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Project Three: Critical Argument Essay 
 
 
Throughout your work this semester, you have been asked to consider similarities and differences in the 
way people perceive things, to open yourself up to new and sometimes startling ways of thinking and 
feeling about various topics, and to use writing as a means of connecting with yourself and with others. In 
your first project, you combined images and text in an essay that explored some past event or aspect of 
your life that has been important to you, while at the same time helping your readers discover something 
about themselves and the world they did not already know.  In your second project, your sought to inform 
someone else about a thing/event/performance, to establish standards that were appropriate for evaluating 
this thing/event/performance, and ultimately to persuade your readers that they should share a particular 
judgment about this thing.  This third project builds on these earlier efforts by asking you to critically read 
and analyze a series of texts written by different people on the topic of Education, and to respond to these 
diverse views in an essay that tries to say something important. Indeed, people often call this process of 
creating something new by weaving together ideas and beliefs from different sources synthesis, and in a 
very real sense, this project asks you to do exactly this: to construct an argument about some aspect of 
American education that you find interesting, troubling, or problematic in some way, using other texts 
and your own experience as support for your claims. 
 
Getting Started: As Ballenger astutely points out, “writing is a means of thinking and learning, so when 
your writing comes into contact with the writing of others, the conversation illuminates them both.” So to 
begin this project, you will want to carefully read, analyze, evaluate and reflect on the different articles on 
education provided in the course readings. That is, practicing many of the critical reading strategies 
discussed in Chapter 2, “Reading Rhetorically,” your first step will be to figure out not only what each 
writer is trying to say about education, but how they go about doing so, and why. And just as writing your 
Review Essay for Project Two may have required you to temporarily suspend your own opinions about 
the thing you were writing about in order to discover standards that were appropriate for your audience 
and context, to do this project well, you may also need to step back from your own feelings about 
education in order to understand each writer’s perspective and reasons for approaching the topic in the 
ways that he or she does.  
 
Which is not to say that your feelings and thoughts about to what you read are not important! On the 
contrary, whatever argument you end up making will certainly be motivated by what you want to say 
about education, rooted in your own experiences. But your paper must also be informed by what other 
people have thought, felt, and written about the topic—which means you’ll need to spend some time 
trying to figure out what these other people are really saying. Or as Ballenger writes in Chapter 8, “The 
best argument essays make a clear claim, but they do so by bowing respectfully to the complexity of the 
subject, examining it from a variety of perspectives, not just two opposing poles” (287). Indeed, it may be 
useful to think about this project as an attempt to locate yourself in an ongoing conversation about 
education being had by the other writers we are reading, a way of engaging what other people are saying 
and thinking about the topic. And just as you would never just barge into the middle of a conversation a 
group of strangers were having at a party or other social gathering without first getting a sense of what 
they were talking about, in order to write a successful argument for this project, you’ll need to spend 
some time figuring out this broader discussion before exploring your reactions to it. 
 
Once you have a good sense of what these writers seems to be talking about, and have spent some time 
exploring your own thought and feelings, in might be helpful to consider places in these readings where 
the writers seem to be agreeing with each other (or at least talking about similar things), as well as places 
where they seem to have significant differences. Again, because synthesis is the process of bringing 



different ideas together to form some new contribution, often the best arguments are to be found in places 
where texts seem to either naturally fit together, or in bridging the gaps where they seem to be at odds 
with each other. That is, if writing a good argument is really like joining a conversation that’s already in 
play, one of the keys to success will be finding a good place to start, a moment in the discussion that 
doesn’t quite seem to make sense to you, or where you can try to resolve or expand on something that’s 
already been said. 
 
Rhetorical Considerations: Whatever argument you end up choosing to make about education, your 
audience for this essay will be someone who has probably never read the articles you will be discussing. 
So while your primary goal will be to persuade your readers to share your particular point of view on the 
topic, you’ll also need to spend some time summarizing and explaining the texts you use in support of 
your discussion, as well as provide any additional background information your reader might need to 
make sense of what you are trying to say.  
 
There are many different ways to go about organizing a critical argument like this, and we will certainly 
discuss several different strategies in class. But keep in mind that most successful arguments tend to be 
organized around a set of clearly stated questions, concerns, or claims made near the beginning of the 
discussion, with most of the rest of the paper focused on answering these questions, resolving these 
concerns, or explaining and supporting these claims. You should also think carefully about how to guide 
your reader by offering strong transitions between paragraphs. As always, your introduction and title 
should try to capture your reader’s attention by focusing on the core themes or ideas you are trying to 
make. 
 
Putting It Together: You must incorporate at least two of the readings on education we have covered in 
this unit of the course, and you should provide proper citation for any passages you quote, paraphrase or 
summarize from these texts. Your essay should be 5 pages (approximately 750 - 1000 words) and will be 
due Tuesday, December 4th. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes: After successfully completing this project you will: 1) be more familiar 
with a range of critical reading strategies; 2) be able to employ a number of these strategies to 
comprehend and analyze complicated texts; 3) be better at incorporating material from textual sources in 
support of your claims; and 4) be more proficient at setting up and sustaining an argument. 
 
 


