Syllabus: Composition 102
Introduction to Public Discourse
College of Arts & Sciences
Department of English
Spring Semester

ABOUT THE COURSE
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Course Description
Many freshman students have recently turned eighteen and now have the right and responsibility to participate in
public affairs. A democratic society requires that its citizen not only vote, but also read the news, attend public
meetings, serve in community organizations, and so forth. Most of all democracy requires us to talk with our
neighbors, recognize and understand their points of view, and think creatively about how we can solve shared
problems in ways that benefit the greatest number of people.
This semester you will choose a problem in your community and research its causes, its effects, the relevant
stakeholders, potential solutions, past attempts to solve the problem, and current debates surrounding the
problem.
Next you will join the public debate about that problem by writing across three genres of essay: the newspaper
op-ed (short for “opposite the editorial page”), the call to action, and the open letter. With these essays you will
attempt to persuade a general audience to adopt your point of view, compel a specific audience to take concrete
steps that will help solve the problem, and convince an audience of two organizations to collaborate in ways that
both benefit them and help solve the problem.
This course asks you to empathize with others, not defend policy positions. A common high school essay
assignment asks students to defend a public policy position. Such assignments emphasize proving one’s point
about abstract principles (what is best, what is right) over empathy with other people. This course will instead ask
you to research a community and its problems, empathize with the interests and positions of community
members, and propose ways people and organizations can take action to help their community.
This course is less about writing mechanics and more about creative problem solving and participating in public
discourse, i.e. debate and conversation. How to do we listen to each other, empathize with each other’s concerns
and interests, invent creative solutions to problems, and then use writing to persuade others to support those
solutions? This semester we will try to answer those questions.
You should already know the fundamentals of essay writing such as introductions, conclusions, transitions, et
cetera, as well as English syntax and grammar. Students struggling in these areas will be advised to visit the
Writing Studio.
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Educational Goals
In this course, students will learn:
 three common essay genres used in public discourse: the op-ed, the call to action, and the open letter
 the Rogerian strategy of persuasion
 the rhetorical principles of ethos, pathos, logos, and kairos
 how to research a local problem in and out of the library
 evaluate sources according to their contexts, relevance, usefulness, and credibility
 summarize sources through note-taking, annotation, quotation, paraphrasing, and citation
 how to choose an audience for their message & make rhetorical choices suited for that audience

OVERVIEW OF ASSIGNMENTS
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Assignment

% of final
grade

Short Assignments
syllabus quiz
political and civic autobiography
semester topic guiding questions
topic proposals
bibliography of sources
Adam Ruins Everything analysis
op-ed discussion board post
call to action guiding questions
call to action discussion board post
call to action proposals
open letter guiding questions

25%

Essay 1: An Op-Ed
Every day thousands of op-eds are published by American newspapers in print and online. For
this assignment you will write an essay in the style and format of a New York Times op-ed. Your
goal will be to convince a general audience with a stake in your problem to adopt your point of
view or position about that problem.

25%

Essay 2: A Call to Action
Thousands of people have affected change in their communities by launching petitions on
Change.org. For this assignment, you will write a call to action modeled after essays from
successful Change.org campaigns. Your essay will 1) engage an audience of disengaged
stakeholders about your chosen problem, 2) educate this audience about your proposed
solution, and 3) empower this audience by convincing them not only that your solution will
work, but that they are essential to its success.

25%

Essay 3: A Rogerian-Style Open Letter
Many public problems could be solved if community organizations worked together. For this
assignment you will write an open letter addressing two organizations with a stake in your
problem. Your letter will include an unbiased presentation of each organization’s positions and
interests, an explanation of their common ground, and a proposal for collaboration that requires
short term compromise but will benefit both in the long run.

25%
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RESEARCH GUIDELINES

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Semester Topic Selection
Public discourse is primarily about solving public problems and the values that guide our decisions. This semester
you will choose a single public problem and work to solve it through writing.
What Is a Public Problem?
1. Something that causes people pain and suffering and/or imposes burdens and costs on them.
2. The affected people exist throughout a community, meaning the problem is shared by many people and
organizations, not just one person, a few people, one family, or one business.
3. The problem cannot be solved by a single person, a few people, a single family, or a single business.
What Is Not a Public Problem?
1. Budget disputes are not public problems—there will always be limited resources and people will always
disagree about how best to divide those resources. For example, you cannot choose high taxes, low taxes,
public spending on education, public spending on health care, et cetera as your problem.
2. Moral, philosophical, and ideological disagreements are not public problems—they are simply
disagreements. People in a democracy will always have such disagreements. Different values are a feature
of pluralism. While there is nothing wrong with trying to persuade someone to adopt your values and
beliefs, the fact that other people hold different values and beliefs does not constitute a problem. For
example, you cannot claim that Republicans, Democrats, liberals, conservatives, or supposed biases in
media, et cetera are “problems” that needs solving.
3. It should also go without saying that people of different faiths and cultures from your own are also not
problems to be solved.

