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The Politics of Writing:

An Introduction to Composition and College Writing

In a recent Forbes magazine interview, Barack Obama said, "Sometimes during campaigns, the rhetoric gets overheated and amplified.” Howard Dean, criticizing John McCain for being a “flip-flopper,” said, “No campaign rhetoric can change his record." Playing off the title of Obama’s bestselling book, a conservative commentator wrote a scathing critique of the Senator from Illinois called “The Audacity of Rhetoric.” In July a political analyst on CNN told her audience, “These candidates, both of them, rely too heavily on mere rhetoric and doublespeak.” If there is one thing we can conclude about these statements, it’s that “rhetoric” is a ubiquitously pejorative word in political discourse; it refers to speech that is empty, cheap, words without substance—it is something that masks the truth instead of revealing it. That fact is, rhetoric has had to cope with these accusations ever since Plato and Aristotle began writing about it more than two thousand years ago. 

But there is much more to rhetoric besides its supposed lack of substance. Before the emergence of composition studies, the academic discipline out of which this course is developed, the study of writing was considered an offshoot of the study of rhetoric. In fact, unlike rhetoric, “writing” as its own subject was never a part of a classical liberal arts education; it was simply one method of doing rhetoric, which consists of analyzing audiences, developing arguments, and situating yourself as a speaker (or writer) in order to persuade. For this reason, writing (that is, the act of composing) is always rhetorical, and conversely, rhetoric (that is, communication meant to persuade) is always compositional. 

In this course we will works towards becoming better readers, writers and thinkers. We will study language and see what happens when we try to organize it in cohesive forms across various parts of the rhetorical spectrum. Since this is a writing class, all of the assignments will ask you to hone your skills at observation and analysis—of texts, experiences, ideas—and to improve your writing through conversation and revision. And we will be doing this through the lens of rhetoric. Each unit will consist of readings, workshops and both informal and formal writing activities meant to introduce you to the moves that matter when it comes to successfully composing texts in college.  We will use the 2008 Presidential election to frame our writing and conversation, which is to say that we will be studying and practicing the craft of “academic” writing through observation and analysis of political discourse, hence the title of this course. 

Required Texts

1.   Everyday Use, 2nd Edition (Roskelly and Jolliffe)

2.   They Say I Say (Graff and Birkenstein)

3.   Don’t Think of an Elephant (Lakoff)

4.   Writing Matters, 4th Edition (Grabow, Lyda, Richard)

5.   “Rhetoric: A Primer” (handout)

          *The Little, Brown, Essential Handbook (Recommended)

          * Between $5-10 in printing costs

Course Goals

· To develop a working knowledge of what writing is, how it works, and who you are as a writer.

· To develop a working knowledge of what rhetoric is and how to talk about it.

· To study the facets of revision, how you best revise, and with hope to develop a habit of revision for all your future writing.

· To learn how to ask meaningful questions about texts, language, and communication.

· To study persuasion.

· And…to grow smarter. 

University Learning Goals                 

· Interpret and evaluate argumentative discourse, including writing and speech.

· Construct cogent arguments.

· Communicate those arguments clearly, coherently, and effectively.

· Localize, synthesize, and evaluate information. 

· Demonstrate and understanding of the aims and methods of intellectual discourse.

· Weigh evidence and evaluate the arguments of differing viewpoints.

Expectations and Policies                  

Attendance: You are allowed THREE absences (excused or unexcused); that’s equivalent to one week of class. After three absences your final grade will be affected. Once you hit SIX absences you will be dropped from the course.

Tardiness: Don’t be late. If I see a trend occurring, I’ll start counting you absent even if you only show up late, and see above about absences. 

Plagiarism: Don’t cheat, period. If you’re caught cheating I will unleash the wrath of everything that makes a university judicial review board frightening and tear-inducing. If you have questions about plagiarism, ask me before you turn in an assignment. You can review the Academic Integrity Policy at (http://academicintegriy.uncg.edu/). 

Come See Me: If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or whatever. Please feel welcome to schedule an appointment with me at any point. If you want to discuss an assignment or paper, come see me. If you want help or advice about school in general, I’d be happy to listen. Basically you should regard me (and all your professors) as helpful resources to utilize! 

