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Literacy – the integrated abilities to read texts 
closely, to investigate ideas and deepen 
understanding through research, to make and 
evaluate evidence-based claims, and to 
communicate one’s perspective in a reasoned way 
– is fundamental to participation in civic life. Thus, 
the importance of a literate citizenry was 
understood and expressed by Thomas Jefferson 
early in the life of our democratic nation. Today, 
students face the prospect of participating in a 
civic life that stretches beyond the boundaries of a 
single nation and has become increasingly 
contentious, characterized by entrenched 
polarization in response to complex issues. 
Citizens have access to a glut of information 
(some of which is nothing more than opinion 
passed off as fact) and are often bombarded by 
bombast rather than engaged in reasoned and 
civil debate.  

Learning the skills and habits of mind associated 
with argumentation – how to conceive and 
communicate “arguments to support claims, 
using valid reasoning and sufficient 
evidence” [CCSS W1] as well as how to “delineate 
and evaluate the argument[s]” and “the validity of 
the reasoning and relevance and sufficiency of the 
evidence” presented by others [CCSS R8] – is 
therefore central to students’ civic and academic 
lives. In order to participate in thoughtful, 
reasoned, and civil discussion around societal 
issues, they must learn: 1) to investigate and 
understand an issue 2) to develop an evidence-
based perspective and position; 3) to evaluate and 
respond to the perspectives and positions of 
others; 4) to make, support, and link claims as 
premises in a logical chain of reasoning; and 5) to 
communicate a position so that others can 
understand and thoughtfully evaluate their 
thinking. 

 

 

 

Thus, this unit, as the culminating set of 
instructional activities in the Core Proficiency 
series, focuses on aspects of argumentation 
involving evidence, reasoning, and logic, rather 
than on persuasive writing and speaking. It moves 
away from an “editorial” approach that asks 
students to form an opinion, take a stand, and 
convince others to agree. Instead, students are 
first expected to understand objectively a 
complex issue through exploratory inquiry and 
close reading of information on the topic, then 
study multiple perspectives on the issue before 
they establish their own position. From their 
reading and research, they are asked to craft an 
argumentative plan that explains and supports 
their position, acknowledges the perspectives and 
positions of others, and uses evidence gleaned 
through close reading and analysis to support 
their claims. Having developed a logical and well-
supported chain of reasoning, they use an 
iterative process to develop an argumentative 
“essay” in the spirit in which Montaigne first used 
that word – as a progression of “attempts” to 
communicate their thinking and contribute to 
reasoned debate about the issue. 

The unit’s pedagogy and instructional sequence 
are based on the idea that students (and citizens) 
must develop a “mental model” of what effective 
– and reasoned – argumentation entails, to guide 
them in reading, evaluating, and communicating 
arguments around issues to which there are many 
more than two sides (i.e., most issues in our world 
today). The unit therefore focuses on learning 
about and applying concepts communicated 
through terminology such as issue, perspective, 
position, premise, evidence, and reasoning. Thus, 
the unit provides numerous opportunities to build 
students’ academic vocabularies, while 
emphasizing close reading and research skills, 
critical thinking, evidence-based discussion, 
collaborative development, and an iterative 
approach to writing. 

EVIDENCE-BASED ARGUMENTATION 
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This unit is part of the Odell Education Literacy 
Instruction: Developing Core Proficiencies 
program, an integrated set of ELA units spanning 
grades 6-12. Funded by USNY Regents Research 
Fund, the program is comprised of a series of four 
units at each grade level that provide direct 
instruction on a set of literacy proficiencies at the 
heart of the CCSS.  
 
Unit 1: Reading Closely for Textual Details  
Unit 2: Making Evidence-Based Claims  
Unit 3: Researching to Deepen Understanding 
Unit 4: Building Evidence-Based Arguments 
 

The Core Proficiencies units have been designed 
to be used in a variety of ways. They can be 
taught as short stand-alone units to introduce or 
develop key student proficiencies. Teachers can 
also integrate them into larger modules that build 
up to and around these proficiencies. Teachers 
can also apply the activity sequences and unit 
materials to different texts and topics. The 
materials have been intentionally designed for 
easy adaptation to new texts.  
 
Unit materials available at 
www.odelleducation.com 

DEVELOPING CORE PROFICIENCIES SERIES  

The unit activities are organized into five parts, 
each associated with a sequence of texts and 
writing activities. The parts build on each other 
and can each span a range of instructional time 
depending on scheduling and student ability. 

