
Building Sophisticated Rhetorical Awareness in Writing-about-Writing Courses 

1. [cover slide] 

2. [preview slide / spoken intro: thanks / overview]  

3.  Western culture promises, and premises, an experience of writing predicated on the 

romantic notion of the inspired genius author soloing to an original and artistic message 

independent of the people around him and unbounded by rules, characterized by complete 

freedom of expression. “Good writing” is that which transmits a writer’s message to readers 

unadulterated and transparently, necessitating no visible or conscious interpretation by readers. 

Such “clear” writing is the result of exactingly following a large set of grammar and usage rules. 

This account of what writing ought to be organizes most students’ dispositions toward and 

experiences of writing.  

 The only minor drawback, of course, is that this story of writing is a fantasy. It would be 

hard to create a less accurate description of written rhetorical interaction than that proffered by 

this western romantic “rugged individualist” account of writing. What sophistic rhetoric 

understood 2500 years ago, and we came back to understand in the late 20
th

 century, is that 

4.  writers are inextricably interwoven in the rhetorical ecologies in which they write; that 

writers do not write alone; that all texts are co-authored; that meaning is not transmitted 

objectively from one brain to another but is rather constructed holistically in moments of 

intersubjective experience between rhetorical interactants; and that as a result, writers are in fact 

quite constrained in their choices of words, forms, and arguments.  

 This sophisticated rhetorical awareness—of one’s ecological embeddedness as a writer, 

of materiality, of distributed agency, of activity-driven exigence, of the interactional (as opposed 

to transactional) nature of writing—is probably the most important thing we can teach writers 



new to college, because of its explanations of and predictions for how writing works in lived 

experience. This morning I want to focus on this awareness—more on what constitutes it, its 

value, its role in writing-about-writing approaches to writing instruction, and the challenges it 

poses.  

 

 Let me begin by defining some terms with greater care, as I’ve already thrown too many 

around with, as they say, wanton abandon. I have a bit of a taste for bending words to what I 

want them to mean as opposed to, y’know, what you might have thought they meant, so I have to 

keep you all up to date on my bents.  

5. When I speak of intersubjectivity, I’m referring to the widely used principle that 

knowledge and meaning are neither purely objective (that being impossible unless you are 

claiming to be God) nor purely subjective (as we demonstrably manage to share meaning, which 

would be impossible with radical subjectivity) but rather constructed in the interaction between 

subjects and objects. You might also hear this called experientialism or interactionism. The point 

is that meaning resides neither in objects alone nor in subjects alone but rather in the interplay 

among them. This matters primarily because calls for objectivity in writing must be rejected but 

too often the cultural assumption that the only alternative to objectivity is a pure subjectivity 

which also doesn’t work. Intersubjectivity is the third way of understanding subject/object 

interaction, and—apart from pretty darn accurately describing writing situations—it relieves us 

of a frequently claimed responsibility to “be objective” or make our writing objective while 

maintaining a clear basis for shared meaning. Intersubjectivity is therefore a principle we should 

be helping students understand. It will be new to them. They think school writing is supposed to 



be objective and “creative” writing is completely subjective and therefore boundlessly free. They 

are wrong. 

6.  Speaking of which, I used the term distributed agency earlier. As I noted in my first 

paragraph, our received cultural story of writing includes writers as omnipotent agents who are 

supposed to have boundless freedom with their writing, a condition interrupted only by mean 

teachers who impose rules by which students are to be judged. We are to understand that 

“creative” writing is impossible under such conditions, as creativity demands freedom from 

rules, judgment, and expectations. Rhetoric, of course, tells us another story: That in typical 

human cultures people establish meaning interdependently and that very few things worth saying 

actually emerge independently and entirely from a single rhetor. One lesson of the ecological 

understandings of rhetoric developed over the past two decades is that, actually, we need to 

understand any person, object, or condition which impinges on a rhetorical situation or a writer 

to possess at least limited agency, and therefore we need to understand agency in a rhetorical 

situation not, as interpretations of Aristotelian rhetoric have typically had it, as resting mostly or 

entirely on an oratorical rhetor. Rather, agency is distributed across all the elements of a 

rhetorical ecology, even the inanimate ones like the uncomfortable chair a speaker sits in that 

prompts her to finish her remarks more quickly than she otherwise would have.  