Appropriate & Reliable Sources
This semester you will use a combination of peer-reviewed academic journal articles and non-academic secondary
sources. For the Open Letter assignment you may also use primary sources and original research.
1. A peer-reviewed research article is written by an expert in their field, based on original research, which is
assessed by other experts in the same field to ensure the author has followed rigorous scientific practices,
and is then published in a periodical intended for a small scholarly audience—an academic journal.
2. Secondary sources such as news articles from professional journalists, books, government reports, and
think tank studies are acceptable but must be vetted carefully. You must be on guard for self-published
content, bias, logical fallacies, misinformation, propaganda, and content from bad faith actors.
3. You may use primary sources when conducting research for the Open Letter assignment. Limit use of
primary sources to gathering information about the stakeholder organizations you address in the letter.
Examples include the official websites, social media accounts, blogs, promotional materials, and other
publications produced by the organization itself.
4. You may conduct original research for the Open Letter assignment such as calling, emailing, and
speaking with representatives from stakeholder organizations to learn about their goals, needs, current
projects, openness to your ideas, history of the organization, and anything else that will help you
understand a group’s positions and interests.
5. Tertiary sources such as encyclopedias and textbooks as well as all other blogs, social media posts, tweets,
self-published content, et cetera are not acceptable.
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ASSIGNMENT DESCRIPTIONS

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Political & Civic Autobiography
As children we lived within a bubble of home, school, and family. Sometime in early adolescence we became
aware of the larger world and its effects on our lives. This assignment asks us to reflect on that awakening—the
development of what is called political consciousness.
For this assignment, write a 1200-1500 page autobiography (formatted according to MLA guidelines) chronicling
your relationship to your community and society. Think of this as an opportunity to explore your place in your
neighborhood, community, the United States, and the world, and to take inventory of yourself. I’m looking
simply for critical thinking.
Some questions to get you thinking:

When did your political consciousness awaken? Why? What happened?

Have you ever participated in any civic discussion? Volunteered or worked on a public project?

How would you like to participate in civic affairs in the future?

Is there a problem in your community you would like to see solved? What is it, where does it come from,
what would it take to solve, and what could you do to solve it?

How have the actions and decisions of public figures affected your life, in both positive and negative
ways?

Are you aware of the many ways government legislation affects your life? Name some specific pieces of
legislation that play a role in your day-to-day life.

In what way have government programs, agencies, & services played a role in your life?

In what way have private organizations, clubs, associations played a role in your life?

Do you consider yourself to be political? Which three issues do you care most about? Why? What have
you done to support these causes?

Do you plan to take classes about politics or civics in college?

Do you admire any public figures? Have any political heroes? Who are they and why?
Important note: The questions above are meant to get you thinking and reflecting. Your essay should not
answer the questions above, one by one. Do not explicitly answer the questions. Do so and you will not receive
credit for the assignment because that is not the assignment. The assignment is to tell your story of development
as a democratic citizen, not to provide short answers to prompts.
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A New York Times Op-Ed
For this assignment, you will write an essay about your chosen problem as if you intended to submit it for
publication by the op-ed page of The New York Times. An op-ed is an Aristotelean essay, a traditional thesis-driven,
persuasive essay. You will craft a thesis statement and then make an argument supporting that claim with a
combination of empirical evidence, logic, and clearly articulated values. Unlike an academic term paper, your
values and beliefs about right and wrong, justice and injustice, et cetera are important to this essay.
Your op-ed will:

follow the (admittedly broad) guidelines from the editor of The New York Times op-ed page

be roughly 750 words long, the length recommended by The New York Times for op-ed submissions

be persuasive, not expository

contain an argumentative thesis informed by your values as well as by the facts—you will not write a valueneutral academic research paper because in public discourse you argue what should be, not only what is

use either the third-person or first person point-of-view

contain an introductory paragraph that hooks the reader, briefly introduces the topic, and ends with an
argumentative thesis

employ segues and transitions that move the reader through the paper

support claims with evidence

support claims with clearly articulated values

use rhetorical appeals to ethos, pathos, logos, and kairos

anticipate the possible objections of readers and addresses them

not commit any logical fallacies

follow a “they say/I say” pattern in the body of the essay

follow MLA formatting and citing guidelines

contain a Works Cited page
The remaining decisions about tone, style, content, audience, et cetera are entirely up to you, as the op-ed genre is
much more flexible and open to creativity than the formulaic expectations of academic writing. However, not
everything goes. Your creative and rhetorical choices should be appropriate for your audience, your message, and
your goals.