Part 1 introduces students to the concept of 
evidence-based argumentation in the context of 
societal issues. Students read and write about a 
variety of informational texts to build an 
understanding of a particular issue. 

 Part 2 develops student ability to analyze 
arguments through direct instruction on a set of 
terms and close reading skills for delineating 
argumentation. Students read and analyze several 
arguments associated with the unit’s issue. 

Part 3 deepens students’ abilities with arguments, 
moving them into evaluation. Students begin to 
synthesize their analysis and evaluation of other 
arguments into the development of their own 
position. 

Part 4 focuses students on identifying and 
crafting the structure of their own arguments, 
including their sequence of claims and their 
supporting evidence. 

Part 5 engages students in a collaborative, 
question-based process to develop and 
strengthen their argumentative essays. Students 
work with their teachers and peers to draft, revise 
and publish their own argumentative essay on the 
unit’s issue. 

HOW THIS UNIT IS STRUCTURED 
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This unit draws on a variety of strategies for 
teaching academic and disciplinary vocabulary. 
The primary strategy is the way critical disciplinary 
vocabulary and concepts are built into the 
instruction. Students are taught words like 
“claims,” “perspective,” “position,” “evidence,” and 
“criteria” through their explicit use in activities. 
Students come to understand and use these 
words as they think about and evaluate their own 
analysis and that of their peers. The handouts and 
tools play a key role in this process. By the end of 
the unit, students will have developed deep 
conceptual knowledge of key vocabulary that 
they can transfer to a variety of academic and 
public contexts.  

The texts and activities also provide many 
opportunities for academic vocabulary 
instruction. Many of the activities focus directly on 
analyzing the way authors use language and key 
words to develop ideas and achieve specific 
purposes.  

The sequence of topical texts also builds 
vocabulary knowledge and connections, 
supporting both textual comprehension and 
vocabulary acquisition.  

The argumentative essays students write at the 
end of the unit give them the opportunity to 
immediately use new academic and disciplinary 
vocabulary they have learned in their reading. 

HOW THIS UNIT TEACHES VOCABULARY 

HOW THIS UNIT ALIGNS WITH CCSS FOR 
ELA/LITERACY  

The instructional focus of this unit is on analyzing 
and writing evidence-based arguments with 
specific attention to argumentative perspective, 
position, claims, evidence and reasoning. 
Accordingly, the primary alignment of the unit – 
the targeted CCSS – are RI.1, RI.8 and W.1, W.2 
and W.9. 
 
The sequence of texts and specific instruction 
emphasize helping students analyze the way 
different authors’ perspectives and points of view 
relate to their argumentation. Thus, RI.6 and RI.9 
are also targeted standards. 
 
In Parts 1-3, students write short pieces analyzing 
arguments on a societal issue. In Parts 4 and 5, 
direct instruction supports students in the 
organization, development, revision and 
production of a significant and original 
argumentative essay. As such, W.4 and W.5 
become targeted standards. 
 
As students develop these primary targeted 
reading and writing skills, they are also practicing, 

their abilities to engage in text-centered 
discussions. Thus, SL.1 is also an emerging 
targeted CCSS as the unit progresses, and takes 
on a central role in the collaborative process 
students use in Part 5 for developing and 
strengthening their writing. 
  
As students develop these primary targeted CCSS 
skill sets, they also practice and use related 
reading and writing skills from supporting CCSS. 
Analysis of texts focuses on interpreting key 
words and phrases (RI.4), determining central 
ideas (RI.2) and the way they interact over the 
course of a text (RI.3), as well as the way authors 
have structured their particular arguments (R.5). 
The sequence of texts engages students in the 
analysis of information presented in a variety of 
media and formats (R.7). 
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UNIT OUTLINE 

PART 1: UNDERSTANDING THE  
NATURE OF AN ISSUE  

• The teacher presents an overview of the unit and 
its societal issue. 

• Students read and analyze a background text to 
develop an initial understanding of the issue.  

• Students read and analyze a second background 
text to expand and deepen their understanding 
of the issue.  

• Students develop text-dependent questions and 
use them to deepen their analysis.  

• Students develop and write an evidence-based 
claim about the nature of the issue. 

PART 2: ANALYZING  
ARGUMENTS  

• The teacher introduces the concept of an 
argumentative position. 