7.  Rhetorical ecology is itself another term I probably should explain how I’m using. I think 

of ecology as an expansion of the classical notion of rhetorical situation, essentially recognizing 

that “situations” have histories and relatively stable embedding in somewhat larger networks of 

relationships and material conditions. So a “rhetorical situation” is an argument I have with a 

coworker; a rhetorical ecology is the network of subjects, objects, conditions, materials, history, 

attitudes, and constraints that comprise my workplace.  



8.  I keep using the word materiality, so let me say that what I’m after there is a sense that 

minds alone are not sufficient for rhetorical interaction, because minds come with bodies and 

bodies occupy spaces and spaces—at least of the sort that bodies can survive in—have stuff in 

them, that is, they are material. Material is, again, agentive: it constrains us and it contributes to 

the exigencies our rhetorical interaction addresses. 

9. So having said the e word, let me quickly unpack exigence. Bitzer and Grant-Davie after 

him did nice work in developing this term, and generally I follow their sense that rhetorical 

exigence represents the need for a given rhetorical interaction, the gap or lack or problematic 

conditions that call the rhetorical interaction into existence. As I am forever telling my students, 

for most people it is far easier to not write than it is to write. So if you encounter a written text, 

you may safely assume there is some reason for its existence well beyond some cracked writer 

having felt like writing. (Even in the case of blogs, which I realize can really torture the notion of 

exigence and distributed agency, though I jest—blogs are actually perfect for demonstrating that 

even the most self-sponsored writing is not solely sourced from a single writer, and that even the 

most self-indulgent writing is still responding to exigence.) As I’ll say more about later, with 

western cultural mythology valorizing the omnipotent solo writer, many students are wont to 

understand exigence as the writer’s purpose, and we are endlessly having to demonstrate the 

many ways in which writers are not lone wolves and loose cannons but instead are responding to 

situational, ecological conditions that “call for” the writing quite independent of the writer’s 

desire to write. (As, for example, school.)  

10.  One such ecological condition has been theorized by David Russell and Charles 

Bazerman (among others) in the U.S. as activity systems. An activity, or activity system, is 

simply a group of people working together to accomplish some task. My brother is a Highway 



Patrol trooper in Montana; the Montana Highway Patrol is an activity system, and its activity is 

policing roads to maintain the driving public’s order and safety. His second job is gunsmithing 

and his third is guiding big-game hunters. Activities, you’ll notice, can usually be described with 

a gerund—college teaching, table-waiting, tax advising—and activity systems are the human, 

institutional, and material organizations that have grown up around conducting those activities. 

Russell and Bazerman’s insight was that there is essentially no activity system in an alphabetic-

literate culture that does not use written rhetorical interaction—texts—as a tool to mediate the 

activity in question. So one way of getting a handle on what rhetorical ecology we encounter as 

interactants is simply to analyze the activity system we’re participating in. That turns out to be 

pretty useful to teach students too. 

 Finally, some of the situational awareness we want students to have of their rhetorical 

interactions has to do with constraints, the term offered by Bitzer and later Grant-Davie to keep 

track of distributed agency. Constraints are not to be confused with restraints, since as most 

writers know, page limits are helpful creatures for understanding what it is you’re supposed to 

produce. Students like to think of genre as a constraint, which is fair enough, though we prefer 

that they understand “constraints” more broadly than “what my teacher puts on the assignment to 

control the writing I produce.”  

 

11. In compiling this set of terms, I’m getting toward what my research team means by 

sophisticated rhetorical awareness. We mean a student’s understanding that they are enmeshed 

in a rhetorical ecology that means their writing is a collaboration among a distributed agentive 

network of people and objects which powerfully shape their writing, and that to respond to a 



“rhetorical situation” they need to know more than “who is my audience” and “what are the three 

pisteis.” About which more shortly. 

 First though I should add that when I refer to my “research team,” I am talking about a 

group of three writing instructors at MSU and myself who are conducting a longitudinal study of 

learning transfer from WAW college writing courses to later writing in the major. We’ve worked 

with about 300 students on a pre/post learning assessment in the writing course itself, and then 

we’re tracking about 20 of those students across their time in the university in an attempt to 

understand what they learn about writing during their time in college and how that learning 

relates to their WRIT 101 experiences.  

 Analysis of our first two years of data suggest that, simply put, in few of our courses do 

we see the uptake of understanding of rhetoric that our WAW courses try to teach and that we 

would thus have hoped to see. We see students trying on certain terms, like exigence or 

constraints, but clearly misunderstanding them. And we do not see the rich awareness of 

rhetorical ecology and the embedded, dependent writer that would make sophisticated rhetorical 

awareness possible for most. When we do see it, it looks like students have most often already 

brought that awareness into the course with them. 

