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OCR AS/A2 Critical Thinking

9 Evaluation

1
Here is a suggested response covering many of the points that could be made, though it is unlikely that many candidates would be able to write so much in the time limit.

Street-Porter’s article makes use of emotional appeals, but nevertheless she sometimes backs up her points with convincing evidence. ‘Whopping’ is a loaded word, designed 
to shock the reader. However, the author justifies its use by the statistics she provides, which, although somewhat vague (‘around a quarter’) sound credible because they come from an expert source, the Department of Health.

Street-Porter’s second claim, that children ‘sit glued to their screens, don’t walk anywhere and [who] shun the idea of sporting activity’ is less convincing as it is not supported by evidence. It is a sweeping generalisation perhaps based on stereotypes 
of the young. Worse than this, it may undermine her later conclusion. If children really are so inactive, it may be more logical to address their lack of exercise than to ration their food.

The evidence in the second and third paragraphs is based on personal experience rather than objective research. The list of factors affecting the author’s parents makes 
it difficult for the reader to separate what appear to be the benefits of rationing to those of exercise. Street-Porter relies too much for her credibility on readers’ own knowledge of war conditions; those who have heard of spam but know little else may have reason to doubt that ‘there was far less processed muck’.

In the fourth paragraph her sweeping generalisation that we have ‘no sense of when to stop eating’ is unsupported by evidence, and adds to the confusion of the argument. Street-Porter is conflating eating too much with eating the wrong type of food and probably intended to write the latter. In her final paragraph she recommends rationing unhealthy foods but allowing unlimited fresh fruit and vegetables, suggesting it is the nature of people’s diets rather than how much they eat that concerns her. Nevertheless, under her proposed scheme people with ‘no sense of when to stop eating’ could still become obese on unlimited potatoes and bananas.

Street-Porter makes an assumption that somewhat weakens her argument. She assumes that because as many as a third of 11-year-olds are overweight, this must affect ‘all incomes and classes’, but this is not necessarily the case. If the problem is concentrated in the bottom third of the population with respect to income, then an alternative solution to the one proposed could be to subsidise healthier food and tax ‘evil’ processed foods, accompanied by a health education campaign.

The claim that the third of 11-year-olds that are now overweight will die of heart failure by 50 is a prediction not backed by evidence. It appeals to the reader’s fear but takes no account of the possibility that some children may become more health-conscious as they mature. The projection into the future does not allow for the possibility that anti-obesity campaigns may be effective without the need for rationing.

To conclude, Street-Porter initially makes quite a strong case concerning the need for action by citing the Department of Health, but she is imprecise about whether the cause of the problem is eating too much, eating the wrong food or lack of exercise, providing little expert evidence. If all three, it is unlikely that her proposed rationing scheme would solve the problem, although it might reduce it. She also gives no consideration as to how the public could be persuaded to accept a measure that she herself admits is ‘drastic’.
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A thorough evaluation of Street-Porter’s argument has already been supplied 
above. An essay comparing her argument with Gard’s would select the most crucial 
of these points again and make a similar number of points about Gard’s argument. 
A sophisticated approach would be to move between the two, reaching a holistic assessment at the end. For brevity the answer below will not repeat many of the 
points already made about Street Porter’s argument, but in an examination it would 
be important to give equal attention to both arguments, so this should not be taken as
 a model answer in isolation. 

Gard begins with a direct contradiction of the claim made in Street-Porter’s first two paragraphs, that ‘Western populations are, by and large, as healthy as they have ever been’. Unlike Street-Porter, he provides no immediate evidence for this specific claim, but the language he uses is moderate (‘by and large’) and academic, in contrast to the emotional appeals to the popular reader used by Street-Porter. This, together with his title, university background and the scholarly title of his article, gives more impression 
of expertise.

Gard moves on to acknowledge the counter-argument (‘While there are some that say we are about to see life expectancies nose dive’), creating the impression of objectivity, before referring to what appears to be his own view, supported by ‘the majority of demographic opinion’. Thus he shows that his view is corroborated by most experts. 
He also makes his case persuasive by using classical logic, the law of excluded middle, demonstrating that two contradictory statements cannot both be correct and thus leading the reader to accept his view that there is little danger of life expectancy being drastically reduced (as a result of people being overweight).

His acknowledgement of the ‘complexities’ in the situation is more reasonable and convincing than Street-Porter’s suggestion that ‘what we need is dead simple’. He counters her suggestions that body weight is highly significant by claiming that we should ‘focus on people’s health and the quality of their lives as opposed to their 
body weight’. This would be more convincing if he had provided a reason why healthy people’s weight might have increased over time, giving examples such as bigger muscles due to greater access to gyms. Without this, he fails to address directly the concerns raised by the statistics in Street-Porter’s article, despite assuring us that life expectancies have not decreased. In this respect, readers may feel she has a more realistic grasp of the problem while he may be trying to ‘blind us with science’.

He objects to ‘policies and laws that indiscriminately target everyone’, thereby countering the rationing solution. His implication is that being overweight affects only certain groups (‘There is no all-encompassing obesity crisis’) and so targeted action would be better. As Street-Porter failed to demonstrate that ‘all classes and income levels’ are affected, this is quite credible. He supports this point by giving two examples illustrating why particular groups of people, those living in unsafe areas and the poorly paid, are more likely to be overweight, reinforcing this with the rhetorical device of repetition ‘We know’. Though not backed by evidence, his points are reasonable and persuasive.

His concluding paragraph suggests some objective balance (‘there are always areas of public health which are worthy of concerted attention’) perhaps weakened by an appeal to the reader’s emotions in the phrase ‘hectoring, blaming and shaming’.

Overall this is more convincing than Street-Porter’s argument. Gard supports his points more logically, without any of the sweeping generalisations and confusion about possible solutions to overweight that undermine Street-Porter’s. There are points where more evidence would help to support his case, but the greater willingness to acknowledge other viewpoints and complexities makes his argument generally more balanced and therefore more credible. 
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