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**They Say I Say The Moves That Matter: Unlocking the Power of Effective Communication**

they say i say the moves that matter is more than just a phrase; it encapsulates a fundamental

approach to communication and argumentation that has transformed how people express ideas and

engage in meaningful conversations. Whether you’re a student, professional, or simply someone

interested in improving your writing and speaking skills, understanding “they say, I say” and the

moves that matter can be a game changer. This concept helps you navigate the complex dance of

responding to others’ viewpoints while clearly asserting your own, making your communication both

persuasive and respectful.

In this article, we’ll dive deep into what “they say i say the moves that matter” really means, explore

the key rhetorical moves involved, and offer practical tips on how to apply these techniques to

enhance your writing and dialogue. Along the way, we’ll touch on related ideas like academic writing

strategies, effective argument construction, and conversational engagement.

Understanding "They Say I Say": The Foundation of Meaningful

Dialogue

At its core, “they say, I say” refers to the dynamic interplay between acknowledging others’

perspectives (the “they say”) and presenting your own ideas or responses (the “I say”). This

framework was popularized by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein in their influential book, *They Say /

I Say: The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing*. The book emphasizes that strong arguments

don’t exist in isolation; they emerge from a conversation—whether that’s a formal academic debate, a

business meeting, or a casual discussion.



Why "They Say I Say" Matters in Communication

When you write or speak, addressing “they say” shows that you’re aware of the existing viewpoints

surrounding your topic. This builds credibility and demonstrates that you’re not ignoring or dismissing

other opinions. The “I say” part is your unique contribution—the fresh angle, the counterargument, or

the elaboration that advances the conversation.

This approach is vital because:

- It encourages active listening and critical thinking.

- It makes your argument more persuasive by showing you’ve considered alternatives.

- It fosters respectful dialogue rather than confrontational debate.

- It clarifies your position in relation to others, reducing misunderstandings.

The Moves That Matter: Key Techniques to Master

The phrase “the moves that matter” highlights specific rhetorical strategies or “moves” that make your

communication effective. These moves help you incorporate “they say” and “I say” seamlessly and

powerfully.

1. Summarizing Others’ Views Accurately

Before responding, it’s essential to represent the “they say” fairly and accurately. Misrepresentations

weaken your credibility and can alienate your audience.

Tips for effective summarizing:

- Use neutral language when paraphrasing opposing views.



- Highlight the most relevant points to your argument.

- Avoid straw manning or oversimplifying complex ideas.

2. Agreeing, Disagreeing, and Negotiating

Once you’ve presented “they say,” your “I say” can take several forms:

- **Agreeing:** You support the view but add a new perspective or reason.

- **Disagreeing:** You challenge the view with evidence or alternative logic.

- **Partially agreeing:** You find common ground but also point out limitations.

For example, you might say, “While they argue X, I contend Y because…” or “I agree that X is

important, but it overlooks…”

3. Using Templates and Signal Phrases

One of the most practical aspects of *They Say / I Say* is its use of templates—sentence starters that

guide writers in structuring their arguments. These phrases help you signal when you’re summarizing,

agreeing, or disagreeing, making your writing clearer.

Examples include:

- “Some people claim that…, but I argue that…”

- “X points out that…, and I agree because…”

- “Although there is evidence to support…, it is also true that…”

Incorporating these moves naturally improves flow and reader comprehension.



Applying "They Say I Say The Moves That Matter" in Various

Contexts

The beauty of understanding these moves is that they’re not confined to academic writing; they’re

valuable in many areas.

Academic Writing and Research Papers

Students often struggle with integrating sources and forming their own voice. Using the “they say, I

say” framework can help:

- Introduce source material clearly.

- Engage critically with existing research.

- Build a coherent argument that dialogues with scholars.

Professional Communication and Business

In workplace settings, presenting ideas often involves responding to colleagues’ suggestions or client

concerns. Employing these moves can:

- Show respect for others’ viewpoints.

- Strengthen proposals by addressing potential objections.

- Create collaborative rather than adversarial discussions.



Everyday Conversations and Social Media

Even in informal settings, knowing how to articulate “they say i say the moves that matter” can lead to

more meaningful conversations. Whether debating a topic on social media or discussing current events

with friends, these techniques help avoid misunderstandings and foster open-mindedness.

Tips to Master the Moves That Matter in Your Writing and

Speaking

Improving your command of “they say i say the moves that matter” involves practice and awareness.

Here are some actionable tips:

Read Actively: When reading articles or essays, identify the “they say” and “I say” parts. Notice1.

how writers frame opposing views and respond to them.

Practice Paraphrasing: Try summarizing different opinions on a topic without inserting your own2.

bias initially. This builds accuracy and fairness.

Use Templates Thoughtfully: Start with sentence templates but adapt them to sound natural and3.

fit your voice.

Balance Agreement and Disagreement: Avoid always agreeing or always disagreeing. Look for4.

nuanced positions to present a balanced argument.

Seek Feedback: Share your writing or ideas with others and ask if your responses to “they say”5.

are clear and respectful.