A Call to Action
For this assignment you will write a call to action, a type of essay that tries to convince readers to take action to
solve a problem in a concrete, specific way.
Your call to action will:
1. make an ask of the reader to do a concrete, specific thing to help solve the problem
2. educate the reader about the problem
3. engage the reader by convincing them that they can and should help solve the problem
4. empower the reader by convincing them they can make a difference
5. be 500 to 1000 words long
6. incorporate at least 2 visual elements that support your argument (photograph, diagram, infographic,
graph, map, drawing, GIF et cetera) into the text
7. include hyperlinks to web content that supports your argument. These may be links to supporting articles,
videos, donation sites, volunteer sign-up pages, et cetera—anything that is relevant, necessary, and will
help persuade your reader
8. cite at least five credible sources
9. include a works cited section that includes the five sources, the sources of your two images, and any
webpages you link to, like donation or volunteer sign-up pages
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A Rogerian-Style Open Letter
The open letter is a genre of public discourse essay wherein a concerned person writes a letter addressed to an
institution, organization, or public figure but publishes it in a public forum so that anyone may read it. Its goal is
to persuade the addressee to adopt a course of action and win public support for that action.
While the open letter is a genre without rigid prescriptions, this assignment asks you to address two organizations
and convince them to work together to solve your problem. To this end you will use a strategy of writing based
upon ideas developed by psychologist Carl Rogers in which you persuade someone of your position by finding
common ground with them. Rogerian arguments emphasize compromise, mutual respect, and empathy. They
persuade by showing readers how their points of view are compatible with the writer’s perspective. In other
words, Rogerian arguments are more like negotiations than typical arguments since the writer works hard to
demonstrate full understanding of the opposing point of view.
A classical, Aristotelian argument is driven by a thesis the author wants to prove. Rogerian strategy is an effort to
resolve conflicts between people—it is about solving social problems, not proving a position right or wrong.
Your open letter will:
1. be roughly 1200 words long
2. be written in the first person, meaning you will
a. refer to yourself as “I”
b. directly address your stakeholders as “you”
3. identify and explain the problem you have been writing about this semester
4. fairly and accurately describe opposing arguments
5. fairly and accurately describe the interests and positions of opponents
6. address two organizations, associations, clubs, institutions, agencies, or businesses with a stake in your
problem who
a. have different or conflicting interests or goals
b. are not currently working together
c. share at least some common ground
7. cite evidence in order to
a. demonstrate you are knowledgeable about the problem, thus a credible person with ideas worth
considering
b. demonstrate you understand the positions of each stakeholder and empathize with them
c. prove your proposal will work
8. propose a solution to the problem that originates in the common ground shared by both groups
a. which is concrete, specific, and realistic
b. asks both organizations to give up something in the short term
c. asks the organizations to compromise only their short term interests—not their values, beliefs, or ideals
d. which if implemented would ultimately benefit both organizations
9. follow the pattern of a Rogerian essay provided by your instructor
10. be profession in tone (i.e. neither academic nor informal)
11. reference at least six sources, both academic and non-academic
12. follow MLA formatting (works cited page, et cetera)
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Course Calendar — Composition 102
Spring Semester
Week

Date

Complete Before Class
Class Introduction
 welcome!
 review of the syllabus
 icebreakers

Tues

1
Thurs

What’s Happening In Class

complete: Take-Home Syllabus Quiz

Lecture/Discussion: What Is Public Discourse?
• academic discourse vs. public discourse
• what is vs. what should be – the role of values in public debate
• the role of debate in a democracy:
o defining and defending values
o defining and solving public problems
o evaluating the effects of policy
• venues where public debate takes place
• genres of public discourse writing
Review: The Three Major Assignments
• a single topic for the whole semester
• the three genres of essay you will write in this semester
Lecture/Discussion: What is a Shared or Public Problem?
• public problems extend beyond a single individual, family, or business
 public problems are not simply differences of opinion, belief, values, or
religion; disagreement alone is not a problem in a democratic society
• a public problem causes harm to a community
 intra-community problems
 inter-community problems

