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Lesson Objectives: Engage students in active peer review strategies in order to challenge (and thereby develop) their arguments.

Preparation and Materials: Like all peer reviews and peer workshops, this lesson builds upon students’ strategies for and understanding of the revision process. The Devil’s Advocate Workshop builds on specific learning outcomes – the ability to engage texts more critically, rethinking rhetorical choices – by engaging the students in dual roles. On the one hand, a student defending his own argument must think critically in order to respond to counterarguments, ultimately clarifying specific points and addressing holes in his evidence. On the other hand, the student assigned the role of Devil’s Advocate must think critically about the text in front of him and challenge assertions by presenting possible counterarguments, identifying any lack of evidence, and presenting other possible solutions.

In order to effectively conduct this workshop, you will need to define each of three roles students will assume:


Defender: This is the person presenting his or her paper. This role is easy to define, but difficult to perform.  The student presenting is essentially playing him/herself but must now think more critically about his/her argument as it is bombarded by resistant, skeptical, and often annoyingly far-fetched counterarguments. 


Devil’s Advocate: This person carries a bulk of the responsibility in helping to improve the argument of the defender. It is a fun role for students to play as this student gets to challenge assertions in any way possible. While productive devil’s-advocating will point out clear counterarguments, counter-solutions, and places where the evidence is lacking, students in this role should not be discouraged from being creative, even far-fetched with their resistance to the argument being presented. Forcing the Defender to strengthen his or her argument is the primary goal of this exercise.


Recorder: While the arguments going on between DA’s and Defenders are (hopefully) productive, they have little time to record key points and great ideas. This is where the recorder comes in.  The recorder helps to point out particularly effective or valid points made by either side of the argument and writes them down. This person also acts as a mediator in case a line of the discussion has become non-productive or appears to be settled. I often have students who did not bring their drafts assume this role. Beyond helping me identify who has and has not done his homework, placing the student in this role actively engages them in the activity and allows him to observe the type of dialectic necessary to improve his own argument, when he gets around to making it.

Beyond defining roles and breaking students into groups of three, there is little pre-work necessary. I often type out definitions of the roles and rules for engagement on my laptop and (in the interest of saving trees) display them through the projector. It might also be helpful to develop an example argument for students to look at if they have trouble understanding their role. Mike Palmquist has developed this peer review activity for online classes and has such a sample published in his own lesson plan at the Writing@CSU activities bank (http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/teaching/activities/index.cfm).

I typically use this workshop toward the end of the semester, as students are familiar with workshop etiquette and the final papers more conducive for this type of role play. The Devil’s Advocate Workshop worked particularly well for the proposal papers at the end of ENG 101, and I intend to use it again on the first workshop day of the Research Essay in ENG 102.

Procedures: This is pretty straight-forward. Begin class as you usually do, referring to where you left off last class meeting or revising workshop practices. Then, introduce the Devil’s Advocate Workshop, define roles, and break students into groups of three. It may be that every student has a draft, which is great. You can have students switch roles every 15 minutes this way, or alternatively move them to groups of two and do away with the recorder role (with emphasis on the importance of keeping a written record of the ideas). It is not necessary for students to read each other’s papers or read their own out loud.  Rather, the Defender will present his/her main idea and begin the debate with the Devil’s Advocate from there, moving gradually from each supporting point. Keeping the arguments oral prevents students from focusing on issues of style at this point and effectively focuses their energy on engaging with the content.

Conclusion: I find this workshop setup to be particularly effective in developing arguments, and students really seem to enjoy it and engage in the activity. I usually conclude the workshop by recalling our previous work on the structure of arguments; ask questions about which role was easiest/most fun; and guide students toward connecting what they have just done in groups to what they must do individually every time they prepare an argument. Separating the roles is effective for workshopping, but each student must learn to approach his own argument from each perspective. By the end of the class, you should guide students toward recognizing the importance of each.
