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Approaches to analyzing and evaluating texts,
with exemplar thesis statements

While guiding or framing questions may seem to call for summary – What? Who? How much? etc. – they can and indeed must be approached through an analytic lens.

For example, consider the following framing question: “What is ‘patriotic education’?”  At first glance, this question may appear to be asking for a summary of the texts, and it’s possible that a short summary of different authors’ answers to this question may be in order.  (It’s also quite possible that such a summary is entirely unnecessary.)  There is, however, a great deal of analytic work—and hence analytic writing—that also needs to go into addressing this question.  

In this resource guide, we demonstrate how an apparently straightforward question such as the one above can be addressed in an analytic manner.  Note that these approaches to analyzing and evaluating texts are generalizable to any analytic paper or task.  Each thesis statement exemplar, however, has been prepared in response to the sample framing question, “What is ‘patriotic education’?” considered in light of the following three texts:

Cook, S. A. (2007) "'Patriotism, Eh?' The Canadian Version." In J. Westheimer (Ed.), Pledging allegiance: The politics of patriotism in America's schools (pp. 145-151).  New York: Teacher’s College Press.
Kahne, J., & Middaugh, E. "Is Patriotism Good for Democracy?" In J. Westheimer (Ed.), Pledging allegiance: The politics of patriotism in America's schools (pp. 115-125).  New York: Teacher’s College Press.
Westheimer, J. "Politics and Patriotism in Education." In J. Westheimer (Ed.), Pledging allegiance: The politics of patriotism in America's schools (pp. 171-188).  New York: Teacher’s College Press.
Evaluate relationship(s) among arguments, texts, and/or authors
· Compare:  “At its most fundamental, ‘patriotic education’ teaches children to love their country.  But this simple statement belies the complexity and contention over what ‘love of country’ truly means.  Instead of ‘authoritarian’ (Westheimer) or ‘blind’ (Kahne and Middaugh) patriotism in which love of country is thought to imply unquestioning obedience and loyalty, each of this week’s authors suggests that a more ‘democratic’ (W) and ‘constructive’ (K&M) love of country is demonstrated through critical questioning, dissent, and protest, as well as through an ethic of respect and care for all (Cook).  Building on these authors’ democratic visions of patriotic education, I will argue that students should learn to love and cherish certain principles and skills that may be considered foundational to the democratic nation—such as equality, liberty, justice, respect for diversity, and deliberation—rather than to love and cherish the nation as such.”

· Contrast:  “In the United States, patriotism is embraced by both the general populace and national leaders as an obvious aim of state-sponsored education; as both Westheimer and Kahne and Middaugh discuss, their primary fear is that patriotism will be fostered in too heavy-handed and authoritarian a manner.  In Canada, by contrast, Cook notes that much of the population and even the state itself appear to be suspicious of patriotism at times because of the dangerous uses to which it can be put.  This contrast reveals that patriotism need not be an aim of civic education at all, even in its ‘democratic’ or ‘constructive’ forms.  Rather, patriotism might at best be a means to achieving other, more fundamental aims such as civic stability or mutual care.”
· Prioritize: “Although all of this week’s authors seem to agree that schools should promote principles of equality, liberty, open democratic discourse, fairness, and even vigorous dissent, they disagree in subtle but important ways about whether or not these principles should be taught under the aegis of ‘patriotic education’ as such.  K&M call for teaching these principles explicitly as forms of patriotism; W remains mum on the issue; and Cook disavows ‘patriotic education,’ in the Canadian context at least, in favor of ‘civic education’ more broadly.  In this paper, I argue that we should follow K&M’s lead and teach these principles specifically and explicitly as elements of ‘patriotic education.’  To do otherwise leaves ‘patriotism’ open to others to define and teach in a less salutary, even destructive, manner.”
Evaluate arguments’ structure and formulation
· Interrogate the evidence:
· Internal to the text(s):  “Kahne and Middaugh argue that educators need to help ‘students to think carefully about forms of patriotism that support our democracy and forms that do not’ (K&M, 125).  But their own statistics demonstrate that ‘patriotism,’ patriotic sentiments, and even a sense of national identification do little to support democratic institutions, participation, or outcomes.  Evidence from Cook and Westheimer also point toward this conclusion.  As I will argue in this paper, a truly ‘patriotic education,’ therefore, will disavow patriotism itself in favor of teaching more universal virtues and identities.” 
· External to the text(s) (from other texts, personal experience, case studies, etc.): “In contrast to both Westheimer and Kahne and Middaugh, who both argue in favor of a ‘democratic’ (W) or ‘constructive’ (K&M) patriotic education, I argue that ‘patriotic education’ is intrinsically an abomination—a misuse of public funds and violation of the public trust.  As Cook’s discussion of Canadian patriotic, nationalist, and civic education demonstrates, and as Cecelia O’Leary’s and Rogers Smith’s histories of American patriotic education (and my own teaching experience) confirm, it is impossible for a government to teach patriotism in a way that does not promote unquestioning obedience, loyalty to place over principles, and/or xenophobia and mistreatment of ‘others.’” 
· Internal consistency or inconsistency: “Kahne and Middaugh identify two problems with patriotic education: first, that it can promote ‘passive patriotism’ and second, that it can promote ‘blind patriotism.’  Their solution to these problems is the same: schools should teach active, constructive patriotism.  But they fail to recognize that passive blind patriotism may in fact be quite desirable in promoting broad-based civic stability, legitimacy, and rule of law.  In other words, our nation is probably well served by having a large number of passive blind patriots and a smaller but equally vocal number of active constructive patriots.  By collapsing the two problems they identify into one solution, K&M fail to recognize this point.”
· Discuss the stated or unstated presuppositions underlying the argument: 

