Introducing Key Rhetorical Terms & Concepts:

Email Activity

Time: 
50-75 minutes 

Materials: 
warm-up writing prompt, overhead email examples, Key Rhetorical Terms & Concepts handout, overhead sample paragraph, text to use for HW

Overview: 
First, get students writing rhetorically without being conscious of the “moves” they’re making (by writing a persuasive email).  Then, have students report what they were doing using a verb vs. merely reading what they wrote.  Next, introduce rhetorical terms and concepts and use the email exercise to help exemplify.  Lastly, assign additional work where students have to apply concepts to a more academic text.  If time permits, model a short analysis paragraph to demonstrate how to write academically – not mechanically.
Warm-up: 15 minutes


1. Ask students to get out a piece of paper and pen and tell them they will be writing for approximately five (to ten) minutes.  Read them the prompt below and then give them the allotted time to write.
Imagine that you are in the final month of the fall 2008 semester.  You have missed the last two weeks of your RWS 100 class.  Your instructor will not pass a student who has missed excessive days; however, you really cannot afford to fail this class.  Write an email to your instructor and try to convince him/her to make an exception for you.  Feel free to invent whatever reasons you want for why you were absent and why it is necessary that you pass.  Please be creative but also write a response that you would actually send to a professor.

2. Once finished, call for volunteers to share what they wrote.  HOWEVER, ask the students not to tell you what they were saying in their emails.  Instead, ask them to tell you what they were doing–what their strategies were/what “moves” they were making.  As example you could say, “Don’t tell me you wrote ‘Hi, my name is Melissa.’ Instead, tell me you introduced yourself.”  Ask students to use verbs, such as “introduced” from the previous example.  Write their responses on the board and discuss which are stronger than others.

a. Here are some examples you might get.  If you don’t get all of them, try eliciting responses.
i. Greet the professor

ii. Introduce myself

iii. Apologize
iv. Take responsibility
v. Elicit sympathy
vi. Thank her / show graciousness
vii. Assure I am proactive (on BB, contacted student, caught up, etc.)

viii. Initiate action (can we meet? can I bring my work tomorrow?)

ix. Build a defense

x. Offer to show a doctor’s note or death certificate

xi. Attempt to humor her (try to entertain / make professor laugh)

3. Show students the examples of poorly written emails (overheads).  Comment on why the emails are not rhetorical.  Remind students that there are other strategies helpful to use besides writing a convincing excuse.  

a. Ask students to consider other things to do to help
i. Write formally and professionally.  Check spelling and grammar!

ii. Use a professional letter format and give an appropriate “subject”.

iii. Leave appropriate contact information.

iv. Organize / order information appropriately; perhaps apologize and show you’re proactive before demanding help or a second chance!
v. Use qualifiers and rebuttals: write “Perhaps we should meet” instead of “We need to meet” or predict what the professor might say and rebut it, “While I know your policy states…I feel my circumstances call for an exception.”
Introduce Key Rhetorical Terms and Concepts: 25 minutes


1. Pass out the Key Rhetorical Terms and Concepts handout.  Begin reading the first page as a class.  When appropriate, make comments connecting back to the email activity.  See list for examples:
a. Rhetoric – remind students that even their emails were rhetorical and that there’s an “art” to convincing even professors through emails.  Rhetoric is everywhere!

b. Rhetorical Analysis – tell students that you already performed a small rhetorical analysis by interpreting “moves” made and by analyzing which strategies worked and which didn’t.

c. Rhetorical Situation – ask students to identify the components of the rhetorical situation within the email exercise and discuss how the relationships might effect how the email is written.

i. Writer – student

ii. Purpose – to persuade professor

iii. Audience – professor

iv. Subject/Text– wants to pass class, writes an email
v. Context – you missed too many classes, instructor has strict rule, you really need to pass, communicating by email
2. Second Page: Continue as before and ask students to identify the project, argument, claims, evidence, and strategies from the exercise.  See the examples below for help.
a. Project: to compose a convincing email to a professor

b. Argument: the professor should give the student another chance and let him/her pass the class

c. Claims: the student deserves another chance because s/he is caught up and willing to do anything; the student will prove to the professor the kind of student s/he can be; the professor should make an exception and forgive the student for making the mistakes; it is unfair to not let the student pass under the circumstances; etc.

d. Evidence: any documentation excusing the absence; witnesses; authoritative testimony (maybe a coach writes for you); a convincing anecdote; attachments of work completed to prove student is on task; etc.
e. Strategies: remind students that they already picked up on these.  Refer to board.

Assign Additional Work in Class or for HW (5-20 minutes)


1. Before assigning the HW, here is a model paragraph to use to exemplify how a short academic analysis might look.  Point out that the analysis is not just answering the prompt over and over, line by line; in fact, it never says “his project is/his argument is” etc.  Notice that it has an introduction, a conclusion, transitions, and it is organized.  The author, text, context, and audience are introduced.  Finally, try and point out that it is analysis, not opinion (note the qualifiers)!
Where there is communication being made, there is rhetoric.  Sources of authors being rhetorical in their texts can be found almost anywhere–even in emails.  In his email titled, “Student Requesting Special Consideration,” author Joe Smith writes to one of his college instructors in hopes of persuading her to give him another chance.  Smith, a freshman at San Diego State University, has missed too many classes to pass the course, according to the strict policies enforced by his Rhetoric and Writing instructor, Melissa Watson.  After apologizing, Smith softly asserts that he should be given the opportunity to make up missed assignments in order to pass the class.  He claims that because of the special circumstances of his situation, he is deserving of Watson’s willingness to dismiss the guidelines outlined in her attendance policy and overlook his absences.  According to Smith, his grandmother recently passed away, and he was unable to access a computer to email Watson or to check Blackboard for the assignments due.  However, to support his claims, Smith offers no additional evidence besides his descriptive anecdote about the funeral.  Perhaps to make up for his lack of evidence, then, Smith writes his message using a tone that is formal, respectful, and apologetic.  Together, his strategic tone and tragic anecdote about his grandmother may be convincing enough to elicit the sympathies he is looking for from his instructor.  With every aspect taken into consideration, Smith certainly appears to be experienced in the art of persuasion, even in writing an email.          
2. Lastly, assign the students a short text to analyze.  Give them the assignment below.

Write a paragraph (1/2-1 pg. typed) giving a brief account of the author’s text similar to the example paragraph shown in class.  Introduce what you can about the author, text, audience, purpose, and context.  Then give the overall explanation of the author’s PACES.   There is no need to add specific details, especially any in-depth analyses of strategies.  For now, imagine you’re writing an introduction to a paper about the text and your detailed analysis will come later in the paper.  However, try not to merely list the information mechanically.  Instead, attempt to make it a paragraph suitable for an academic paper written for a professor to grade.  This means make sure your brief analysis is carefully organized, transitioned, varied in language and sentence structure, and free of mechanical and grammatical errors.

