Bad Argument Example
Only bad people send their kids to private school
The source
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2013/08/private_school_vs_public_school_only_bad
_people_send_their_kids_to_private.html

The full passage
Only bad people send their kids to private school
Allison Benedikt
You are a bad person if you send your children to private school. Not bad like murderer bad—but bad
like ruining‐one‐of‐our‐nation’s‐most‐essential‐institutions‐in‐order‐to‐get‐what’s‐best‐for‐your‐kid bad.
So, pretty bad.
I am not an education policy wonk: I’m just judgmental. But it seems to me that if every single parent
sent every single child to public school, public schools would improve. This would not happen
immediately. It could take generations. Your children and grandchildren might get mediocre educations
in the meantime, but it will be worth it, for the eventual common good. (Yes, rich people might cluster.
But rich people will always find a way to game the system: That shouldn’t be an argument against an all‐
in approach to public education any more than it is a case against single‐payer health care.)
So, how would this work exactly? It’s simple! Everyone needs to be invested in our public schools in
order for them to get better. Not just lip‐service investment, or property tax investment, but real flesh‐
and‐blood‐offspring investment. Your local school stinks but you don’t send your child there? Then its
badness is just something you deplore in the abstract. Your local school stinks and you do send your
child there? I bet you are going to do everything within your power to make it better.
And parents have a lot of power. In many underresourced schools, it’s the aggressive PTAs that raise the
money for enrichment programs and willful parents who get in the administration’s face when a teacher
is falling down on the job. Everyone, all in. (By the way: Banning private schools isn’t the answer. We
need a moral adjustment, not a legislative one.)
There are a lot of reasons why bad people send their kids to private school. Yes, some do it for prestige
or out of loyalty to a long‐standing family tradition or because they want their children to eventually
work at Slate. But many others go private for religious reasons, or because their kids have behavioral or
learning issues, or simply because the public school in their district is not so hot. None of these are
compelling reasons. Or, rather, the compelling ones (behavioral or learning issues, wanting a not‐subpar
school for your child) are exactly why we should all opt in, not out.

Commented [MG1]: For reasons that escape me, this has
become a perennial favorite of the bad argument
assignment: hopefully including it as an example of what
not to do will put a stop to that. It’s for your own good!
The basic problem is that this is not all that bad an
argument. Maybe you disagree with the author and it’s
certainly reasonable to dispute the argument; but neither of
those are the same thing as the argument being “really,
utterly, indisputably bad” or “mind‐blowingly idiotic. All that
said, I’d accept a clear and reasonable critique of a not all
that bad argument – it’s just that, in the dozen or so
attempts that I’ve graded so far, none has been given.
The piece is presented in a chatty and provocative style. It is
meant to grab your attention and it uses rhetorical tricks to
get you a bit worked up. Most notably, the author makes
free use of hyperbole. Plodding and literal readings of
editorials like this will miss the point. E.g. Does the author
really think that literally everyone must be invested for
public schools to get better? Of course not. A sensible
reading of a piece like this will not get bogged down in
pedantry about obvious exaggeration for dramatic effect
and other figures of speech.
So, what is the heart of the real argument. Well, it’s
something like this…
1.It is wrong to gain an inessential advantage for your kid,
at the cost of significant detriment to the common good.
2.Sending your kid to private school is gaining an
inessential advantage for your kid, at the cost of
significant detriment to the common good.
3.Therefore, it is wrong to send you kid to private school.
Of course, there are other sub‐arguments, such as the
support offered for the claim that private school is an
inessential advantage. But enough for now. Just remember
to be wary of long chatty passages that require you to dig
out the argument, rather than clearly stating it for you. It
leads to griping about a heap of points, rather than clearly
demolishing a clear argument.
Commented [MG2]: This is the full passage as reported at
the URL above. It is included in this example just in case it
ever vanishes from the web. You do not need to copy entire
articles, just link to them and pull out the bit that matters,
see next section.