 These results to date come with a huge asterisk, because the mere fact that we do not see 

the learning we’d hoped for from the WAW courses doesn’t mean we understand why we don’t 

see it. We might be using an instrument—an assignment asking students to compose a list of ten 

questions they would want to ask in a new writing situation, with explanations for each 

question—that isn’t sufficiently or correctly sensitive to the learning we’re trying to identify. Or 

we might be asking too soon after students have had the learning experience—students’ misuse 

of terms might indicate learning that has reliably begun but simply not yet gotten as far as we’d 



like. We might be seeing learning that just doesn’t look like what we expected. In fact, this is 

highly likely. 

 Still, in corroboration with other experiences and data, including our interviews with 

long-term students and the patterns of student response that we see when teaching rhetorical 

theory in the WAW classes, it is reasonable to suspect that our data in fact are telling us 

something important: That teaching this sophisticated rhetorical awareness turns out to be really 

freakin’ difficult. I return to that dominant cultural narrative on the nature of written rhetorical 

interaction: One does not simply walk into Mordor, or overturn eighteen to twenty years of 

ceaseless enculturation in a semester, particularly when, as you may have noticed, we are not 

simply talking about a way of understanding writing, but rather about an entire cultural 

worldview. (To begin with, foundationalism versus antifoundationalism.)  

 This difficulty accounts, in fact, for the uptake of rhetorical theory we typically already 

see in culture, a set of understandings of rhetorical theory that the research team has taken to 

calling “Rhetoric Lite.”  

12. In our usage, rhet-lite is the very basic level of rhetorical awareness that knows to 

“consider your audience” but never thinks in detail about what that actually means. It knows 

logos, ethos, and pathos in very limited ways (logic, emotion, credibility) but does not know 

Kairos, mythos, or identification. Most often we identify a “rhet-lite” disposition in student 

thinking about rhetoric when they acknowledge the need to be aware of audience but then can’t 

really say how beyond differentiating between “adult” and “friend” audiences. What we miss in 

such generalizations is any grounded sense that audiences are most often very specific and 

always given by a rhetorical ecology or activity—that very few writing situations allow a writer 

to “choose” the audience for whom they’ll compose. We see similar “liteness” when students 



reduce constraints to format and reduce exigence to purpose. Interestingly, rhet-lite is essentially 

an Aristotelian rhetoric reduced in a particular way to fit Western logo-centric and romantic 

notions of writing. Rhet-lite still conceives, at its heart, Aristotle’s dominant rhetorical situation: 

one-way oratorical presentation of a message of which the rhetor is in full control, having 

masterfully perceived and selected from “in any instance, all the available means of persuasion” 

in order to arrive at a masterpiece calculated to move the audience to the speaker’s frame of 

mind.  

13.  What troubles us as researchers is the amount of time that students come out of high 

school with a reasonably solid conception of rhet-lite but also leave our first-year comp courses 

not having changed that conception—though they are usually, if they were in a WAW course,  

better able to articulate their conception of rhet-lite: thanks to the WAW curriculum, they have a 

vocabulary with which to oversimplify principles central to written rhetorical interaction. 

(Hooray?)  

 More caveats. First, rhetoric isn’t the only thing we’re trying to teach in WAW courses, 

and our research suggests that WAW students are doing ridiculously better in other areas of 

concern than their non-WAW counterparts. Metacognition and mindfulness seem to be through-

the-roof, and self-efficacy and agency in their writing process are stunners. Right now our most 

surprising finding is the increase in confidence and relaxation in the writing process that students 

coming out of WAW courses are reporting. It’s an effect we’d predict but not at the levels we’re 

seeing, which is great.  

 Second, again, we don’t know that there isn’t high value in that rhetorical vocabulary 

even when students initially misunderstand or misuse it. In fact, theoretically the vocab is keying 

awareness of the categories and helping students be more rhetorically mindful, which is a big 



deal even when we don’t see the rich understanding of rhetorical ecology that we’re trying to 

teach.  

 Third, we think it’s highly likely that the richness we’re missing might require 

experiential learning that most college students, particularly traditional-aged ones, simply don’t 

have in their background and which our WAW curriculum is not providing. Perhaps it is simply 

next-to-impossible to conceive a complex rhetorical ecology that is driving most of a writer’s 

choices unless one has had to write in such an ecology. It’s possible that the impoverished sense 

of “audience” that so many of our students have is related simply to the impoverished rhetorical 

ecology of the typical educational setting. 

