
ONRAMPS RHETORIC  
SUMMER 2020 OPTIONAL ENRICHMENT ASSIGNMENTS  

NOTE: These assignments are optional, which means you do not have to complete them 
to take OnRamps Rhetoric during the 2020-2021 school year. However, I (Ms. Eyberg) 
strongly advise you at least attempt the second assignment to prepare for the rigor of OnRamps 
Rhetoric.   

Welcome to OnRamps Rhetoric! In this course, you will learn about effective techniques of 
persuasion, first by analyzing real-world arguments about a variety of contemporary 
controversies, and then by crafting your own original persuasive arguments based on extensive 
research that you will conduct over the course of the year. To prepare for this course, you have 
two enrichment assignments: 

 
1. Practice Touch Typing: Students in OnRamps Rhetoric will be required to use computers to 

type assignments on a daily basis. Students who can type without looking have a speed 
advantage when drafting college-level essays (4-6 pages long). Use this free online training 
to improve your typing skills in preparation for next year’s essay writing. 

a. Access the free online typing tutor by clicking on this link: 
https://www.speedtypingonline.com/typing-tutor  

2. Argument-Breakdown Summary of an Editorial: Review the following guidelines for 
writing an effective argument-breakdown summary. Then practice writing an argument-
breakdown summary of the New York Times persuasive editorial that begins on page 3 of this 
document: “50 Million Kids Can’t Attend School. What Happens to Them?” Please format 
your argument-breakdown summary in 12-point, Times New Roman, single-spaced 
font. Don’t exceed one complete page in your writing. 

  
ARGUMENT-BREAKDOWN SUMMARY:  

The argument-breakdown summary tries to take the persuasive argument apart and 
emphasize both its key components and their relation to one another. You point out, for example, 
the main claim and the key reasons supporting that claim without exactly repeating the 
argument’s structure. We suggest breaking the argument down into its principal claim, its 
main reasons, and its evidence. Later in this class, we’ll explore these parts of an argument in 
much greater detail. For now, however, a few simple definitions will suffice.  

The principal claim is the main idea, the feeling, or the action that an author wants 
the audience to believe, to feel, or to do after reading, hearing, or seeing an argument. 

Reasons are things that we come up with when we’re trying to convince someone. 
Reasons can be expressed after the word “because” and help to support the principal claim.  

Evidence is the information we find when we’re trying to convince someone. Types 
of evidence include testimony, statistics, and examples. Specific mention of particular people, 
statements, events, and quotes--all these things count as evidence. And all this evidence can 
support either a reason or a principal claim. 

In order to write your argument breakdown summary, we will suggest the following 
steps: 

1. First label (underline or highlight) the principal claim. If the author doesn’t state the 
principal claim explicitly, summarize the claim in your own words. What is the author is trying 
to get across? 

https://www.speedtypingonline.com/typing-tutor


2. Then, label all the evidence— the specific examples, statistics, real people or events 
that are used in the article. Reasons are how many authors organize their arguments. For 
instance, if I want you to lend me 5 dollars, a reason might be that I let you borrow money in the 
past.  

You will find the last step the hardest because people rarely say how they’re trying to 
convince an audience. If people announced their plans to persuade, audiences would rarely be 
persuaded. You might say to someone, “Now I’m going to persuade you by mentioning these 
three reasons and these five pieces of evidence.” But when you say something like this, you put 
the audience on guard. They will likely try to resist your efforts at persuasion. The better strategy 
is to simply say what you believe and to give your reasons and your evidence in clear and plain 
language. Since the person who argues will rarely label the parts of her argument, the 
person summarizing must find and label these parts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Opinion 

50 Million Kids Can’t Attend School. 
What Happens to Them? 
America’s younger students will need help catching up. 

By The Editorial Board 
The editorial board is a group of opinion journalists whose views are informed by 
expertise, research, debate and certain longstanding values. It is separate from the 
newsroom. 

April 16, 2020 
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The learning setbacks that school children commonly experience over a summer 
vacation can easily wipe out one or two months of academic growth. The learning losses 

https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/opinion/editorialboard.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/opinion/editorialboard.html


that are likely to result from more than 50 million children in the United States being 
shut out of school for weeks or months because of the coronavirus pandemic could well 
be catastrophic by comparison. 

Consider an alarming new study from the Northwest Evaluation Association, a 
nonprofit organization that works with school districts to measure student performance. 
The study projects that students who lack steady instruction during the coronavirus 
school shutdown might retain only 70 percent of their annual reading gains compared 
with a normal year. Projections for the so-called Covid slide in math look even bleaker. 
Depending on grade level, researchers say, students could lose between half and all of 
the achievement growth one would expect in a normal academic year.   
 These setbacks would be particularly disastrous for fifth graders, who need to be 
tooling up for the more complex tasks that will come their way in the upper grades. In 
addition, this grim scenario will surely yield worse outcomes for students whose families 
are grappling with hunger, unemployment or homelessness. 