• The teacher leads an exploration of the elements 
of argumentation. 

• Student teams read and delineate arguments. 

• The teacher leads an exploration of the concept 
of perspective. 

• Students analyze and compare perspectives in 
argumentative texts. 

• As needed, students read and analyze additional 
arguments related to the unit’s issue. 

• Students write short essays analyzing an 
argument.  

PART 3: EVALUATING ARGUMENTS 
AND DEVELOPING A POSITION 

• Students evaluate arguments using objective 
criteria and their own developing perspective of 
the issue. 

• Students clarify their own emerging perspective 
and establish a position on the issue. 

• If needed, students conduct further research to 
help develop and support their position. 

• Students identify and write about an argument 
that supports their position. 

• Students identify and write about argument that 
opposes their position. 

PART 4: ORGANIZING AN EVIDENCE-
BASED ARGUMENT  

• Students review their notes and analysis to find  
evidence to develop and support their position. 

• The teacher discusses logical models for building 
an argument for students to consider. 

• Students review and write a sequence of claims  
to use as premises in their argument. 

• Students determine evidence to support their 
premises. 

• Students review and revise their plans for writing 
with their peers. 

PART 5: DEVELOPING AND STRENGTHENING WRITING THROUGH A  
COLLABORATIVE, QUESTION-BASED PROCESS  

• Students learn and practice a collaborative, question-based approach to developing and improving 
writing, using criteria from the unit and guiding questions to begin the drafting and revision process. 

• Students use the collaborative process to revise their writing with a focus on: 

◊ articulating their overall ideas with necessary information; 

◊ the unity of their initial drafts, coherence among their ideas and information, and logic of their 
organizational sequence;; 

◊ their selection, use, and integration of evidence; 

◊ the effectiveness of the connections and transitions they have made, and their use of transitional 
phrases; 

◊ the quality and variety of their sentences, the clarity of their vocabulary, and the impact of their word 
choices; 

◊ writing conventions; 

◊ producing a final quality product. 



 

 

 
 

Page 6 DUCATION 
LL OD 

The unit can be set in any of several content-
based contexts. The teacher (and/or students) will 
need to make direction-setting decisions about 
which path to follow: 

• If the Building Evidence-Based Arguments unit 
follows students’ previous work in a Researching 
to Deepen Understanding unit, then the topic 
area and texts can be carried forward and 
students will use their research as the basis for 
developing a position and building an 
argument. In this case, any of Texts #2-10 from 
a Topic Repository (e.g., Technology) can be 
substituted for Texts in Part 1 of this unit, and 
either re-analyzed or used as a foundation for 
further research. The teacher or students will 
need to focus the research topic into one or 
more areas and develop a problem-based 
question. Students might then proceed to  
Parts 3-5 of this unit to develop their positions, 
organize their arguments, and produce their 
final written products – as both a culmination 
of their research and a demonstration of their 
skills in argumentation. 

• If the Building Evidence-Based Arguments unit is 
done on its own, then teachers and students 
can use this unit to develop their skills of close 
reading, analysis of an issue, claim-making, and 
argumentation. Teachers and students may 
find it helpful to use some of the tools 
introduced in the Researching to Deepen 
Understanding unit to organize and archive 
their work on the various texts in this unit.  

• If the teacher (or students) intend to do the 
Building Evidence-Based Argument unit in the 
context of a different topic, issue, problem, or text 
set, then texts relevant to that area of study can 
be substituted the Texts in this unit. In this 
case, the teacher or students will need to 
identify a central societal issue, pose a problem
-based question, and frame text-specific 
questions for each of the new texts. They can 

then follow the sequence of instructional 
activities outlined here using the new topic 
and texts. 

• If students are expected to develop a research-
based argument but have not yet done 
Researching to Deepen Understanding, they 
might embark on the Researching to Deepen 
Understanding unit within their work in the 
argumentation unit, using activities from the 
Research Unit to deepen their understanding 
of the issue and analysis of arguments prior to 
developing their own positions and arguments 
in Parts 3-5. In this case, the unit will likely be 
much longer in duration. 

It is highly recommended that students keep a 
portfolio of their work throughout the unit where 
they will keep all tools, group and class discussion 
notes, and written claims about the passages. This 
will greatly aid them in Part 4 where they take 
inventory of their work in the unit, the arguments 
developed in the texts, and their own synthesis of 
these arguments. Teachers and students may find 
it helpful to use some of the tools introduced in 
the Researching to Deepen Understanding unit to 
organize and archive their work on the various 
texts in this unit.  