 But again I’ll say, Still: It seems like rhetorically aware students should do much better at 

connecting the rhetorical theory demonstrated in WAW classes to even the barest of classroom 

rhetorical ecologies. It seems like we’re missing something in how students need to encounter 

rhetoric. To sort out what that might be, we should step back to purpose: What’s so important 

about teaching the kind of situated rhetorical awareness we’re seeking to begin with? What does 

it actually matter if students learn a sophistic, postmodern rhetoric rather than rhet-lite, as long as 

they know to check their audience? Is wanting more than that just being invested in teaching 

theory for theory’s sake? 

 If you don’t know me, I forgive you for asking. If you do know me, you know the 

immediate answers. Do I look like a literary critic to you? So much for theory for theory’s sake. 

Or, more respectfully, I think about theory like a scientist, not like a humanist:  

14.  the purpose of theory is to provide systematic explanations for observed phenomena and 

offer predictions about future instances of that phenomenon. Theory is about explaining 

experience, pure and simple. I assume no one will tell us that we shouldn’t be trying to do such 



with our writing students, yes? What is to be gained from accurate explanations of our 

experiences as writers is, simply, power. When we help our students substitute sophisticated 

rhetorical awareness for rhet-lite, we are empowering them to work in rhetorical ecologies in 

ways they can predict and manage much better than if we’ve left them with cultural fantasies 

about how writing works. That is, we take sophisticated rhetorical awareness to be meaningful, 

portable knowledge that students can build in one setting, the writing course, and take to other 

settings they encounter to help make sense of those. (In a word, transfer, although my team is 

also rethinking what we mean by that, which is a paper for another day.)  

 

 So we’re to the part of the talk where I explain—particularly in my textbook-writing 

hat—what we’re doing about this dissatisfying lack of sophisticated rhetorical awareness. Of 

course, our first instinct is simply to say it all again, louder and slower. Maybe they just didn’t 

hear it the first time, right? But once we remember that that doesn’t work any better for college 

students than it does for 4-year-olds, we turn our attention to what will help students more 

fruitfully encounter some key principles. This works out as more explicit work with rhetorical 

ecology, better attention to experiential learning, and further demonstration of how texts are 

people talking, rather than writs from Gahd.  

 

Putting ecology in terms of ecology 

 Even prior to my research team’s findings, Liz Wardle and I have been pursuing a more 

straightforward explanation of rhetorical ecology than what we’ve been able to include in the 

first two versions of the textbook. Our difficulty has been finding a simultaneously compact and 

first-year-friendly account of a more sophisticated rhetoric than what has been interpreted by the 



writing-studies community from Aristotelian rhetoric. What we decided last June was, when all 

else fails, write it yourself.  

15.  So the coming edition includes a piece by me titled “Rhetoric: Making Sense of Human 

Interaction and Meaning-Making,” which uses an extended example of a grant-writing team for a 

literacy nonprofit to walk students through an account of a sophistic rhetoric integrating 

rhetorical ecology, embodiment and felt sense, narrative ways of knowing, informal logic 

(Toulmin), and identification. As an overview of rhetorical theory, the piece also links these 

concepts to classical rhetorical elements such as the canons, pisteis, kairos, and mythos as 

appropriate. As such, the piece replaces Covino and Joliffe in the current edition of the book, 

since we felt that reading gives up too much space to material students don’t immediately need 

while being unaware of more recent developments in feminist and new materialist rhetorics.  

 I’m sure you’re all dying to know how writing this piece in anything less than about 40 

pages went, and I’ll tell you that we now understand why the world is not rife with such texts. 