A learning reversal of this magnitude could hobble an entire generation unless 
state leaders quickly work to reverse the slide. Any reasonable approach would include: 
diagnostic testing to determine what children know when they return to the classroom; 
aggressive remedial plans and an expanded school calendar that makes up for lost 
instructional time; an outreach effort, without which many disadvantaged students 
might not return to school at all; and a blueprint for how states will deliver high-quality 
instruction the next time an emergency prompts a long-term shutdown of the nation’s 
schools. 

Researchers at Michigan State University who are tracking state Covid-19 school 
closings show that states were utterly unprepared to deal with a crisis that made face-to-
face learning impossible. They reported last week that 29 states have suspended face-to-
face schooling through the end of the academic year. 

A majority of states are requiring districts to plan distance learning options for 
students, but, according to the Michigan State analysis, many districts have yet to begin 
such plans. Further, no state “was prepared to immediately shift to an online learning 
platform or distribute computer and internet resources to students statewide.” Instead, 
the onus has been shifted to districts and localities. 

Internet access is, of course, fundamental to sound educational policy. Even 
before the pandemic, an estimated 12 million schoolchildren had trouble completing 
schoolwork because they lacked internet access at home. Nevertheless, there is 
significantly more to online education than streaming a lesson designed for the 
classroom. Effective virtual education requires new styles of teaching as well as 
curriculum materials designed specifically for online use. By contrast, the Michigan 
researchers say, “Even in the best of circumstances, distance learning over the next 
couple of months will involve hastily planned instruction in unprepared districts from 
teachers who were expecting to use face-to-face instruction.” 

https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/map-coronavirus-and-school-closures.html
https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2020/04/Collaborative-Brief_Covid19-Slide-APR20.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/coronavirus-homeschooling-will-hurt-students-badly/2020/03/27/f639882a-6f62-11ea-b148-e4ce3fbd85b5_story.html
https://chalkbeat.org/posts/detroit/2020/04/08/report-says-states-should-extend-upcoming-school-year-to-address-learning-losses/
https://ippsr.msu.edu/state-policies-address-covid-19-school-closure
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/27/opinion/coronavirus-internet-schools-learning.html
https://ippsr.msu.edu/state-policies-address-covid-19-school-closure
https://ippsr.msu.edu/state-policies-address-covid-19-school-closure
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Other research has shown that virtual education as widely practiced in the United 
States is no substitute for traditional classroom schooling. A scalding 2016 study of full-
time virtual public charter schools laid out this indictment in great detail. Researchers 
found that full-time virtual public charter schools performed worse than traditional 
public schools in most states and showed weaker academic gains for all demographic 
subgroups of students. Moreover, the data suggest that students tend to become 
disengaged from virtual schools, leaving them quickly. 

The historical record shows that lengthy interruptions to schooling — during 
teacher strikes, for example — can undermine student achievement and even success in 
higher education. Parents affected by the coronavirus shutdown may not be familiar 
with this history, but they are clearly concerned about the risk that an extended break 
from school poses for their children. 

Recent polls conducted in New York and California show that nearly 90 percent 
of parents are worried that their children will fall behind because of the closings. 
Parents in both polls voiced a clear desire for more consistent access to their children’s 
teachers — an obvious plea for more guidance about how to proceed during the 
shutdown. 

Schools need to do a better job of communicating with these parents, and 
effective partnership with them will be essential when schools undertake the policy 
changes that will be required to get students back on track academically. 

The country may be stuck with virtual schooling because of the pandemic, but the 
data clearly show that the method is far from desirable. That makes it even more 
important that educators sort out how to best catch students up when in-school 
instruction begins again. 

https://www.publiccharters.org/sites/default/files/migrated/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Virtuals-FINAL-06202016-1.pdf
https://www.educationnext.org/how-will-coronavirus-crisis-affect-childrens-learning-unequally-covid-19/
https://www.educationnext.org/how-will-coronavirus-crisis-affect-childrens-learning-unequally-covid-19/
https://newyork.edtrust.org/press-release/poll-new-york-parents-overwhelmingly-concerned-their-children-will-fall-behind-academically-during-school-closures/
https://west.edtrust.org/press-release/poll-ca-parents-concerned-about-school-closures-caused-by-covid-19/


State education officials and policymakers ought to acknowledge that no amount 
of hard work from dedicated teachers will avert the learning loss crisis. The states 
should be working right now, in concert with parents groups, on a menu of solutions. 
The step of requiring a student to repeat the current grade ought to be taken judiciously 
— and only after diagnostic tests have shown that the student is too far behind to be 
promoted. Another option to help all students catch up would be to shorten or skip 
school breaks, including lengthy summers off, over the next few years to make up for the 
lost classroom time. 

The worst possible outcome would be for state and local officials to shrug and do 
nothing about a problem that could sidetrack a generation of Americans. 

 
 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/04/06/schools-should-consider-keeping-kids-same-grade-this-fall/
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