· Stated presuppositions: “In their discussions of patriotic education, W and K&M both strongly advocate the value of promoting dissenting viewpoints, challenging authority, and holding one’s own society up to critique.  Although they each take the opposing side into brief consideration in their discussions of ‘authoritarian’ and ‘blind’ patriotism, they quickly make clear that they see little justification for these apparently blinkered attitudes.  Cook clearly agrees with this assessment, as well.  In this paper, I will argue more careful attention to the justifications given by advocates of ‘authoritarian’ and ‘blind’ patriotism reveal a complexity to the aims of ‘patriotic education’ that are ignored by this week’s authors.  Specifically, I will argue that ‘patriotic education’ must at a minimum promote civic stability, safety, and rule of law.”
· Uncover the unstated presuppositions: “Both Westheimer and Kahne and Middaugh use evidence from schools and classrooms to conclude that patriotic education is best realized via the promotion of critical reflection, democratic deliberation, and respect for dissenting viewpoints.  An interesting test case of these arguments might be found in Israel, where these habits are arguably very much part of the political culture and fostered in schools, but where development of tolerant attitudes toward Palestinians is arguably hindered in a variety of ways.  Drawing upon examples from my time as a teacher and administrator in Tel Aviv, I will argue that all three of this week’s authors inadvertently presuppose the existence of a tolerant cultural context underlying deliberative discourse and political dissent in a patriotic context, and hence fail to realize that cultural factors are also crucial in establishing the link between patriotic dissent and toleration of ‘others.’”
· Consider what’s been included and what’s been left out: “This week’s authors all discuss ‘patriotic education’ in a solely North American context.  Despite the contrasts drawn by Cook between US and Canadian approaches to patriotic education, both the United States and Canada are composed primarily of immigrants, have a long democratic history, face relatively few external threats to their existence, and appeal to principles rather than to ‘fatherland’ or ‘people’ as their source of unifying identity.  As a result, K&M, W, and C’s analysis of and recommendations for patriotic education take a very similar approach.  In this paper, I will test the generalizability of their conclusions by considering a very different context: that of contemporary Russia.  I shall demonstrate that their advocacy of ‘democratic’ or ‘constructive’ patriotic education neglects the fundamental challenge of fostering a common patriotic identity in fragile national contexts.”
· Disaggregate the steps: “The meaning of ‘patriotic education’ depends upon how both ‘patriotism’ and ‘education’ are defined and characterized.  In this paper, I will show that X’s and Y’s apparently contradictory conclusions about the relationship between patriotic education and history instruction stems from their different definitions and characterizations of these terms; while they appear to be discussing the same topics and mechanisms, therefore, they actually are studying quite different phenomena.  In both cases, X and Y would need to be more careful and explicit about the implications of their definitions for us to take their conclusions seriously.”

Evaluate the arguments/texts with respect to their broader context or implications
· Determine the implications of the argument – extend it to other times, settings, groups, situations:  “Both Westheimer and Kahne and Middaugh use evidence from schools and classrooms to conclude that patriotic education is best realized via the promotion of critical reflection, democratic deliberation, and respect for dissenting viewpoints.  An interesting test case of these arguments might be found in Israel, where these habits are arguably very much part of the political culture and fostered in schools, but where development of tolerant or reflective attitudes toward Palestinians is arguably hindered by this selfsame patriotic education.  Drawing upon examples from my time as a teacher and administrator in Tel Aviv, I will argue that Israeli schools are fundamentally hampered in achieving the kind of constructive patriotic education for which they aim because they exclude Arab and Palestinian children from Jewish schools and vice versa.  A truly constructive and democratic ‘patriotic education,’ by contrast, can be achieved only in diverse and inclusive school settings.  Israeli schools must therefore be fundamentally reformed so that they cease to include and exclude students solely on the basis of their religion or ethnicity.”
· Apply normative or other theoretical frameworks (equity, justice, efficiency, transparency, etc.): “In their discussions of patriotic education, W, K&M, and C all strongly advocate the value of promoting dissenting viewpoints, challenging authority, and holding one’s own society up to critique.  These ‘democratic’ values, however, presuppose a safe and stable society whose very existence is not threatened by internal or external forces—a presumption which is not justified by current world events.  Ensuring the physical safety of its citizens is the most fundamental responsibility of any legitimate government.  As a result, ‘patriotic education’ must promote civic duty and commitment to the rule of law before promoting the important but secondary values of democratic deliberation and dissent.” 
· Consider who might be natural allies or opponents to the argument and why:  “K&M, C, and W all promote approaches to ‘patriotic education’ that are aligned with the moderate-to-radical left, as W’s invocations of Howard Zinn, Bob Peterson (founder of Rethinking Schools), and Herbert Kohl demonstrate.  I argue that this political partisanship undermines their ‘democratic’ account of ‘patriotic education,’ insofar as their own proposals would be fiercely challenged and likely overthrown if put to a democratic vote in the US.  I argue instead that we should be develop and promote a vision of patriotism, and hence of patriotic education, to which all US citizens—whether from the center, right, or left—could ascribe.  This is best achieved through local control rather than top-down strictures about patriotic education.”
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