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General course goals: RHE 309K is a course in personal and public communication that will enhance your 
understanding of academic writing and give you practice in producing it. It fulfills one of your substantial 
writing component requirements. 
 
A more specific explanation of the course: Rhetorical criticism helps us analyze texts. We can think of a 
text as any object that communicates a message. We may describe any situation as rhetorical in which an 
object containing a message is passed from a writer or speaker (or someone who intends to communicate 
with the text) to an audience. So "a rhetoric" may be a particular arrangement of rhetor (speaker/writer), 
audience, and text, but the discipline of "rhetoric" shows how the different arrangements affect the text 
itself, its meaning, its reception, its purpose, or its means of transmission. 

The discipline takes as its premise that the analysis of such rhetorical situations – and the exchange of what 
such analyses discover – produces knowledge. And further, it does so in such a way that participants tend 
to understand different viewpoints, even when they don't agree with others' opinions. This process I've just 
described may be thought of as argumentation, and in our class argumentation is centered on a particular 
topic: love. 

Our first goal then is to engage the situation of discourse to get a sense of the arguments made about a 
topic: in our case, courtship. In doing this (second) we learn to read critically the various existing 
arguments, the ongoing conversation. And (third) we want to use the understanding we gain to begin 
participating in this conversation. We do this by collaborating with other participants (in this class: your 
classmates). Finally (fourth), we use what we learn from collaboration to revise our ideas and to put them 
into a more arguable and engaging form. 

To summarize, you will learn the following in this class:  

• Rhetoric: Communicating effectively for your particular purposes and audiences.  

• Critical Reading and Research: Gathering and organizing relevant information from different sources. 
Evaluating those sources. Using sources to improve your argument’s effectiveness.  

• Collaboration: Your active participation, by way of response and interest, in your peers' work. Your 
positive engagement in class discussion.  

• Revision: Attention to actual feedback from your audience—your peers and your instructor—and your 
anticipation of potential feedback and objections from your intended audience. 

 
You will learn how to:  

 identify, evaluate, construct, and organize effective arguments; 
 read critically in a variety of genres;  
 conduct library research and document sources; 
 produce a clean, efficient style and adapt it to various rhetorical situations;  
 edit and proofread your own and others’ prose. 
 treat films (indeed, all visuals, e.g., art, advertising, etc.) as a rhetorical texts 

 
 
Texts. The following texts will supplement online reading assignments, television and film screenings, 
and youtube viewings. Handouts will also be provided as needed. Our first assignment will focus on the 
advice column “Savage Love,” which is syndicated nationally and available online. We will also read 
personal ads on craigslist.org to analyze their rhetorical effectiveness. The Covino text will be used to 
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supplement class discussion and to provide a reference for rhetorical theory and practice. SF Express 
should be used as a style reference for writing your papers. Intimate Matters will provide social and 
historical contexts for understanding courtship in different periods of American history. From it we will 
find topics for further exploration in the second paper. Here are the specific book details: 
 

The Elements of Persuasion. William Covino. Longman. ISBN: 0205196616 
Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America. John D’Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman. 
Harper & Row. ISBN: 0060915501 
SF Express. Ruszkiewicz, Hairston, and Friend. ISBN: 0321085841. 

 
Assignments. There are two main types of assignment on which your course grade will be based: the 
two papers (counting for 80% of your grade), and all other minor assignments, including peer review 
assignments (counting for 20%).  
 

Papers. Each paper will be written on a topic generated by our readings. I will present possible 
topics early in the paper writing process and we will discuss controversial positions generated by 
our topic.  

The process for each paper will follow roughly the same sequence: discussion of topics 
and readings related to them; development of statements of arguments that will be critiqued in a 
workshop, peer review workshops in which students comment on each others work, and 
submission of a revised version of these workshopped papers.  

The first submission will be graded and returned as quickly as possible. If your grade is a 
B+ or lower, you must revise and resubmit the paper (see the Agenda for due dates); if your grade 
is A or A-, revision is optional. (A+ is a possible grade on papers.) The grade on the second 
submission will replace that on the first submission, if it is better.  