Tues

Activity: Brainstorming & Evaluating Contemporary Problems
• students pitch ideas for current public problems
• students debate whether each issue is a problem or a mere difference of belief
• students debate whether eliminating the harm will infringe individual rights and
liberties too much

2

Thurs

Tues

watch: Jonathan Haidt's TED Talk,
“The Moral Roots of Liberals and
Conservatives”

complete: Semester Topic Guiding
Questions

Activity: The Political Compass Test
• students take the Political Compass Test in-class and may ask for clarification
of terms or concepts referenced in test questions
Activity: Peer Review of Your Possible Problems
 in small groups students help each other choose a topic to research and write
about the rest the semester

post three topic proposals on the class
website’s discussion board

Lecture/Discussion: What is a Community Stakeholder?
• what is a community stakeholder?
• what is an organized group?
• the class chooses a public problem in the community where their college is
located & brainstorms community stakeholders related to it

commit to a semester topic and post it
on the class website’s discussion board

Lecture/Discussion: A Stakeholder’s Power & Interest
• how to graph community stakeholders on the Power & Interest Chart
• the class takes the community stakeholder list from Thursday’s discussion and
graphs those stakeholders on the Power & Interest Chart

3

Thurs

Lecture/Discussion: What Are Your Political Values?
• In public discourse you must be able to articulate your values
• review of Political and Civic Autobiography assignment
• review of the Political Compass Test

create a list of stakeholders in your
community — use the Community
Stakeholders Worksheet to get started.

Activity: The Power & Interest of Your Stakeholders
 students take their list of community stakeholders and graph each one on a
Power and Interest Chart
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read: “Why We're Shutting Off Our
Comments” from Popular Science
Tues

read: introduction from
The Merchants of Doubt
Watch from The New York Times:
“Operation InfeKtion: How Russia
Perfected the Art of War”

4

Thurs

Tues

due: bibliography of sources

Lecture/Discussion: How to Research Public Affairs Issues
• different aspects of a problem: legal, historical, cultural, interest groups,
• primary vs. secondary vs. tertiary sources
• library databases like LexisNexis
• Google’s ranking method and its problems
• anecdotes vs. data
• bad faith actors & disinformation
Activity: In-Class Research
• in-class search for sources
Lecture/Discussion: How to Evaluate Sources
• the rhetorical triangle as a means to evaluate sources
Activity: Evaluating the Sources You Found
• students get into small groups and evaluate each other’s bibliographies
Lecture/Discussion: What is an Op-Ed?
• the opinion-editorial in American history and contemporary discourse
• the submission guidelines of major newspapers
• Aristotelean / thesis-driven
• basic features like thesis location, length, introductions, and conclusions

due: Political & Civic
Autobiography

Activity: Review of Sample Op-Eds
 the class reads 1-2 sample op-eds together and identifies characteristics of the
genre
read through recent op-eds in major
newspapers like The New York Times,
Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, or
The Tampa Bay Times

5

Thurs

select 2 that you think are particularly
persuasive & post links to these two
petitions on the class discussion board

Activity: Back Engineering the Op-Ed
 the class determines what structures, patterns, and other features highly
persuasive op-eds have in common
 as a class students devise a formula for a successful op-ed

come to class prepared to discuss why
you chose these essays

Tues

based on the formula we created in
class, brainstorm ideas and/or create
an outline for your op-ed

Activity: Thesis Statements in Op-Eds
• the class reads sample op-eds together and identifies the thesis of each
• as a class students devise rules for an effective thesis statement based on
examples
Activity: Composing a Thesis Statement
 Students complete the Thesis Statements for Public Discourse Essays
worksheet

6

Thurs

Watch 2 episodes of Adam Ruins
Everything at TruTV.com
complete the Rhetorical Analysis of
Adam Ruins Everything assignment

Lecture/Discussion: What is Rhetoric?
• discuss the choices Adam made when creating Adam Ruins Everything and why
he made them
• the four appeals: ethos, pathos, logos, kairos
Activity: Identifying Rhetorical Appeals in Sample Essays
 the class reads 1-2 sample essays together and identifies appeals to ethos,
pathos, logos, and kairos as well as any other rhetorical strategies of the authors
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Tues

read “15 Logical Fallacies You Should
Know Before Getting Into a Debate”

7

Thurs

Tues

revisit the op-eds posted to the class
discussion board in week 5 and look
for essays that contain logical fallacies

