness for
college and careers. The goal of making an argu-
ment is to convince an audience of the rightness
of the claims being made using logical reasoning
and relevant evidence. In some cases, a student
will make an argument to gain access to college
or to a job, laying out their qualifications or
experience. In college, a student might defend an
interpretation of a work of literature or of history
and, in the workplace, an employee might write
to recommend a course of action. Students must
frame the debate over a claim, presenting the evi-
dence for the argument and acknowledging and
addressing its limitations. This approach allows
readers to test the veracity of the claims being
made and the reasoning being offered in their
defense. (2B)

Calls for increased attention to logical think-
ing and argumentation should be heard. Here I
provide information and an example from a real
classroom for teaching logical argument in a com-
plex and effective manner.

George Hillocks Jr.

What Kind of Logic Can We Teach?

In this day of postmodernism and the widespread
notion among literacy scholars and certain philoso-
phers that we cannot know anything with cer-
tainty, the question is this: What can count as logic
in arguments? If argument demands logic, and if
we are going to teach it, then we must have an
answer.

The kind of logic taught in schools since the
time of Aristotle and through the early 20th cen-
tury centers in the syllogism, thought to be the
most important, if not the only, path to truth (see
Aristotle, Prior). The syllogism derives a conclusion
from a set of statements called premises, which are
thought to be true and which have a common or
middle term in each. For example,

Major premise: All men are mortal.

Minor premise: Socrates is a man.

Therefore, Socrates is
mortal.

Conclusion:

In most disciplines (with the exceptions of
mathematics and sometimes physics) and in most
everyday problems and disputes, we do not have
premises that we know to be absolutely true. We
have to deal with statements that may be true or
that we believe are probably true—but not abso-
lutely true.

Aristotle, the chief inventor of the syllogism
whose works were used throughout the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance as the Bible of syllogis-
tic thinking, recognized that the syllogism was
not appropriate for the problems that he saw being
debated in the senate and elsewhere. These were
arguments of probability, arguments that were not
amenable to syllogistic reasoning. His response to
that problem was his Rberoric, long recognized as
one of the most important texts in the field of
rhetoric. It deals with arguments of probability of
three kinds: forensic, epideictic, and deliberative,
or what I like to call arguments of fact, judgment,
and policy.

In the past two or three decades, colleges and
universities have turned to a newer treatment of ar-
guments of probability, that by Stephen E. Toulmin
in The Uses of Argument. Several popular college
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writing texts are based on the theories of Toulmin
and devote considerable space to the explication
and teaching of the methods involved (e.g., Lunsford
and Ruskiewiscz; Ramage, Bean, and Johnson; Wil-
liams and Colomb).

Toulmin’s basic conception of argument in-
cludes several elements: a claim based on evidence
of some sort, with a warrant that explains how the
evidence supports the claim, backing supporting
the warrants, qualifications, and rebuttals or
counterarguments that refute competing claims.
Figure 1 provides a representation of these elements
and their relationships.

Although many teachers begin to teach some
version of argument with the writing of a thesis
statement, in reality, good argument begins with
looking at the data that are likely to become the
evidence in an argument and that give rise to a
thesis statement or major claim. A thesis state-
ment arises from a question, which in turn rises
from the examination of information or data of

FIGURE 1. A Schematic Representation
of Toulmin's Theory of Argument

Qualification
Evidence » Claim
A
Warrant
Backing Rebuttals

Rules, laws, agreed-on
common sense, scientific
findings, and, particularly
in arguments of judgment,
definitions that are reached
through Socratic and
Aristotelian reasoning as
seen in US Supreme Court
discussions

G. Hillocks. Oct. 2009. Based on Stephen Toulmin. The Uses
of Argument. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1958.

some sort. This year, I had an opportunity to ex-
amine a set of lesson plans that began the year
with the writing of thesis statements. There was
no mention of data of any kind. Apparently, stu-
dents were supposed to find problems somewhere
and make some claim about them. However, with-
out analysis of any data (verbal and nonverbal
texts, materials, surveys and samples), any thesis
is likely to be no more than a preconception or as-
sumption or clichéd popular belief that is unwar-
ranted and, at worst, totally indefensible. For that
reason, my students and I have approached the
teaching of argument from the examination of
data as a first step. We have tried to find data sets
that require some interpretation and give rise to
questions. When the data are curious, do not fit
preconceptions, they give rise to questions and
genuine thinking. Attempts to answer these ques-
tions become hypotheses, possible future thesis
statements that we may eventually write about
after further investigation. That is to say, #he process
of working through an argument is the process of in-
quiry. At its beginning is the examination of data,
not the invention of a thesis statement in a
vacuum.

