
© Copyright 1995-2005 by Teaching That Makes Sense, Inc. This document may be copied and distributed as long as all of the following conditions are met: (1) It is reproduced in its entirety
including this notice; (2) It is used for non-commercial purposes only; (3) It is not modified in any way other than reduction, enlargement, or binding. For more, visit www.ttms.org. 13

What-Why-How TM

2. Use the What-Why-How strategy for expository and persuasive
writing. Essays, essay questions, editorials, research papers, recommenda-
tions, anything that requires you to sustain a logical argument.

Driving is becoming a
less desirable means of
getting around.

This is the main idea or
thesis. Stating it as a sin-
gle complete sentence will
help your piece stay clear
and focused.

It’s expensive. • High gas prices.
• Insurance and repairs.
• New cars cost big $$$.

WHAT DO YOU THINK? WHY DO YOU THINK IT? HOW DO YOU KNOW?

It’s dangerous. • More cars on the road.
• Drivers on cell phones.
• Accidents I’ve had.

It’s bad for the environ-
ment.

• Pollutes the air.
• Uses natural resources.
• More roads to build.

1. Most logical arguments follow a “what-why-how” pattern. It’s all
about what you think, why you think it, and how you know you’re right.

• “What” stands for “What do you think?” This is
your opinion, your main idea, or your thesis in a
research paper.

• “Why” stands for “Why do you think it?”
These are the reasons you think what you think.

• “How” stands for “How do you know?” This is
the set of examples, explanations, and evidence
that make up your support.

What do you think?
The Nintendo Wii is the

best new game console.

Why do you think it?
It’s more popular than

XBox 360 or PS3.

How do you know?
It’s sold more units than
XBox and PS3 combined.

3. Focus on the “How” column and the “Three Es of Strong Support.”
Use a combination of examples, explanations, and evidence.

• Examples. A story, an
experience from your
life or someone else’s.

• Explanations. Adding
detail to a reason. A
“why for a why.”

• Evidence. Facts and
figures, statistical data,
quotes, artifacts, etc.
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What-Why-How
1. Use the What-Why-How strategy to organize information. This ex-
ample describes the positive and negative aspects of the Greenhouse Effect.

2. Use the What-Why-How strategy to develop a thesis. Here, a writer
offers a counter-argument to the idea that Global Warming is a serious
threat to our existence.

With all the talk about Global Warming, most people think the Greenhouse Ef-
fect is something bad that has to be stopped. But it actually has a positive
side. Without it, the Earth wouldn’t be warm enough for us to live. Because
some of the sun’s energy is trapped in the atmosphere, the average tempera-
ture is a comfortable 60 degrees. Without the Greenhouse Effect, the average
temperature would drop to a chilly three degrees below zero. The problem is
that human activity puts additional carbon dioxide and other so-called
“Greenhouse Gases” into the air. These gases trap additional energy and the
temperature goes up. In the 20th century, the Earth’s temperature rose more
than one degree. That doesn’t sound like much, but it’s enough to cause ex-
treme weather, rising sea levels, and the melting of the polar ice cap.

The Greenhouse Effect is
both positive and negative.

It keeps the Earth warm. Avg temperature is 60 de-
grees. Without the Green-
house Effect it would be -3.

WHAT DO YOU THINK? WHY DO YOU THINK IT? HOW DO YOU KNOW?

Extra carbon dioxide and
other gases cause tempera-
tures to rise too high.

One degree in 20th centu-
ry: bad weather, high sea
levels, melting polar ice.

Global Warming may not
be the serious problem
many people think it is.

Temperatures haven’t risen
any more than they nor-
mally might.

The increase in tempera-
ture could simply be the
result of natural variations.

WHAT DO YOU THINK? WHY DO YOU THINK IT? HOW DO YOU KNOW?

Human beings don’t have
that much influence on the
Greenhouse Effect.

Less than 10% of Green-
house Gas emissions come
from humans.

TM
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Statement and Support

• Examples: Images and stories stir
our emotions and draw us in.

• Explanations: These satisfy our
curiosity and need for logic.

• Evidence: Facts and figures ap-
peal to our sense of certainty and
our desire to have new ideas vali-
dated by respected independent
authorities.

3. The best arguments use examples, explanations, and evidence for
support. Each type of support appeals to a part of our personality:

1. The Idea-Details strategy is an easy way to organize statements
and support. Any text can be organized with Idea-Details:

Learning is more than taking tests and moving to the next grade. For most of
us, the challenges of life provide far more instruction than sitting in a class-
room. As Mark Twain said, “Never let school interfere with your education.”

Learning is more than taking tests
and moving to the next grade.

• For most of us, the challenges of life
provide far more instruction than
sitting in a classroom.

• As Mark Twain said, “Never let school
interfere with your education.”

IDEA DETAILS

2. For logical arguments, use the What-Why-How strategy. Most argu-
ments can be understood by asking three questions: What does the author
think? Why does the author think it? How does the author know?

Driving is becoming more dangerous. I’ve almost been hit twice recently by
people paying attention to electronic gadgets instead of the road. In a USA To-
day survey, 72% of drivers said they take cell phone calls while driving.

Driving is becoming more
dangerous.

I’ve almost been hit twice
by people paying atten-
tion to electronic gadgets
instead of the road.

In a recent USA Today sur-
vey, 72% of drivers said
they take cell phone calls
while driving.

WHAT DO YOU THINK? WHY DO YOU THINK IT? HOW DO YOU KNOW?
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Summary and Explanation

3. Summary and explanation work together. For example, we rarely sum-
marize something unless we need to refer to it as part of an explanation.

2. What’s an explanation? An explanation is a discussion of important ele-
ments in a text, so other people will understand your thinking. The What-
Why-How strategy is a great tool for developing an explanation.

Keep these three things in mind when you explain:

In the end, Harry eludes
Voldemort, but that’s not
his ultimate goal.

What Harry wants most is
to be part of a family who
loves him.

When he visits the Mirror of
Esired, he sees his parents
in the reflection.

WHAT DO YOU THINK? WHY DO YOU THINK IT? HOW DO YOU KNOW?

• Tell it all. Include every-
thing an audience needs
to understand your ideas.

• Go beyond the source.
Use your own good ideas
to make things clear.

• As long as necessary.
Length depends on what
others need to know.

1. What’s a summary? A summary is a recounting of the important ele-
ments in a text, in the order they occur, so people will know what you’re re-
ferring to. The Transition-Action-Details strategy is a good tool to use.

When his parents are
killed by the evil Lord
Voldemort...

Harry is left with his Aunt
and Uncle, the Dursleys,
on Privet Drive.

They’re mean to him; he
hates living there; he’s of-
ten lonely and afraid.

TRANSITION ACTION DETAILS

After years of misery and
suffering at the hands of
his selfish relatives...

He receives an invitation
to attend an unusual
school called Hogwarts.

He learns he’s a wizard
and that Lord Voldemort
is plotting to kill him.

TO BE CONTINUED...

Keep these three things in mind when you summarize:

• Use the best stuff. Tell
only the important things
in the order they occur.

• Stick to the source. Use
only ideas from the text
you’re summarizing.

• Keep it short. The sum-
mary should be much
shorter than the original.