Lecture/Discussion: Logical Fallacies
 what is a logical fallacy?
 review of the most common fallacies
Activity: Identifying Logical Fallacies
 the class reads a sample op-ed together and identifies any logical fallacies
present in the argument
Activity: Logical Fallacy Scavenger Hunt
 students get into pairs and evaluate the op-eds their classmates posted to the
class discussion board for logical fallacies
 the group with the highest number of correctly identified fallacies wins a prize
Lecture/Discussion: Why You Should Eliminate “To Be” Verbs
• what is a “to be” verb?
• passive vs. active voice
• vivid verbs = vivid writing
• eliminating “to be” verbs usually shortens word count

read “Passive Voice”

8

Activity: Review of Sample Paper
• the class reviews a sample paper together and eliminates “to be” verbs from it

Thurs

Tues

bring a copy of your current draft

Activity: Practice Eliminating “To Be” Verbs
 students get into groups of three, exchange papers, highlight every “to be” verb
they find, and help each other revise away as many as possible
Lecture/Discussion: What is a Call to Action?
• purpose of a call to action
• educate, engage, and empower your audience
• what is meant by disengaged stakeholders?
• the use of images and hypertext

due: Op-Ed

Activity: Review of Sample Calls to Action
• the class reads 1-2 sample calls to action together and identifies characteristics
of the genre

9
read through petitions on Change.org

Thurs

find one essay you think is particularly
persuasive, and one that is particularly
bad and post links to these 2 petitions
on the class discussion board
come to class prepared to discuss why
you chose these essays

10

Tues
&
Thurs

Spring Break – No Class
choose a few concrete, specific action
regular people could take to help solve
your problem

Tues

decide which disengaged stakeholders
could or should take this action
determine why your stakeholders are
thus far disengaged

11

Thurs

Discussion/Activity: Back Engineering the Call to Action
• the class discusses what is and is not rhetorically successful in the Change.org
examples
• the class identifies structures, patterns, and other features successful essays
share in common
• as a class students devise a formula for a successful call to action

write a draft of your Call to Action,
print copies and bring to class

Activity: Peer Review of Your Thesis/the Ask
• students get into small groups to help each other evaluate ideas for a concrete,
specific action and an audience
Activity: In-Class Writing
• students compose a draft of their call to action

Activity: Peer Review of Call to Action Structure
 students get into small groups, exchange papers, and determine whether their
classmates have followed the formula for success in a call to action
Activity: In-Class Writing
 students revise their draft based on feedback they received
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choose public domain images to
accompany your call to action
Tues

add hyperlinks to the essay to cite
sources, direct readers to further
information, et cetera

Activity: Peer Review of Images & Hyperlinks
• students get into small groups to critique each other’s choice of images and
hyperlinks
Activity: In-Class Writing
 students revise their draft based on feedback they received

12

Thurs

bring copies of your Call to Action to
class

Activity: Trim the Fat
• the call to action genre benefits from brevity—in small groups students help
each other eliminate “to be” verbs, trim fat, and shorten sentences.
Activity: In-Class Writing
 students revise their draft based on feedback they received

Tues

Lecture/Discussion: What is an Open Letter?
• what makes it an “open” letter?
• medium, message, and audience for an open letter
• an attempt to persuade a specific individual or organization
• recruitment of others to pressure the individual or organization
• its role in public discourse
• review of the assignment: an open letter addressed to two stakeholder
organizations

Due: Call to Action

Lecture/Discussion: What is the Rogerian Approach?
• introduction to the Rogerian philosophy
• Rogerian vs Aristotelean essay structures
• examples of the Rogerian strategy in real-world practice

13

Thurs

Tues

Watch on YouTube:
1. Brene Brown on Empathy
2. What is Empathy?
3. The Importance of Empathy
complete the Empathy Video
Worksheet

Activity: Back-Engineering the Rogerian Essay
• the class reads sample Rogerian essays together and identifies characteristics of
the genre
• review of the 7-part formula for Rogerian essays

complete the Open Letter Guiding
Questions

Lecture/Discussion: The Rogerian Thesis
• compromise and collaboration
• you can only ask an organization to compromise their short-term interests,
never their values or long-term goals
• how to avoid binary thinking in this assignment
• examples of compromises and collaborations between stakeholders

14

Thurs

15

Tues

Lecture/Discussion: Empathy
 what is empathy?
 the role of empathy in writing a Rogerian essay—standing in the stakeholder’s
shoes

due: collaboration proposals
(aka Rogerian thesis proposals)

due: first draft of your Open Letter

Activity: Peer Review of Collaboration Ideas
• students get into small groups and help each other evaluate their ideas for
which community organizations to choose and ways they could collaborate
Activity: In-Class Writing
 with any remaining time after peer review, students revise their draft based on
feedback they received
Activity: Self-Editing
 this in-class revision day is an opportunity for students to ask the instructor
questions about their draft
 recommended revisions include searching their current draft for
o
junk words & phrases
o
to be verbs & passive voice
o
vague statements, filler, and fluff
o
proper in-text citation
o
dropped quotes
o
topic sentences & transitions

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

Activity: Mini Guided Workshop of Drafts
 students exchange papers with another classmate, and then with an exemplary
paper projected on the board the instructor guides the class as they check each
other’s work for key features:
o
correct document formatting
o
the 7 parts of a Rogerian essay, in the right order
o
does the essay cite its sources?
o
does the essay have a correctly formatted bibliography page?