Once we have examined data to produce a
question and have reexamined the data to try to
produce an answer to the question, we may have a
claim or thesis worthy of arguing. Occasionally,
our readers or listeners are willing to accept data as
appropriate support for our answers to these ques-
tions, but, more often, especially in serious argu-
ments, they will want explanations of why the data
we produce support the claims we make and are
trying to demonstrate. This is the job of the
warrant.

Warrants

Warrants may be simply commonsense rules that
people accept as generally true, laws, scientific prin-
ciples or studies, and thoughtfully argued defini-
tions. In contemporary crime scene investigation
programs on TV, considerable time is devoted to
establishing warrants. Most viewers of such pro-
grams are likely to be fully aware, for example, that
fingerprints at a crime scene may lead to an arrest of
the person to whom those prints belong because
any given person’s prints are unique, and therefore
indicate the presence of that person at the scene.
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Similarly, we also know that pistols and rifles leave
distinctive markings on bullets fired from them.
Thus, a bullet found in a victim or at a crime scene
may become the evidence that links a gun owner to
the shooting of the gun and the commission of the
related crime. The prints and the markings on bul-
lets are the evidence that indicate the identity of
perpetrators by way of warrants concerning their
uniqueness.

Backing

Anyone familiar with these programs also knows
that the warrants may be challenged. In Toulmin’s
terms, the backing is the support for the warrants.
In the case of fingerprints and ballistics, there have
been many studies that can be cited in the support
of the warrants as to the uniqueness of fingerprints
and bullet markings. However, in the TV shows
themselves, sometimes considerable time is devoted
to developing the backing for warrants. One fre-
quently visited kind of backing in one program has
to do with the development of studies of the devel-
opment of beetles in corpses as the backing for war-
rants for assertions or claims concerning the length
of time a corpse has been dead. Sometimes we see
the criminalist studying the development of beetles
from larva to adult to establish a time-line for the
development of the insect through its various
stages. This study will be the backing for the war-
rant for claims about how long a corpse has been
deceased.

In more complex arguments of judgment and
policy, the most crucial arguments pertain to the
warrants and their backing. Platonic dialogues
often deal with the backing for warrants. For ex-
ample, in the Euthyphro, Socrates questions Euthy-
phro concerning his claim that he is justified in
prosecuting his father for the death of a slave. The
U.S. Supreme Court’s discussions of cases are de-
bates about the warrants used in lower court cases
that have been appealed. In Scorz v. Harris, for ex-
ample, the argument concerns whether a police of-
ficer may use lethal force to stop a driver doing on
average 90 mph on a two-lane road and crossing
the double yellow line even in the face of oncom-
ing traffic. Harris claimed that the officer’s ram-
ming of his car was a violation of his Fourth
Amendment right protecting him against unjust
seizure.

George Hillocks Jr.

Qualifications and Counterarguments

In addition, because these are arguments of proba-
bility, two other elements are necessary: qualifica-
tions and counterarguments. Simply because we are
dealing with statements that cannot be demon-
strated to be absolutely true, qualifications are nec-
essary in stating both claims and warrants. For
claims, I like to encourage the use of words such as
probably, very likely, almost certainly, and so forth.
Some instructors refer to these as hedge terms. But
they are not.

The idea that we are dealing with arguments
of probability suggests that differing claims are
likely to exist. For example, for over a hundred
years, available evidence has shown that the teach-
ing of traditional school grammar does not contrib-
ute to increasing the quality of student writing (see
Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer; Graham and
Perin; Hillocks, “What Works”). Despite what I re-
gard as massive evidence, many teachers and writers
continue to argue for the teaching of traditional
school grammar, the teaching of the parts of speech,
parts of sentences, and concepts of grammar such as
gerunds, appositives, and introductory adverbial
clauses through the exercises presented in grammar
books such as Kinneavy’s. If I wished to make an
argument as to the folly of teaching grammar again,
I might have to make a counterargument to their
position.

Teaching the Basic Elements
of Argument (Arguments of Fact):
A Classroom Example

All of this has been discursive and what I call pre-
sentational (Hillocks, “What Works”) and declara-
tive (Hillocks, Ways of Thinking). Students at the
high school level and even above are unlikely to
learn anything from such a method. Perhaps they
will learn the terms, but I am quite certain they will
not learn to develop strong arguments on their own.
To learn that, they will have to become engaged in a
highly interesting activity that is both simple and
challenging, for which feedback is immediate and
clear, that allows for success and inspires further ef-
fort, what Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls the flow
experience.

For over 30 years, my students and I have
been working on the development of such activities
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