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Breaking Down a Text:

Students are provided with a short persuasive text (op-ed, editorial, etc.). They are asked to
identify the author’s main argument and then the sub-points which she uses to defend that
argument. Each sub-point should then be broken down into the claim the sub-point makes and
the warrants the author provides to support that claim. Providing a graphic organizer with
spaces for the main argument and its subpoints will make this activity clearer for students.
Proper text selection will also be crucial for ensuring students’ success.

This activity unlocks persuasive prose—an editorial, a letter to the editor, even a love poem or
movie review—by organizing it into a pattern students are familiar with: claims and warrants.
Breaking down texts in this way allows students to read with purpose as well as to think about
how writers structure their arguments. Breaking Down a Text can help students master the
content presented by a specific text, but it can also scaffold essential notetaking skills that
students can apply to future readings.

Students may engage in a variety of follow-up activities after reading and “breaking down” the
assigned text. Once they have filled out their graphic organizers, for example, they might be
asked to give a speech defending the author’s position (or challenging it, for more advanced
students) without looking at the original text. Alternatively, if the focus is on organizing
students’ own arguments, the class might discuss whether the text ordered its warrants
effectively and try giving speeches presenting the text’s subpoints in reverse order to gauge the
effects of restructuring.
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Step Teacher Move Student Move

1 Provide students with a short
persuasive text.

Read text—individually, in groups, or as a
class.

2 Distribute suitable graphic organizers
and have students work individually or
in groups to...

Identify the author’s main argument. Write
it in the appropriate place on your graphic
organizer.

3 Monitor students as they... Identify one subpoint (claim + warrant) the
author uses to support her main argument.
Write it in the appropriate place on your
graphic organizer.

4 Monitor students as they... Repeat step 3 as many times as the graphic
organizer requires.


