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What Is Rhetorical Reading? 
Attending to what a text does—

what it is meant to and needs to 

accomplish for a given set of 

readers and writers in a particular 

rhetorical situation. 
 

 

Teach These Questions 
 Texts are people talking: who, 

how, and why? 

 Who benefits from and who 

pays for this text?  

 Where does this text come 

from? How does it come into 

being? 

 How is my own position as a 

reader shaping the meaning 

I’m making of this text? 

 What does this text DO? 

 

Rhetorical Reading, Not Critical Reading: 
Helping Students Understand Texts as People Talking 

 

 

Rhetorical readers attend to 
 Genre: what is this thing?  

 Rhetorical situation: what circumstances create the need 

for this text? 

o Exigence: what problem does this text have to 

solve or what need does it address? 

o Rhetors: who are the users and writers of this 

text, and what do they value, expect, and need? 

o Constraints: what resources, affordances, and 

boundaries have shaped this text? 

o Activity: what overall activity does this text play a part in, and what part is it meant to play? 

o History and materiality: how does the text emerge from a historical and material network? 

 Kairos: how is this text enabled and shaped by its moment? 

 Origins: how does a text like this get produced and actually come to be? 

 Construction of meaning: how are readers likely to combine their existing values and prior 

knowledge with the blueprint the text creates to work epistemically, creating new meaning? 

 

 

Shifting the Questions: Rhetorical vs Critical Reading 
The wrong places to look: 

 Principles of argumentation abstracted or removed from context and depersonalized. 

 Fallacies. These are philosophical constructs from formal logic and break pretty quickly when 

applied to real-world realm of rhetorical argument from informal logic. 

 Presuming (as your students do) a stable text with a fixed and universal meaning independent of 

reader positionality and context, using a conduit metaphor of textuality (transmission of a 

meaning separate from the language used to “encode” it from writer A to reader B) rather than a 

constructive (e.g., “blueprint”) metaphor of meaning-making. 

 Emphasizing what a text says or “means” over what it does, its rhetorical and material impacts. 

 Reduction to persuasion—e.g., emphasis on logos, ethos, and pathos as persuasive appeals, while 

ignoring more important rhetorical constructs such as kairos, exigence, and rhetorical situation.  

 

 

 

Teaching Rhetorical Reading 
 Change up expectations: redefine the role of reading and 

the point/focus of the act.  

 Risk transparency: how do you read? What messages 

does our teaching actually send about reading?  

 Monitor and encourage time-investment and “basic” 

performance (comprehension, vocab, rate, retention, markup).  

 Work with students where they are and understand what 

they like about being there.  

 Poor reading has nothing to do with attention spans or 

screens; it has everything to do with relevance and engagement. 

 