NOTE: While this unit is developmentally 
appropriate and aligned with the grade-level 
expectations of the CCSS, it does incorporate 
analysis of complex texts and the use of explicit 
academic concepts. It is recommended that it be 
taught with students who have been introduced 
to the concepts and have worked on their literacy 
proficiencies of reading closely for textual detail 
and making evidence-based claims. These 
proficiencies can be developed in students with 
the Units 1 and 2 of the Core Proficiencies 
Curriculum. 

INITIAL DECISIONS TO BE MADE ABOUT 
THE UNIT’S CONTENT 
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#  TITLE AUTHOR DATE SOURCE/PUBLISHER 

Text  Set #1:  Background Informational Texts  

1.1 
Audrey Hepburn's Statement to members of the 

United Nations Staff 
Audrey Hepburn 

6/13/1989 
9/4/1989 

Audrey1.org and  
C-Span, video library 

1.2 
The State of the Poor: Where Are The Poor, Where 
Is Extreme Poverty Harder to End, and What Is the 

Current Profile of the World’s Poor? 
The World Bank 10/2013 The World Bank 

1.3 Wealth Inequality in America NA 11/20/2012 YouTube.com 

Text Set #2:  Additional Background Informational Texts 

2.1 
Populorum Progressio: Encyclical of Pope Paul VI 

on the Development of Peoples 
Pope Paul IV 3/26/1967 The Vatican 

2.2 The Duty of Hope President George W. Bush 7/22/1999 
Houston Chronicle, Texas on the 

Potomac blog 

2.3 Ethics-Charity: Introduction BBC NA BBC - ethics guide 

AT 
On the Edge of Poverty, at the Center of a Debate 

on Food Stamps 
Sheryl Gay Stolberg 9/4/2013 New York Times 

AT 
What are poverty thresholds and poverty 

guidelines? 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 4/16/2013 Institute for Research on Poverty 

AT 
How should a post-2015 agreement measure 

poverty? 
OXFAM 9/18/2013 OXFAM 

Text Set #3:  Political Cartoons 

3.1 "Poor" in America Steven Colbert NA Comedy Central 

3.2 Wealth and Poverty Cartoons Polyp.org.uk NA Polyp.org.uk 

3.3 Poverty, Poem by Fred Taban Fred Taban NA alvarez photography 

3.4 Pope kisses disfigured man  NA NA Time Magazine 

Text Set #4:  Seminal Arguments 
4.1 The why and how of effective altruism Peter Singer March 2013 TED talks 

4.2 Gospel of Weatlh Andrew Carnegie June 1889 
Swarthmore - North American 

Review 

4.3 
The American Welfare State: How we Spend 

Nearly $1 Trillion a Year Fighting Poverty - and Fail 
Michael Tanner 4/11/2012 Cato Institute 

4.4 Poverty speech Nelson Mandela 2/3/2005 BBC 

4.5 Gospel of Luke, Chapter 6 Luke circa 60CE Holy Bible 

Text Set #5:  Additional Arguments 

5.1 First as Tragedy, Then as Farce Slavoj Zizek NA RSA Animate 

5.2 The Unexotic Underclass C.Z. Nnaemeka 5/19/2013 Entrepreneurship Review 

5.3 The Way We Think About Charity is Dead Wrong Dan Pallotta 2013 TED talks 

AT The Case for Unconditional Handouts to the Poor Olga Khazan 8/16/2013 The Atlantic 

AT Not Very Giving Rob Reich 9/4/2013 New York Times editorial 

AT Don’t Give Money to Beggars Ole Martin Moen 9/22/2012 
University of Oxford,  

Practical Ethics 

AT Episode 503: I Was Just Trying To Help Jacob Goldstein - Dave Kestenbaum 8/16/2013 This American Life 

GRADE 12 ARGUMENTATION UNIT TEXT SETS 
This chart lists the unit texts, organized by the “text sets” associated with the progression of instructional activities. Additional texts for some of the 
sets are indicated with an AT. 
As an Open Educational Resource, the unit employs texts that are accessible on the web for free without any login information, membership 
requirements or purchase. Because of the ever-changing nature of website addresses, links are not provided.  
Teachers and students can locate these texts through web searches using the information provided. 


