
ENL 501: Rhetorical Theory  

Fall 2020 Syllabus  

“Rhetoric” is everything in a message which aims not to 

deliver neutral information but to stimulate action.  
Richard Lanham, Analyzing Prose  

 

Jerry Blitefield, instructor 

Office: Zoom 

Office hours: T 11:00-12:30; W 1:00-2:00; R 3:15-5:00; or by appointment.  

Phone: 508 999 8270 

Email: jblitefield@umassd.edu 

  

Required Texts:  

Selected readings will also be available via myCourses)  

Welcome to Rhetorical Theory. 
Over the semester you will be introduced to some of the history and fundamental concepts of 

rhetoric. The course is intended to offer a dynamic understanding of the discipline, a discipline 

which has existed as an area of practical study for 2500 years. Despite its longevity and 

pervasiveness throughout western culture, few people have the training to recognize it, and 

fewer still, to actively, consciously communicate with it. By taking this course, you will be on your 

way toward becoming one of those few.   

This course has these overarching objectives:  

• To acquaint you with key rhetorical theories and concepts 

• To demonstrate for your how those theories and concepts shape public discourse 

(including popular, political, commercial, scientific, academic, and other forms of 

communication) 

• To help you develop the analytical sensibilities for critical application 

• To give you both the critical and practical skills for consciously applying rhetorical theories  
and concepts in your own communication, both production and reception.  

 
Coursework  
Readings:    

Readings form the core of this course, and hence it is essential (and expected) that you will 

complete the readings thoroughly and thoughtfully prior to class. If you do, we can look forward to 

interesting and insightful class discussions.    

Initial Discussion Posts:  For each week’s reading you will compose a well-crafted 500-600 

word prose response, posted by midnight Tuesday. Please compose and post your initial 

response prior to reading those of others.  
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In this initial response you will be asked to do a some of the following (as moves you). Ideally, 

you will move down the bullet list and hit on at least three objectives:   

• summarize and synthesize the readings, using direct references (though quotes, if used, 

should be kept brief); 

• articulate and discuss the ways the readings agree/differ, and why those 

agreements/differences may or may not be significant to our overall understanding of the 

topic; 

• contend those areas with which you have objections or concerns, using substantive 

reasoning to support your contention; 

• draw connections between current and past readings, 

• demonstrate your understanding of the topic by providing examples with a discussion of 

how the examples serve as examples 

Response (second level) Discussion Posts: For each initial discussion post of your 

groupmates you will compose a well-crafted 250-300 word prose response, by midnight 

Wednesday. In this response post you will be asked to do a mix of the following (as moves you). 

Ideally, you will move down the bullet list and hit on at two objectives: 

• articulate and discuss the ways your understanding of the assigned readings agree/differ 

with that of the initial post, and why those agreements/differences may or may not be 

significant to our overall understanding of the topic; 

• contend those areas with which you have objections or concerns, using substantive 

reasoning to support your contention; 

• draw connections between current and past discussions 

• any other observations you’d like to make 
 

So, to be clear, for each set of readings you will compose three discussion posts, one that 

you initiate, and two in response. You are not limited to the three – you can read and 

comment outside your group, if you like – but you are required to meet the three. 
 

• Late responses will be accepted only with prior approval.  

Each response will be graded on a 10-point scale, according to the degree that I am persuaded 

within the response that you have engaged the reading assignment and written thoughtfully and 

with vigor. I want you to do well with these assignments. I promise that if you do your part, I’ll do 

mine. Be a good rhetor; persuade me that you are industrious and intellectually invested, and I 

will be a responsive audience.   

Final Project  
By semester’s end you will complete an independent project which demonstrates a coherent 
understanding of rhetoric and how it can be applied in discourse, in an area of discourse and 
medium that interests you. This project will be comprised of two parts: creative discourse and 
analytic/reflective metadiscourse. The creative discourse will be the actual rhetorical artifact as its 
audience will encounter it; the analytic/reflective metadiscourse will be your discussion of the 
artifact, and the strategies, rationales, designs, etc., you considered and ultimately employed to 
qualify the artifact as rhetorically viable. I will get you something of a rubric later on in the 



semester, but at this point I can tell you that my evaluation of your project will be based upon a 
mix of criteria, including theoretical grounding, originality, presentation, and more.  

 

Classroom Activity 
To the extent possible, we will use Zoom to simulate a true classroom experience. As such, I 

will expect you to treat your Zoom space – the location in which you will actually be logging in 

to class – as shared space, and to be free of ambient noise and other aural and visual 

distractions. Hence, please be sure to steer clear of coffee shops, restaurants, dance clubs, 

gaming roommates, wailing children, barking dogs, etc.  

 

A General Note About Writing For This Course  
This is a Professional Writing course, and I will expect that every bit of writing that comes my 

way will be composed with the utmost precision and care, and that you will comport yourself 

in writing with the utmost respect for your work. Sloppy, lax, or simply vacuous work will not 

be accepted. 

Grades  
Weekly Discussion Posts: 130 points (10 point per post)  
Weekly Discussion Responses: 130 points (5 points per response) 
Final Project 30 points  
Total 190 points  
Here is the grade scale:  
190 - 180 = A  
179 - 171 = A-  
170 - 161 = B+ 
160 - 152 = B 
151 - 142 = C+   
141 - 133 = C 
132 and below, F  

 

Policies   

Attendance:  

Attendance is required. As you will not be required to come to campus to attend class the 

only feasible obstacles to attending are serious illness or personal emergency. If either of 

those should eventuate, please let me know prior to class. 

 

Electronica  
Use of electronics for non-class purposes is prohibited. We will have a break midway through 

each class during which you can catch up on text-messages, emails, and phone calls. While we 

are in session, I want all electronica shut off (not silenced or on vibrate) safely tucked away 

below, beyond temptation.  

Punctuality:   



I realize people are busy, but please make every effort to arrive early and ready to go at the start 

of class.    

Office Hours:  
Please note my office hours and use them to your advantage. I will be happy to speak with you 

about matters rhetorical or extra-rhetorical.   

Disabilities: If you have a documented disability and require accommodations to obtain equal 

access in this course, please meet with the instructor at the beginning of the semester and 

provide the appropriate paperwork from the Center for Access and Success. The necessary 

paperwork is obtained when you bring proper documentation to the Center for Access and 

Success, which is located in Group I, Room 016, phone: 508-999-8711.  

Academic Integrity  

The University is founded on academic ethics. It is your responsibility to know those ethics, 

which can be found in the Student Handbook, and adhere to them.  

<http://www.umassd.edu/studenthandbook/academicregs/ethicalstandards.cfm> Though I 

don’t expect this to be an issue, any student who breaches the University’s academic ethical 

standards will meet harsh sanctions.   

Plagiarism occurs both wittingly and unwittingly. Either way it, it constitutes academic 

dishonesty and is unacceptable. If you are unsure how to cite something, or want to be sure 

that you haven’t plagiarized, see me.  

Incompletes: University policy states that you can receive an incomplete only under 

exceptional circumstances, and at my discretion. To qualify for consideration for an 

incomplete, you must be passing the course at the time of your request (or close enough to 

passing that I believe you'll pass once you complete all your work). If you don't complete all 

the work for the course within one year of receiving the incomplete, the incomplete (I) 

changes to an F. The window of time for requesting an incomplete closes 48 hours after our 

final class.  
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