Thurs

Tues

 open letter first drafts returned to students with instructor feedback
 flex day — to be decided by the class

Thurs

 last minute questions
 end of semester self-assessment
 instructor evaluations

16

17

Tues
&
Thurs

Due: Open Letter

Exam Week – No Class
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Assignment: Political & Civic Autobiography

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

As children we lived within a bubble of home, school, and family. Sometime in early adolescence we became aware
of the larger world and its effects on our lives. This assignment asks us to reflect on that awakening—the
development of what is called political consciousness.
For this assignment, write a 1200-1500 word autobiography (formatted according to MLA guidelines) chronicling
your relationship to your community and society. Think of this as an opportunity to explore your place in your
neighborhood, community, the United States, and the world, and to take inventory of yourself. I’m looking simply
for critical thinking. To start thinking critically for this assignment, complete the activities below and answer the
related questions.
Important note: The questions below are meant to get you thinking and reflecting. Your essay should not answer the
questions one by one. Do not explicitly answer the questions. Do so and you will not receive credit for the
assignment because that is not the assignment. The assignment is to tell your story of development as a democratic
citizen, not to provide short answers to prompts.
1. Answer the Following Questions:

When did your political consciousness awaken? Why? What happened?

Have you ever participated in any civic discussion? Volunteered or worked on a public project?

How would you like to participate in civic affairs in the future?

Is there a problem in your community you would like to see solved? What is it, where does it come from,
what would it take to solve, and what could you do to solve it?

How have the actions and decisions of public figures affected your life, in both positive and negative ways?

Are you aware of the many ways government legislation affects your life? Name some specific pieces of
legislation that play a role in your day-to-day life.

In what way have government programs, agencies, & services played a role in your life?

In what way have private organizations, clubs, associations played a role in your life?

Which three issues do you care most about? Why? What have you done to support these causes?

Do you plan to take classes about politics or civics in college?

Do you admire any public figures? Have any political heroes? Who are they and why?

Do you think there is a “red America” and a “blue America?”
2. Take the Political Compass Test
Take the test at https://www.politicalcompass.org/ which will graph your political ideology on a coordinate
plane. Next, copy that graph and paste it into your autobiography. See formatting example below.
Rather than the misleadingly simplistic left-right dichotomy, the Political Compass Test reveals how our political
beliefs exist on a spectrum of many possibilities. Reflect upon what the test reveals about you. Some things you
can ask yourself include:

Were you surprised by the results? Why or why not?

Do you think the score accurately reflects your political views? Why or why not?

Do you consider yourself a conservative but the test said you were centrist or liberal (or vice versa)? Why
might that be?

How do you define the terms conservative, liberal, libertarian, et cetera? How does the test define them?

Might people use the terms conservative, centrist, liberal, libertarian, et cetera in ways that have nothing to
do with actual public policy positions?

If you took the test in high school, has your score/result changed? If so, why? If not, why?

Did you understand all the questions? Which ones were confusing and why? What does your confusion
reveal about you?
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3. Complete the “Where Do You Get Your Information?” Activity
Beginning on the next page is a list of America’s top news & opinion sources that while lengthy is nonetheless
“purposefully incomplete and arbitrarily organized.” Go through the list and highlight every source of news and
commentary that you read, watch, or listen to regularly. Next, look at the highlighting and reflect upon what it
reveals. Some questions you might ask yourself are:









Do you think of yourself as well-informed? Would someone who looked at your highlighting agree that you
are well-informed?
What did you highlight and what does that reveal about your interests?
Are there areas with lots of highlighting and areas with very little or no highlighting? Why? What does that
say about your information consumption?
Could your preferred sources of information be distorting your understanding of current events? Are you in
a filter bubble?
Is there an “empty” place that you’d like to be full of highlighting? Why is it empty?
Did you recognize outlets that you have never read, watched or listened to? How?
Of the sources you read, watch, or listen to, how did you first hear about them? Why did you starting
reading, watching, or listening? When?
You consume information from sources that are not on the list? Which ones and why?

