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Reasoning and Rhetoric
Judging Validity

Lesson 2

I N T E R M E D I AT E

How does an author convince you about something? The author presents an argument. An 

argument is a group of statements that an author uses to persuade you to think in a certain way, 

or to believe that something is true or correct.  

An argument is made up of premises and a conclusion. Premises are statements. They are the 

building blocks of an argument. They form the basis for the argument, and they are almost 

always presented as a statement of fact even if they are not true. The premises help to justify the 

conclusion. The conclusion is a claim supported by the premises. 

How do you know if you should believe an author’s argument? You need to determine if the 

author’s premises are valid. Valid premises can be proven. They are grounded in facts. If the 

premises are all valid, look next at the conclusion. It must be valid as well for the author’s 

argument to be valid.

How can you find premises and conclusions in text? Look for these words, which serve as clues:

EXAMPLES OF PREMISE INDICATORS:                                         EXAMPLES OF CONCLUSION INDICATORS

• because
• for
• since
• as indicated by
• given that
• as shown by
• is proven by

• therefore
• hence
• it concludes that
• I conclude
• which means that
• we may infer
• as a result

Whew! That’s a lot to remember! Here’s a simplified way to remember what you need to do as 

you read:

WHICH PART OF  

THE ARGUMENT?                                         

FUNCTION IN  

THE ARGUMENT 
YOUR JOB AS A READER:

Premises
Premises are stated as facts by the 
author. They may or may not valid. 

Determine if the premises are 
valid.

ARE THE PREMISES VALID? IF SO, GO ON TO THE...

Conclusion

An author reaches a conclusion by 
applying the information presented in 
the premises and inferring something 
from that information.

Determine if the conclusion  
is valid.

IF THE PREMISES ARE VALID AND THE CONCLUSION IS VALID,  
THE ARGUMENT IS MOST LIKELY VALID.
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Let’s say your friend who has a pet dog wrote the following paragraph:

Because it is well known that dogs of all shapes, sizes, and breeds have tails, and since my pet 
Koko is a dog, I conclude that Koko has a tail.

Premise 1:     All dogs have tails.

Premise 2:     Koko is a dog.

Conclusion:    Koko has a tail

Are the premises valid? You can prove that all dogs have tails. How? You can do research about 

dogs in books or online to prove this statement is true. You can prove that your friend has a dog 

named Koko. So, the premises are valid in this argument. You can check that the conclusion is 

valid by having a look at Koko.

Of course, arguments are not always so clear cut. In fact, arguments can be tricky. Some parts of 

an argument may be valid, but other parts are not valid. When that happens, the argument itself 

is not valid. 

TYPE OF ARGUMENT EXAMPLE WHAT MAKES THIS TRICKY?

Has at least one premise 
that is not valid.

Premise 1: All cats have long, 
fluffy tails. 
 
Premise 2: Your friend’s pet 
Fluffy is a cat. 

Conclusion: Your friend’s pet 
Fluffy has a long, fluffy tail.

You can prove that your friend’s pet 
is a cat, but you cannot prove that all 
cats have long, fluffy tails (many cats 
have short tails with short fur). One 
premise is not valid, so the conclusion 
of this argument is not valid. 

Even though the premises 
are valid, the conclusion is 
not valid.

Premise 1: All people who live in 
Miami also live in Florida. 

Premise 2: Your friend John 
Smith lives in Florida. 

Conclusion: Your friend John 
Smith lives in Miami. 

You can prove that people who live 
in Miami are in Florida because Miami 
is a city in that state. You can prove 
your friend John Smith lives in Florida 
by asking him where he lives. But if 
your friend John lives in Orlando, then 
the conclusion of this argument is not 
valid.

Oh boy! There’s a lot to think about when you think about arguments! But the two most 

important things to ask yourself are: 

1. Are the premises valid? 

2. Is the conclusion valid?   

 If you answer “no” to any part of these steps, the argument is most likely not valid.
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 ► Read the arguments, then select the correct response (A, B, or C) from the list below.

A. The argument is valid because the premises and conclusion are valid.

B. The argument is not valid because at least one premise is not valid.

C. The argument is not valid even though the premises are valid.

1. Premise 1: All mammals have wings.

Premise 2: All sharks have wings.

Conclusion: All mammals are sharks.

ANSWER

2. Premise 1: No one under age 18 can vote.

Premise 2: First graders are under age 18.

Conclusion:  First graders cannot vote. 

ANSWER

3. Premise 1: All snakes are reptiles.

Premise 2: All reptiles are animals.

Conclusion: All snakes are animals.

ANSWER

4. Premise 1: The surface of the sun is hot.

Premise 2: Human beings can live in hot places.

Conclusion: Human beings can live on the sun. 

ANSWER

 ► Read this argument. Then identify the two premises and conclusion.

 Because many children play video games and most students use computers for 
homework, we can infer that young people today have better technical skills than  
past generations.

5. Premise 1:

Premise 2:

Conclusion:
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