I’ll display a bit of the reading here so you can get a feel for its tone and the ground it’s covering: 

[16. From the text] 

 Again, though, I don’t want to merely assume that handing students one more reading 

will by itself lead to the learning we’re seeking when we have some evidence of imperfect 

uptake from existing readings. My research team thinks the value of readings like this lies less in 

explicit instruction and more in raising questions for discussion and points of connection to 

student experiences. While we understand that most of students’ formal writing experiences 

relate to school, we think that so far our teaching of rhetoric has underutilized the increasing 

ubiquity of students’ online writing through social media. So we’ve pushed harder in the new 

edition to build around research on these electronic, networked scenes of writing. The next book 



includes Ridolfo and DeVoss’s Kairos webtext on rhetorical velocity, which students are likely 

to have a strong connection to through the emergence of meme culture. (Rhetorical velocity is 

the concept that writers in electronic spaces consider not only the immediate audience and use of 

a text but also how the text can be remixed and repurposed as part of its original design and 

composition.) The book now also includes Stacey Pigg’s analysis of how professional bloggers 

engage social media, as well as student pieces on the design of library search pages and 

impression management on various social media platforms. We think that pieces like this which 

more immediately connect to students’ non-school writing stand some chance of helping them 

think about rhetorical ecology in ways our previous textbooks haven’t.  

 

Experiential learning 

 Of course, as I’ve noted earlier, we think a huge piece of this challenge is experiential 

learning of the sort which has proven perennially difficult in composition classrooms: actively 

embedding students in actual non-classroom rhetorical ecologies in order to allow students to 

experience and reflect on them directly. It seems increasingly clear to my research team that 

WAW curricula which do not include significant experiential learning are sharply curtailing their 

effectiveness. Two proven kinds of experiential learning that fit first-year comp classrooms well 

are primary research and service learning. (And those, of course, sometimes combine.)  

17.  In both cases, students are engaged with activity systems that stand independent of their 

own student activity system. It seems like the key to helping students make the most of such 

experiences is the self-awareness and self-actualization that my research team finds our WAW 

curricula excelling at: as important as the learning experience itself is the students’ reflective 

connection-making between it and the theory they encounter in their readings.  



Ultimately, students need opportunities to apply and test the ideas they encounter in their 

reading against actual instances of writing embedded in rhetorical ecologies that do not depend 

on students for their existence, and then students need to reflect on the results. Where Liz and I 

have taken this idea in the new edition is simply a greater effort to create assignments that 

position students to do this. 

 

Texts are people talking 

 Dana Driscoll, Jenn Wells, and other researchers have been accumulating multi-

institutional data on learning transfer and WAW courses which suggests that a particular strength 

of WAW pedagogy is one I saw in my own earliest research on it as well: students really come 

away with a different ontology of textuality, much more likely to understand texts as people 

talking in order to argue perspectives, rather than as disembodied, self-authorizing factual 

litanies.  

18.  Understanding that this is something WAW curricula seem to lend themselves to already, 

we are thinking about how to link students’ growing awareness to an ecological understanding of 

writing situations, stepping from rhet-lite to sophisticated rhetorical awareness. In other words, if 

we’re succeeding at helping students understand texts as people talking, then we might be able to 

leverage that awareness to help them understand those people as members of a network that 

shapes what they can and think to say. One way Liz and I are working on this in the new edition 

is with a heavily revised chapter on literacy that pushes toward multilingualism and thinks about 

the nature of language as privileging and marginalizing. I’m super-excited in particular about a 

pair of readings and some challenging assignments we’re adding. We have Vershawn Ashanti 

Young’s JAC piece on code switching and the lead article from volume 11 of Young Scholars In 



Writing, Galindo et al’s “Challenging Our Labels: Rejecting the Language of Remediation.” If 

you’ve not seen it, I encourage you to read it on the YSW website—it’s a barn-burner in which 

five students labeled remedial writers by Cal State San Bernardino use their WAW 

developmental writing course to research the negative effects of such labeling and protest it to 

their university administration. In general, I think the student writing in the next edition is the 

strongest the book has ever seen, in terms of relevance to fellow student readers and quality of 

research. I’m really looking forward to the opportunity to try changing the conversations we 

have with students in my program about who writers are, what groups they are members of, and 

how that shapes what they write.  

 

At this point I’m anxious to hear your questions and discussion on students’ sophisticated 

rhetorical awareness and how to heighten it, so I will conclude somewhat abruptly by saying, I 

think this aspect of writing instruction is emerging in our research as the most significant 

challenge in blowing students’ minds about writing. Since said mind-blowing is my most central 

goal for all my teaching, it is both delightfully intriguing and troubling that some of the most 

important knowledge there is about the nature of writing seems to be the hardest for students to 

make their own.  

19.  If you happen to be proponents of the language of threshold concepts, sophisticated 

rhetorical awareness seems to present a bundle of concepts that create the toughest threshold out 

there for students raised in a rugged-individualist culture of writing. What better work for a 

writing-about-writing approach to take up?  

 

Thank you. 


