Lesson Plan: “Line of Argument,” or the Plot of an Argumentative Essay (Brian Chalk)
Lesson objective:  An exercise with drafts to help students identify problems (and possibilities!) in their line of argument—that is, in their essay’s sequence of claims.  Does each paragraph represent the next logical step in the argument—and can the reader tell what this step is?  Is the paragraph explicitly connected to the thesis (for example, its use of key terms)?  By doing this exercise, students get a feel for their essay’s “plot.”  Another purpose is to help students evaluate the effectiveness of individual paragraphs and the transitions between paragraphs.

Total estimated time:  45-60 min.

Assignment sequence that’s underway:  It doesn’t matter, though I usually do this exercise with the drafts of Essay #3.  

Work completed in previous classes:  

• In a previous class, we’ve done workshops on paragraphs and transitions between paragraphs.  In the workshop on paragraphs, we look at the Focus, Flow, Form, and Function of several paragraphs and also discuss “Janus claims”—that is, a claim, formerly known as a “topic sentence,” made at the beginning of a demonstrative paragraph.  Like Janus, the claim looks two ways:  back to the thesis it advances and forward to the paragraph it heads.  Thus, the Janus claim represents a clear step in the writer’s argument.  In the workshop on transitions, we look at repetition of ideas/language and transitional phrases.  

• In another previous class, we’ve done an “essay X-ray” of a prize-winning student essay and discussed how the writer makes the line of argument clear and followable.

Work completed before class:  Students have written a draft, which they bring to this class.

Sequence of activities:
Part I.  Students perform the following operations on their own drafts (10 min.):

a. Underline the essay’s motive and thesis and label them in the margin.

b. Underline each paragraph’s claim (if there is one) and label it in the margin.

c.  If a paragraph has no clear claim, determine the focus and write this in the margin. 

Part II.  With a partner, students do the following (10-15 min. each draft):

a. Read and discuss the intro, motive, and thesis.  Is there a good motive?  Is the thesis arguable?

b. Given the thesis, predict the first 3 steps of the argument.

c. Discuss the claims made in each of the first three paragraphs.  Do they accord with your predictions?  Do they explicitly link to the thesis?  How could they be improved?

d. Discuss one of the first three paragraphs in terms of Focus, Flow, Form, and Function.

e. Discuss the transitions into and out of this paragraph.  Are they smooth?  Are the links obvious?

f. If you have time, discuss any other problems you’re having with the draft.