Preparedness: Don’t come to class if you’re not prepared, which means have assignments completed, including reading, and be ready to participate in our conversations. If you come to class but I have a hard time distinguishing you from plant life, you’re not really in class and might be counted absent. Know that you will not be able to passively sit through this class and receive a decent final grade. 

Reading: You are expected to have fully read the material before each class period if it is posted on the schedule. I will not always remind you, so get into the habit of checking. By “fully read” I also mean you are prepared to discuss articles and ask critical questions about them. I encourage you to keep a highlighter handy and mark passages as you read. 

Be Civil: We’ll be discussing “political” topics, and while debate is welcome, even encouraged, if you start to resemble the talking heads yelling at each other on cable news…well, don’t even ask because it won’t be pretty. Here’s something you need to learn: etymologically the word “conversation” means “to turn together,” i.e., to foster community, so let’s live up to conversation’s ancient example. 

Technology: I just discovered text-messaging this summer. It’s a lot of fun. Don’t do it in class. The same goes for cell phones, i-pods, pda’s, and your portable Wii (I’m sure there will be one eventually). Sometimes you’ll be invited to use your computers, especially when we are doing in-class writing, but otherwise please leave your computers OFF during class.

Need some help?                              

Writing Center: If you want some unbiased help on a paper, drop by the Writing Center, located in 3211 HHRA. They will help any writer at any stage in the process. Call for an appointment (334-3125) or just drop in. It’s free.

Disability Services: If you have any sort of disability that could affect your performance in the class or for which you need accommodation, please contact me and/or the Office of Disability Services (334-5330).

Grading and Assignments

You will complete three primary writing assignments in this course. When final drafts of these assignments are turned in, they should be carefully edited. I don’t “count off” for the occasional grammar error, in fact I will correct them, but if the same errors occur regularly and it’s obvious that you are not taking the time to revise and edit drafts, your grades on these assignments will be affected. In addition to the three primary assignments, you will be asked to complete and occasionally turn is shorter papers, reading responses, and in-class writing. To get full credit for this work you must turn it in on the day it is requested.  

Late Work will not be accepted unless you talk to me before an assignment is due. Also, and this is very important, email submissions will not be accepted. Make sure the papers and work you turn are stapled.

Grade Breakdown:


Papers – 40%


Portfolio – 30% 


Participation and Attendance – 30%

        (includes regular conversation, collaborative work, class presentations, draft assignments, and
        timeliness)

* You are invited to revise and resubmit papers for a higher grade (as many times as you wish) until December 1st, at which point all grades will be considered final.



Collaboration
The image of a writer sitting by himself in the dark corners of a library is a bad one. Even when we don’t recognize it, we are constantly using others to help us compose and interpret texts. This course will be overtly collaborative, which means you will be asked to frequently work with others (mostly in your bird groups), and you will be working collaboratively when you compile portfolios. But working collaboratively means more than just working together. We will discuss this at length in the course. Regardless, be prepared to work with others, which means this might be uncomfortable at first, but your work will be all the better because of this engagement.

Group Presentations
Each bird group will be asked to lead class for one day (about 40 minutes), which will usually be on a Friday. These are not really “presentations”; instead you will simply be facilitating class discussion. We will talk about this in more detail, but your instructions are fairly simple. I would like you to bring to class (for everyone) at least one or two articles or editorials related to the elections and use them to help us understand whatever rhetorical or compositional ideas and approaches we’ve been discussing. I recommend that you plan some type of activity to get us thinking about the material. You may also (and should try) to connect class discussion to whatever paper assignment we are working on at the time. In short, your job is to be the teachers for the day. 
Resources
When you are gathering together article and editorials about the elections, use the following sites and resources to get started. They represent a variety of approaches and political philosophies.

www.commondreams.org/



http://elections.foxnews.com/

www.rnc.org/




www.moveon.org/

www.democrats.org




www.democracynow.org/

www.alternatefocus.org/



www.accuracy.org/

www.cnn.com/POLITICS/



www.grist.org/

www.npr.org/




www.harpers.org/

www.politicalgateway.com



www.motherjones.com/

www.nytimes.com/pages/politics/index.html
www.newsweek.com/
www.newyorker.com/magazine


www.salon.com
www.time.com/time/



www.tnr.com/