Revise for Clarity: Ensure your transitions between “they say” and “I say” are smooth and6.



logical.

The Role of Critical Thinking in "They Say I Say The Moves

That Matter"

Critical thinking is at the heart of mastering these rhetorical moves. It requires you to:

- Analyze arguments carefully.

- Evaluate evidence and assumptions.

- Reflect on your own biases.

- Synthesize different viewpoints into a coherent position.

By cultivating these skills, “they say i say the moves that matter” becomes not just a writing strategy

but a mindset that enhances your ability to engage thoughtfully with the world.

Developing Empathy Through Understanding “They Say”

An often overlooked benefit of this approach is the empathy it fosters. When you genuinely consider

what “they say,” you step into others’ shoes, which can:

- Reduce conflicts.

- Build rapport.

- Lead to more constructive outcomes.

This empathy doesn’t mean you have to agree, but it does mean you acknowledge the validity of

others’ experiences and reasoning.



Conclusion: Embracing the Moves That Matter for Lifelong

Communication Success

Mastering “they say i say the moves that matter” equips you with a powerful toolkit for expressing

your ideas clearly while engaging respectfully with others. Whether writing an essay, making a

presentation, or having a conversation, these moves help you navigate the push and pull of viewpoints

with confidence and clarity.

By embracing this approach, you don’t just argue better—you become a better listener, thinker, and

communicator. The moves that matter are, ultimately, the moves that bring us closer to understanding

each other and advancing meaningful dialogue.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'They Say / I Say: The Moves That Matter'

book?

The book focuses on teaching effective academic writing by emphasizing the importance of engaging

in a conversation with others' ideas, using templates to frame arguments, and making one's own

claims clearly in response to what others have said.

Who are the authors of 'They Say / I Say: The Moves That Matter'?

The book is authored by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein.

Why is 'They Say / I Say' considered essential for academic writing?

It is considered essential because it provides practical templates and strategies that help writers

structure their arguments, engage with existing scholarship, and clearly express their own ideas in an



accessible way.

How does 'They Say / I Say' help improve argumentative writing?

'They Say / I Say' helps improve argumentative writing by teaching writers how to summarize others'

viewpoints ('they say') and then respond with their own perspective ('I say'), fostering a balanced and

persuasive dialogue.

What are some key rhetorical moves highlighted in 'They Say / I Say'?

Key moves include summarizing others' arguments, stating one’s own position, agreeing or

disagreeing with others, and using templates to frame these moves effectively in writing.

Is 'They Say / I Say' useful for non-native English speakers?

Yes, the book is especially helpful for non-native English speakers as it provides clear templates and

examples that guide them in constructing coherent and compelling academic arguments.

Has 'They Say / I Say' been updated to reflect current academic

practices?

Yes, the book has multiple editions with updates that incorporate contemporary academic writing

standards, examples, and digital literacy considerations to remain relevant for today's students and

writers.

Additional Resources

**They Say I Say The Moves That Matter: An In-Depth Review**

they say i say the moves that matter is more than just a phrase; it encapsulates a strategic framework

for effective communication and argumentation that has gained considerable traction in academic and

professional circles. Rooted in the influential book *They Say / I Say* by Gerald Graff and Cathy



Birkenstein, the concept of "the moves that matter" refers to the essential rhetorical techniques that

empower individuals to engage in meaningful dialogue, construct persuasive arguments, and contribute

thoughtfully to ongoing conversations.

In this article, we explore the significance of *they say i say the moves that matter* as a pedagogical

tool and communication strategy. We analyze its core principles, examine its practical applications, and

assess its impact on writing and critical thinking skills. Through this exploration, readers will gain

insight into why these rhetorical moves remain relevant in today's fast-paced, information-driven world.

Understanding the Foundation: They Say I Say and the Moves

That Matter

The phrase *they say i say the moves that matter* originates from the bestselling writing guide *They

Say / I Say*, first published in 2006. The book emphasizes that effective argumentation hinges on

understanding and responding to what others are saying—essentially, entering the ongoing

conversation. The "moves that matter" refer to a set of rhetorical strategies that facilitate this

engagement, such as summarizing others' viewpoints ("they say"), expressing one’s own perspective

("I say"), and connecting the two through comparison, contrast, or critique.

This dual-move structure is designed to help writers and speakers avoid common pitfalls like ignoring

opposing views or presenting opinions without support. Instead, it encourages a balanced approach

where acknowledging others' arguments becomes a stepping stone for introducing original ideas.

Core Rhetorical Moves Explained

At its essence, *they say i say the moves that matter* revolve around a handful of key tactics:



Summarizing Others’ Views: Accurately representing what "they say" establishes context and

shows respect for differing opinions.

Introducing Your Own Position: The "I say" move clarifies the writer’s or speaker’s stance in

response to the established context.

Agreeing, Disagreeing, or Both: This move allows for nuanced responses—either endorsing the

other view, challenging it, or blending agreement and disagreement.

Providing Evidence and Examples: Supporting claims with data, anecdotes, or authoritative

references strengthens credibility.

Connecting Ideas: Using transitions and framing to weave together "they say" and "I say"

ensures coherence and logical flow.