The list is nothing more than a mirror that allows you to see things about yourself—it is not a political
statement of any kind. Do not criticize the list in your essay. Whether you think it is complete, accurate, fair,
poorly organized, et cetera is irrelevant—the focus of your autobiography should be you. Don’t deflect away
from yourself and talk about the list.
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Where Do You Get Your Information?

A Purposefully Incomplete and Arbitrarily Organized List of America’s Top News & Opinion Sources
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Non-Partisan
National Newspapers
USA Today
The New York Times
The Wall Street Journal
Los Angeles Times
Chicago Tribune
The Washington Post
The Christian Science Monitor
The Independent
Magazines
Foreign Affairs
The Atlantic
Time
The Economist
Websites
BBC News
BuzzFeed
CNN.com
nytimes.com
usatoday.com
latimes.com
sfgate.com
chron.com
NBC News
ABC News
CBS News
time.com
ProPublica
538.com
Politico.com
The Hill.com
Wire Services
The Associated Press
Reuters
Bloomberg News
Radio /Podcasts
NPR News
Fresh Air
1A
The Breakthrough
538 Politics
NPR Politics Podcast
Politico’s Nerdcast
Embedded
Code Switch
Whistlestop

Network Television
NBC News
CBS News
ABC News
60 Minutes
Dateline
PBS Newshour
Frontline
Cable Television
CNN
Al Jazeera America
C-Span
News Aggregators
Flipboard
Google News
Apple News
Facebook
Twitter
Reddit
Yahoo News
iPhone News app
iPad News app
YouTube Channels
Retro Report
The Atlantic
CNN
New York Times
BBC News
PBS
Associated Press
Reuters
CBC News
ProPublica
Liberal
Magazines
The New Republic
The Nation
Mother Jones
The American Prospect
The New Yorker
Harpers
The Progressive
The American Prospect
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Websites
The Guardian
Salon
Slate
Huffington Post
Daily Kos
Raw Story
Inquisitr
Vice
Vox
Radio / Podcasts
Democracy Now!
Intercepted
Chauncey DeVega Show
Bob Cesca Show
Heightened Scrutiny
Best of the Left
Trumpcast
Pod Save America
Rubin Report
Cable Television
MSNBC
The Daily Show
Last Week Tonight
HBO’s Vice News
YouTube Channels
The Young Turks
Last Week Tonight
The Daily Show
Vice
Majority Report
The Guardian
Vox
Conservative
Newspapers
Washington Times
Magazines
National Review
The Weekly Standard
The Federalist
The American Conservative

Cable News
Fox News
One America News
YouTube Channels
Fox News
Rebel Media
Websites
Real Clear Politics
Breitbart
The Blaze
The Daily Caller
Red State
Foxnews.com
Drudge Report
Town Hall
Radio / Podcasts
The Federalist Radio Hour
Ben Shapiro Show
Remnant w/ Jonah Goldberg
The Erick Erickson Show
Fox News Rundown
The Glenn Beck Show
The Sean Hannity Show
Mark Levin Audio Rewind
Savage Nation
Andrew Klavan Show
Laura Ingraham Show
Rush Limbaugh
American Con. University
PragerU
Michael Knowles Show
Red Pilled America
Fact Checkers
Snopes
Polita-Fact
Pundi-Fact
Business / Economics
Newspapers
The Financial Times
Wall Street Journal
Magazines
Forbes
Bloomberg BusinessWeek Fortune
Money magazine

Websites
forbes.com
cnbc.com
bloomberg.com
Around the World
BBC World
Indianexpress.com
dw.com
hindustanitimes.com
euronews.com
smh.com.au
Propaganda
Russia Today (RT)
Science, History
Magazines
Scientific American
Quanta
New Scientist
National Geographic
Smithsonian
Discover
Popular Science
Popular Mechanics
Websites
Nature News
Wired
Ars Technica
New Scientist
Popular Science
Real Clear Science
Live Science
National Geographic
smithsonianmag.com/
io9
NASA
Television
NOVA
Science Channel
Discovery Channel
History Channel
PBS
NatGeo