I believe in public education, but my district school really isn’t good! you might say. I understand. You
want the best for your child, but your child doesn’t need it. If you can afford private school (even if
affording means scrimping and saving, or taking out loans), chances are that your spawn will be
perfectly fine at a crappy public school. She will have support at home (that’s you!) and all the
advantages that go along with being a person whose family can pay for and cares about superior
education—the exact kind of family that can help your crappy public school become less crappy. She
may not learn as much or be as challenged, but take a deep breath and live with that. Oh, but she’s
gifted? Well, then, she’ll really be fine.
I went K–12 to a terrible public school. My high school didn’t offer AP classes, and in four years, I only
had to read one book. There wasn’t even soccer. This is not a humblebrag! I left home woefully
unprepared for college, and without that preparation, I left college without having learned much there
either. You know all those important novels that everyone’s read? I haven’t. I know nothing about
poetry, very little about art, and please don’t quiz me on the dates of the Civil War. I’m not proud of my
ignorance. But guess what the horrible result is? I’m doing fine. I’m not saying it’s a good thing that I got
a lame education. I’m saying that I survived it, and so will your child, who must endure having no AP
calculus so that in 25 years there will be AP calculus for all.
By the way: My parents didn’t send me to this shoddy school because they believed in public ed. They
sent me there because that’s where we lived, and they weren’t too worried about it. (Can you imagine?)
Take two things from this on your quest to become a better person: 1) Your child will probably do just
fine without “the best,” so don’t freak out too much, but 2) do freak out a little more than my parents
did—enough to get involved.
Also remember that there’s more to education than what’s taught. As rotten as my school’s English,
history, science, social studies, math, art, music, and language programs were, going to school with poor
kids and rich kids, black kids and brown kids, smart kids and not‐so‐smart ones, kids with
superconservative Christian parents and other upper‐middle‐class Jews like me was its own education
and life preparation. Reading Walt Whitman in ninth grade changed the way you see the world? Well,
getting drunk before basketball games with kids who lived at the trailer park near my house did the
same for me. In fact it’s part of the reason I feel so strongly about public schools.
Many of my (morally bankrupt) colleagues send their children to private schools. I asked them to tell me
why. Here is the response that most stuck with me: “In our upper‐middle‐class world, it is hard not to
pay for something if you can and you think it will be good for your kid.” I get it: You want an exceptional
arts program and computer animation and maybe even Mandarin. You want a cohesive educational
philosophy. You want creativity, not teaching to the test. You want great outdoor space and small
classrooms and personal attention. You know who else wants those things? Everyone.
Whatever you think your children need—deserve—from their school experience, assume that the
parents at the nearby public housing complex want the same. No, don’t just assume it. Do something
about it. Send your kids to school with their kids. Use the energy you have otherwise directed at fighting
to get your daughter a slot at the competitive private school to fight for more computers at the public

school. Use your connections to power and money and innovation to make your local school—the one
you are now sending your child to—better. Don’t just acknowledge your liberal guilt—listen to it.

The ‘argument’
You are a bad person if you send your children to private school. Not bad like murderer bad—but bad
like ruining‐one‐of‐our‐nation’s‐most‐essential‐institutions‐in‐order‐to‐get‐what’s‐best‐for‐your‐kid bad.
So, pretty bad.

Commented [MG3]: Since the target passage is a chatty,
deliberately provocatively written piece, the first task is to
home in on the core of the argument, stripped of rhetorical
frills. The danger with this, as with any other extended
argument, is that you end up just listing a heap of points –
that’s what has happened here.

If every single parent sent every single child to public school, public schools would improve.
In many underresourced schools, it’s the aggressive PTAs that raise the money for enrichment programs
and willful parents who get in the administration’s face when a teacher is falling down on the job.
You want the best for your child, but your child doesn’t need it.
I went K–12 to a terrible public school but I’m doing fine.

The essence
1
2
3
4
5

If every single parent sent every single child to public
school, public schools would improve.
I went to public school and I’m doing fine.
Private schools are the best.
Your child does not need the best.
You are a bad person if you send your children to private
school.

Assumption

Commented [MG4]: A heap of point is still a heap of
points, even if you rearrange them and call one a
conclusion.

Assumption
Hidden assumption
Follows from 2
Conclusion

The problem(s)
If all the assumptions were true then it would be sound to say you are a bad person, but the
assumptions are invalid and so the whole argument is false. Public schools will not improve because
there will always be some parents who don’t send their kids there; this shows the argument is
impractical. Just because you did fine does not mean everyone else will. It is the parents’ job to do the
best they can for their child, not for everyone else’s.

Commented [MG5]: We’re looking for a clear and
compelling demolition of the argument. This is hard to do
unless you start with a clear argument. Attacks on heaps of
points tend to degenerate into a series of vague gripes.
Also note how badly written this account of the problems is,
and how it messes up the terminology of validity,
soundness, and truth.