Rules for submission of papers: Your paper must be submitted in a folder (a cheap manila 
file folder is best), along with all previous drafts, the statement-of-argument, peer reviews, and 
other relevant material (such as copies of articles you cite or quote). Second submissions must be 
submitted in the same folder, along with the first submission and other materials. The finished 
paper, in both first and second submissions, must be 1000-1500 words (that’s roughly 3.5-5.5 
pages, doublespaced), must be typed (wordprocessed), and must follow standard MLA format for 
page layout, citations, etc. (refer to SF Express for stylistic questions): more information on 
formats and other useful resources, can be found through Purdue University’s “OWL,” at 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/557/01/ — or UT’s Undergraduate Writing Center, at 
http://www.utexas.edu/cola/centers/uwc/.  

The final grade on each paper counts for 40% of your grade in this course.  
 

Minor assignments. This includes all other work, such as brief response papers (usually 200-500 
words submitted through Blackboard), reading-reports, critiques/comments written for peer review 
workshops, in-class rhetorical analysis/critique of samples, participation in discussions, etc. As 
noted above, a significant part of class time (in weeks 2, 3, and 5; see Agenda) will be devoted to 
rhetorical analysis/critique of sample texts; the purpose of this is to hone our understanding of 
rhetorical concepts and our ability to apply them — not only to the writings and visual 
performances of others, but to our own. Minor assignments will not be individually graded, but 
they are required, and at the end of the semester I will assign a “holistic” grade based on my 
impression of the overall quality of your work in minor assignments, according to the following 
protocol:  

The default grade for your work in minor assignments is B: if you perform adequately in 
minor assignments (that is, do all of them faithfully) your grade will be B; if you perform with 
distinction, your grade will be A; if your performance is defective in some way (e.g., assignments 
skipped or done inadequately), your grade will be reduced to C or less depending on the degree of 
defect.  

Your grade for minor assignments counts for 20% of your grade in this course. 
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Grading criteria for finished papers.  
Finished papers will be evaluated/graded according to the following criteria:  

“C” paper:  Meets the assignment.  
Develops an argument, though the argument may be flawed (in terms of general 
conception, evidence, reasoning, or organization), or unoriginal.  
Is written in a mostly clear and correct style, though the style may have minor 
flaws (in terms of grammatical correctness, clarity, or appropriateness) that do 
not significantly impede readability.  
Is properly formatted in MLA style (or an acceptable equivalent, e.g. Chicago 
Style).  

“B” paper:  Fulfills the assignment well.  
Develops an argument that is generally persuasive, original, effectively 
structured, and adapted to audience, situation, and alternative lines of thought 
(where relevant) — though there may be minor flaws.  
Is written in a clear, effective, appropriate style, with a sense of voice, and few 
to no errors.  

“A” paper:  Fulfills the assignment with distinction.  
Develops an argument that is original and wholly persuasive — with virtually no flaw.  
Is written in a style that is vivid, voiced, distinctive, and error-free; employs 
figures of speech effectively for emphasis and memorability.  

* * * * *  
“D” paper:  Makes a good-faith effort but falls short of the assignment.  

Lacks a clear or adequately structured argument — rambles, goes in circles, 
presents a collection of thoughts without a discernible controlling thesis, etc.  
Style is significantly flawed (in terms of grammatical correctness, clarity, or 
appropriateness) in ways that impede readability.  
Fails to meet the length requirement; or is not properly formatted.  

“F” paper:  No paper handed in; or a paper that makes no attempt to address the assignment; 
or a paper that severely violates basic norms of civility or decency.  

 
Attendance policy.  
You are allowed 3 absences for any reason: illness, accidents, emergencies, etc. You need not present an 
excuse. However, if you know in advance that you will need to be absent for some reason, let me know (as 
a matter of basic courtesy). You remain responsible for keeping up with all assigned work.  
For every absence beyond the 3

rd 
absence, I will reduce your grade for the course by one “notch”: e.g., from 

B to B-, or B- to C+, etc., no matter what the reason is. A total of 6 absences (3 allowed + 3 not) would 
drop you from a B to a C, from a C to a D. Note: for more than 6 absences in a 30-meeting course (which 
this one is), departmental policy requires an F.  
 
Do not use your 3 allowed absences as “holidays.” Keep them in reserve: you never know when you might 
get sick, or have some other problem that forces you to miss class. Moreover, the work you miss may 
impact your grade for minor assignments, as well as your papers, thus causing a double or triple whammy.  
Since good papers require an author’s understanding of the rich complexity of rhetorical situations around 
the topics under scrutiny, contribution to discussions and debates over readings and other assignments will 
help develop your capacity to participate fully as a writer in this class. Your contribution in class will also 
help others see new ways of processing challenging material. If you fail to adequately contribute to this 
process, your papers will suffer.  
  
