Chris Olig

English 123

Section 35

02-17-05

Assignment #3:  Argument Summary

On the Uses of a Liberal Education

1. What is the issue or issue question that the author is addressing?  How do you know that that's the issue?

The issue that Mark Edmonson is bringing up in his essay regards the changes in student’s attitudes and practices.  Edmonson feels that the education system that has evolved has not challenged students in the ways that harbor more developed thoughts on the issues that govern both the simple and complex aspects to their lives.  This is first shown in the third paragraph, where Edmonson shows his dislike for the carbon copy essays that he receives from his students in which the answers show no candor or other free expression.  This continues throughout the essay to the final paragraph where Edmonson calls the modern societal values on education a "sludgy tide" (161).

2.  What claim does the author make about the issue?  What type of claim is the author making?

Edmonson's claim is that the education system, along with the students it harbors, is less focused on the mental success and instead is obsessed with the prestige, avoidance of failure of the students, and financial success and growth of the schools.  Evidence of these is in the relationship between the student and the teacher, which has become a battle of fears; the students fear is of being wrong in front of their peers and the teachers fear is of causing a disturbance in the classroom that will put them in a legal purgatory.

3.  What reasons does the author give to support the claim or claims?

Looking at the claim from the perspective of a teacher, the lack of thought and participation from students makes it difficult to praise students work when it is sub-par and unrepresentative of individual thought. Edmonson claims "overall, the students strike me as being sweet and sad, hovering in a nearly suspended animation" (151).  Having students in the classroom that focus on what is required both by their teacher and socially by their peers makes it difficult for the teacher to get proper expression out of the students, and doesn't allow the students the freedom to hear and develop their own voice.

Further proof of the lack of fervor from the students is shown in the lack of "animated, (and) sometimes impolite" (154) argument between the teacher and students.  Edmonson reflects back to the Socratic Method where major feeling is put behind the statements of both parties arguing, without regard to the audience around them.  Edmonson complains about the lack of "students righteously complaining" (155) about the issues that govern their lives and futures, referring back to the 60's picketing about the schools "decline into knowledge factories" (155) which was the questionable practice of universities in that period.  It seems that Edmonson is still concerned with the same issues that were discussed back in that time period, where students were beginning to churn out the same flat answers.

4.  What assumption or assumptions are implied by these reasons and claim?

Edmonson's primary assumption is that a good education is required and should show copious amounts of free thought and expression.  Making the statements of the fears and concerns of his own students lack of creativity in his own classroom, Edmonson doesn't feel his students are expressing themselves or attempting to gain further perspective on the issues brought up in their classrooms.  Also, that the universities and other schools should be doing a better job of developing the active thoughts of their students outside of the issues that directly affect their lives (i.e. girl/boyfriends, family, friends, neighbors, etc.).  

5. Where do you agree or disagree with this argument?  Why?

It is true that many students only search for interpretations from other people rather than coming up with their own conclusions, but students should not be asked to create their own interpretations of classic works of literature without the experiences required to interpret these literary works.  Children are developing physically much younger than ever before, but their minds are still adapting to the social changes that rapidly develop throughout their youth.  But, we cannot require the students to have the resources to develop these advanced ideas when the time periods of these authors was drastically different and tragedy, struggle, and other forms of classic literary endeavors have changed.  

What Edmonson speaks of also goes back to the discussion of if students should be entertained every second of class.  Putting the burdon on the teachers is the classic approach to solving a developmental societal issue.  But, with the continuous development of new technologies that are changing the types of concerns, social boundaries, and social support that developing students receive, developing new teaching practices which adapt to students will be a slower process until the proper growth structure is seen.

6.  How does the author try to establish her or his status in the community?  What, if any, personal information does she or he offer, and how does that information give her or him ethos?

Edmonson states directly in the opening line that he is a college professor and uses the first person perspective to issue himself a voice of authority throughout the paper.  Speaking throughout the paper on the issues that he has had with his own students shows a demeanor of understanding on the struggles and perspectives that a teacher observes as they teach.  What personal information Edmonson gives is regarding his favorite students whose work he praises, but also states that commonly those students are not widely accepted in their peer groups.  By giving this information on his previous students, Edmonson gives the reader a glimpse into his perspectives on what he as a teacher sees as a well developed student.

7.  How does the author try to create a voice of authority?  What other people does the author quote or refer to?  Where does the writer use the "language of the discipline" or the "language of the debate"?

Throughout the paper Edmonson refers back to the classical methods of argument and thought.  Stating that the Socratic method of argument is lacking in the classroom (154), that students lack the "Oscar Wilde-type demeanor" (151) of confidence, and quoting various other professors techniques on extracting the information they want out of the student (147), Edmonson shows himself as a figure of authority on the subject at hand.  

In regards to the "language of the discipline", himself being a literary authority he uses his language as a tool to show himself as an authority as well.  Using well educated language and expressing himself in well developed euphemisms regarding the harsher thoughts of his practice.  Throughout reading this, an under developed reader may be intimidated by Edmonson's ability to write, which can be persuasive if you can convince your audience that you are smarter than them.

8.  How does the author try to establish a relationship with the readers?  How does she or he try to identify readers?  Does the author use point of view?  What values does the author establish that she or he thinks readers will agree with?

Establishing a relationship as a teacher is the first thing Edmonson does.  This allows him the freedom to preach his past experiences and developing morals on the students that are passing through his classrooms as a practicing educator.  Edmonson's perspective on these students, which he assumes readers will agree with, is that students need to be well read, able to actively argue their perspectives, and show active effort into surpassing the expectations of the universities.

9.  Identify any words of phrases that seem to carry emotional weight.

Joon Lee is the first impression of Edmonson as a teacher that enjoys his students.  Joon Lee was a previous student whom Edmonson praises as "one of the best students I've taught" (148), but also implies in the wording "from time to time" (148) that students like Joon Lee are few and far between.  Edmonson uses the word "contemporary" (152) to state his belief that the universities are outdated and underdeveloped to helping the students they so actively pursue, and "repugnance" (155) to show his distaste for the bureaucratic hoops that he has to jump through.  Primarily Edmonson's speech is negative and bashes a university system that he believes has not challenged their students.

10.  After analyzing the argument's logos, ethos, and pathos, explain how effective you think the overall argument is, and why.

Reading through Edmonson's thoughts the first time was intimidating; with strong and well thought out wording of his thoughts he gave the impression of a well educated professor that is disgusted with what the university system has turned into.  However, as I analyzed his thought process and perspective, as a student and prospective teacher I have realized that the experiences of college outside of the classroom are just as important to the student as the experiences inside, and robbing these students of free time to pursue outside social function and debate would be detrimental to their development.  Edmonson speaking as a professor about his most cherished students is convincing in what he feels is important to the students that pass through his classroom, but how successful these students are when they graduate is lacking from his argument, and I feel the outcome is also important to the discussion of the development.  Knowing that my development as a continuing student is changing me into a successful person is more important than the thoughts of my professors on my development, because I would think it would be considered unhealthy to hold too much merit on book smarts.