By mastering these moves, communicators can create compelling, well-structured arguments that

resonate with diverse audiences.

The Practical Impact of "They Say I Say The Moves That

Matter"

Since its debut, *They Say / I Say* and its emphasis on the moves that matter have influenced

education, particularly in teaching writing and critical thinking. Many instructors adopt its templates and

exercises to help students navigate complex discussions, whether in academic essays, debates, or

professional presentations. But beyond academia, these rhetorical moves have found relevance in

business communication, media literacy, and even social activism.



Enhancing Critical Thinking and Writing Skills

One of the standout benefits of embracing *they say i say the moves that matter* is the development

of critical thinking capabilities. By requiring individuals to articulate what "they say" before expressing "I

say," the approach discourages knee-jerk reactions and promotes careful analysis.

Research in educational settings has shown that students trained with these rhetorical frameworks

tend to produce arguments that are more balanced, nuanced, and persuasive. They learn to anticipate

counterarguments, address potential objections, and build stronger cases—skills that are invaluable in

any field requiring persuasive communication.

Applications Beyond the Classroom

The influence of *they say i say the moves that matter* extends into professional environments. For

instance, in corporate communications, framing proposals or reports using these moves can clarify

complex issues and foster buy-in from stakeholders. Journalists and content creators also benefit by

presenting multiple perspectives before offering analysis, enhancing credibility and trustworthiness.

Moreover, in an era dominated by social media debates and misinformation, understanding how to

navigate "they say" and "I say" facilitates healthier discourse. It encourages users to engage with

opposing views constructively rather than dismissing them outright.

Comparing They Say I Say With Other Rhetorical Frameworks

To fully appreciate the value of *they say i say the moves that matter*, it’s useful to compare it with

other rhetorical strategies and writing aids.



Traditional Argument Structures vs. They Say I Say

Traditional argumentation often follows a linear pattern: assert a thesis, provide supporting evidence,

and conclude. While effective, this model can sometimes overlook the importance of engaging directly

with opposing viewpoints.

*They say i say* innovates by embedding the opposition into the structure itself. This encourages

dialogue rather than monologue, fostering a more dynamic and interactive form of argumentation.

Templates and Formulaic Writing: Pros and Cons

Critics occasionally argue that the templates provided by *They Say / I Say* risk producing formulaic

writing that lacks originality. While it’s true that overreliance on set phrases may stifle creativity, the

templates are intended as scaffolds rather than strict rules.

When used thoughtfully, these moves serve as springboards for deeper analysis and personalized

expression. They guide writers through the mechanics of argument without dictating content or style.

Incorporating They Say I Say Moves Into Daily Communication

Understanding the moves that matter isn’t limited to formal writing; it can also improve everyday

conversations and professional interactions.

Strategies for Effective Dialogue

Incorporate these practical tips to apply *they say i say the moves that matter* in daily exchanges:



Listen Actively: Before responding, make sure to accurately understand what the other party is1.

saying.

Paraphrase Others’ Points: Begin your response by summarizing their perspective to2.

demonstrate comprehension.

Express Your Views Clearly: Follow with your own position, clarifying how it relates to the initial3.

statement.

Use Evidence Thoughtfully: Support your points with relevant facts or examples to add weight to4.

your argument.

Stay Respectful: Even when disagreeing, maintain a tone of respect to keep the conversation5.

constructive.

These habits can transform contentious discussions into opportunities for mutual understanding and

problem-solving.

Digital Communication and They Say I Say

In the digital age, where written communication dominates, mastering these rhetorical moves is

especially valuable. Social media posts, emails, and online forums often suffer from miscommunication

or polarized exchanges. Employing *they say i say the moves that matter* encourages users to frame

responses thoughtfully and engage with diverse viewpoints, reducing misunderstandings and fostering

more productive online communities.



Challenges and Limitations to Consider

Despite its many advantages, the *they say i say the moves that matter* framework is not without

limitations.

Some critics point out that the model may oversimplify complex arguments by forcing them into a

binary "they say" vs. "I say" format. Real-world discussions often involve multiple stakeholders and

intricate nuances that cannot be easily distilled into two perspectives.

Additionally, the emphasis on templates might inadvertently constrain voices with less confidence or

experience, causing them to rely too heavily on formulaic expressions instead of developing authentic

rhetorical styles.

Recognizing these challenges is crucial for educators and communicators who wish to adapt the

moves flexibly rather than rigidly.

The Lasting Influence of They Say I Say The Moves That

Matter

In the landscape of communication education and practice, *they say i say the moves that matter*

stands out as a transformative approach that bridges the gap between understanding others and

articulating personal viewpoints. Its focus on dialogic engagement equips users with tools to navigate

complex conversations, whether in academic research, professional environments, or everyday life.

By encouraging a balance between active listening and confident expression, this framework fosters

deeper critical thinking and more meaningful exchanges. As communication continues to evolve in the

digital era, the principles embedded in *they say i say the moves that matter* will likely remain

essential for anyone seeking to move beyond surface-level interaction toward substantive dialogue.
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