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Lesson Objective: The objective of this lesson is to help the students identify the strategies of rhetoric/inductive logic, the pitfalls of logical fallacies, and the presence of bias. This will be achieved by having the students critically respond to video commentary on a current controversial topic.

Preparation and Materials: This exercise works best with Kirzner and Mandell chapter 5.  Beyond the reading, all that is necessary is an engaged classroom, internet/video capability, and a little time to browse youtube to make sure you have material that’s going to work. The last time I taught this lesson I used the prop 8 issue in California (gay marriage). The general topic still seems to be incendiary, so I’ll stick with it for purposes of this lesson plan. It’s easy enough to find sources on youtube that voice opposing opinions. Keith Olbermann on MSNBC has some really persuasive arguments in favor of gay marriage, while Fox News has numerous “passionate” claims voicing the opposite opinion. Some options:

Olbermann: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZm8D6FzgNM
Beck: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xq2kLf1NXt8
It’s also sometimes helpful to throw in a couple of commercials, as they are quick and often chock-full of logical fallacies:

Anti gay: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U8j2y9WtTPw
Pro: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b9T7ux8M4Go&feature=related
Introduction: In the previous class period I will have discussed the readings and gone over a couple of the exercises in the chapter, so that the students are beginning to think about and are somewhat familiar with the terms and concepts of deductive and inductive logic, and are somewhat aware of the dangers of logical fallacies. This exercise builds upon that previous session and really can’t be done well without it.

At the beginning of the session I will briefly reintroduce the concepts of rhetoric, logic and critical analysis. Then I tell them that we are going to watch a couple of videos and that they need to remember that bias and prejudice have no place in true critical analysis, and that we are evaluating the strength of the arguments based on evidence and effective rhetorical strategies.  

Procedures: I tell the students to pay close attention as we watch the videos, to watch for rhetorical moves, examples of inductive/deductive logic, and to identify particularly strong or weak moments in the arguments, taking notes on what they observe. After we have watched the videos once, I open the floor for discussion and start asking questions: Which argument was most effective? Why? Who caught logical fallacies? Who found a good use of pathos? Who noticed good use of supported opinion? Who disagrees with something another student has said? Are people remembering to leave their bias out? Were biases triggered for any of them? What did that feel like? How can we articulate what truly neutral critical analysis is? This list of questions is just a sampling of some I’ve used in the past, and can of course be supplemented by dozens of others. It’s important to be ready to move with the class toward the elements of the arguments they find most interesting. If you’ve picked a topic that resonates enough with the students, the conversation will take on an energy of its own and really spark some insight. As the students hone in on the key points of each example, be ready to go back for a second viewing, at least of specific sections, as students may argue over interpretation of particular devices or statements.  

Conclusion: In my experience this activity really tends to run itself, and easily takes up the entire class period. Hopefully, as the students begin to understand just how nuanced and layered rhetoric is, the more willing they will be to leave biases and prejudices behind, and the more insightful and complex their own work will start to become in future essays.