Religious Holy Days. A student who misses classes or other required activities, including 
examinations, for the observance of a religious holy day and should inform the instructor as far in advance 
of the absence as possible, so that arrangements can be made to complete an assignment within a 
reasonable time after the absence. 
 
Late Assignments and Drafts. Papers, drafts, and other out-of-class assignments will be turned in at 
the time they are due, generally at the start of class. If you cannot attend class on the date an assignment is 
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due, please discuss the problem with me ahead of time. Late work will be penalized, the extent of which 
depends on the assignment’s lateness—generally, one letter grade per day. Please do not email 
assignments to me; I will not accept them. There is no makeup of in-class work. 
 
Scholastic Honesty: Turning in work that is not your own, or any other form of scholastic dishonesty, 
will result in a major penalty, possibly failure of the course. This standard applies to all drafts and 
assignments, and a report of the incident will be submitted to the Office of the Dean of Students and filed in 
your permanent UT record. Under certain circumstances, the Dean of Students will initiate proceedings to 
expel you from the university. So, take care to read and understand the Statement on Scholastic 
Responsibility, which can be found online at:  
http://www.utexas.edu/cola/depts/rhetoric/rhe306/student_guide/chapter_6/. If you have any doubts about 
your use of sources, ask your instructor for help before handing in the assignment. 
 
Important course web addresses: 
Blackboard main page:   
http://courses.utexas.edu/ 
 
DRW Scholastic Responsibility page: 
http://www.utexas.edu/cola/progs/rhetoric/rhe306/student_guide/chapter_6/ 
     
Additional resources: 
General library resources: http://www.lib.utexas.edu 
Noodlebib (bibliography assistance): http://www.lib.utexas.edu/NoodleBib 
Undergraduate Writing Center: http://uwc.fac.utexas.edu/index.php 
 
Disabilities. The University of Austin provides upon request appropriate academic accommodations for 
qualified students with disabilities. For more information, contact the Office of the Dean of Students at 
471-6259, 471-6441 TTY. 
 
 
AGENDA (subject to change, as needed)  
 
Week 1: Getting started  

Th 6/05 Introduction; agenda  
F 6/06 Assignment for paper 1: “The Rhetoric of Personal Ads” 

Week 2: “Love Persuasion”: Rhetorica (rhetorical analysis)  
M 6/09 Courtly love, or, “The Situation of Discourse”: Burke (hand-out) and Covino ch 1  
T 6/10 Writing rhetorical analysis: What’s at stake? Who is addressed? What is the desired outcome?  
W 6/11 Statement of argument workshop  
Th 6/12 Peer review of first draft  
F 6/13 Paper 1 FIRST SUBMISSION due;  

Sex and the City 
Week 3: Topics for Paper 2; more rhetorica; revisions  

M 6/16 Papers returned; Black Board responses to S&C due; 
 assignment for paper 2: “Savage Love” and changes in courtly etiquette  

T 6/17 Modeling rhetorical analysis: “Sarah Silverman has Sex with God” and  
“I’m F*cking Matt Damon” (youtube)  

W 6/18 Conferences (revision of Paper 1)  
Th 6/19 Conferences  
F 6/20 Paper 1 SECOND SUBMISSION due;  

Week 4: Paper-generation  
M 6/23 Return papers; discuss Intimate matters xi-52 
T 6/24 Developing rhetorical capacities 
W 6/25 Statement of argument workshop  
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Th 6/26 Peer review of first draft  
F 6/27 Paper 2 FIRST SUBMISSION due;  
In-class work  

Week 5: Rhetorica (critical analysis of historical narrative)  
M 6/30 Papers returned; in-class work (critical analyses)  
T 7/01 Discuss Intimate Matters part 2 
W 7/02 Days of Heaven 
Th 7/03 Days of Heaven; discuss film  
F 7/04 July 4 Holiday: NO CLASS  

Week 6: Wrapping up  
M 7/7 Blackboard response to Days of Heaven due; Discuss Intimate Matters part 3 
T 7/8 Conferences (revision of Paper 2) 
W 7/9 Conferences 
Th 7/10 Paper 2 SECOND SUBMISSION due; last meeting 

 