Cable News
Fox Business
CNBC
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Radio / Podcasts
Radiolab
Hidden Brain
Science Friday
Star Talk Radio
The Infinite Monkey Cage
Talk Nerdy
Science for the People
Stuff You Should Know
The Story Collider
Quirks & Quarks
Nature Podcast
The Naked Scientists
YouTube Channels
PBS Spacetime
NOVA
Scientific American
The Verge
Wired
Smithsonian
Gross Science
Brain Craft
NASA
SciShow
Smarter Every Day
Veritasium
TED Science
Talks at Google
Entertainment / Tabloids
Village Voice
Vanity Fair
Rolling Stone
Esquire
Variety
New York Post
People
Hollywoodreporter.com
Gawker
TMZ
PopSugar
HitFix
Perez Hilton
E! Online
Hollywood.com
AV Club
Cinemablend.com
Spin
Ain’t It Cool
Vibe
Nerdist

Last Name 1
Student Name
Professor Name
Course
Date
Political and Civic Autobiography Formatting Example
Paste the graph of your beliefs from the
Political Compass Test into your document as shown
here. What follows this senternce is meaningless
dummy text meant to illustrate correct document
formatting. Has highly because but accuse quietly of
separated a of a ill I mouth. Gave it thought, up to day
the expect, checks, be theoretically it the at the in he
she refinement about would no the many harmonics, perceive that's one uniforms, now, in with
was one she which. A back an people revisit if noise various were was goodness. Point location
made in taking me. Would to pitiful employed decelerate rome; With merit poetic see fitted to
the not head something it presence italic, themselves he nowhere his first, that folks heard
opulence interaction container well the of full on. Of talking he sitting compensation wonder,
gods, being was cold him little question function.
Because nowhere it board measures on regretting the those a the started of try workmen.
That pay pain boss discipline's hotel present not after weather. Text in future a can a and go in.
Been the for he with the employed name the all-powerful business he name dragged of
mountains, in for last always owner weather. Rationally was is there, how of plainly the her, no
carefully even rather working is size peacefully declined, can select particular would designer.
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Assignment: Choosing a Topic for the Semester

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Public discourse is primarily about solving public problems and the values that guide our decisions. This semester
you will choose a single public problem and work to solve it through writing.
What Is a Public Problem?
1. Something that causes people pain and suffering and/or imposes burdens and costs on them.
2.

The affected people exist throughout a community, meaning the problem is shared by many people and
organizations, not just one person, a few people, one family, or one business.

3.

The problem cannot be solved by a single person, a few people, a single family, or a single business.

What Is Not a Public Problem?
1. Budget disputes are not public problems. There will always be limited resources and people will always
disagree about how best to divide those resources. For example, you cannot choose high taxes, low taxes,
high public spending on the arts, low public spending on health care, et cetera as your problem no matter
how wasteful or inadequate you think those taxes and spending may be.
2. Moral, philosophical, and ideological disagreements are not public problems. They are simply
disagreements. People in a democracy will always have such disagreements. Different values are a feature
of pluralism. While there is nothing wrong with trying to persuade someone to adopt your values and
beliefs, the fact that other people hold different values and beliefs does not constitute a problem. For
example, you cannot claim that Republicans, Democrats, liberals, conservatives, or supposed biases in
media, et cetera are “problems” that needs solving.
3. It should also go without saying that people of different faiths and cultures from your own are also not
problems to be solved.

Tips for Choosing a Problem
Choose a Problem You Care About
You should choose a problem that you genuinely want to see solved. Don’t choose a problem simply because you
think it will be easy to write about—no topic is easy if you don’t care about it.
Choose a Community You Care About
A common high school essay assignment asks students to defend a public policy position. Such assignments
emphasize abstract principles over empathy with others. Instead, this course asks you to research a community
and its problems, empathize with the interests and positions of community members, and propose ways people
and organizations can take action to help their community—so choose a community that matters to you.
Choose a Concrete, Specific, & Local Problem—But Not Too Local
The more local your focus, the more a problem becomes concrete and specific. Global hunger is an abstract
problem but if a town has more hungry people than its sole charity can feed, that is a concrete and specific
problem. However, car burglary in your parent’s gated subdivision would be a poor choice because the affected
community is too narrow and exclusive.
This restriction eliminates many cliché topics from your consideration. Students often gravitate toward topics like
plastic surgery, eating disorders, sexism on television, et cetera because they are controversial or culturally
contentious but these are not concrete, specific, local, and public problems as defined above.
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Don’t Choose a Problem that Requires Legislative Action
Changing the law is a complex process outside the scope of this class. Some problems can only be solved by
changing the law because those problems are the consequences of poorly conceived laws. For example, teachers
argue that high-stakes standardized testing is a problem for K-12 education because its many negative
consequences outweigh its benefits. This problem exists because of federal and state laws that can only Congress,
the federal Department of Education, state legislatures, state governors, and local school boards can change.
Of course, most issues could benefit from legislation—that after all is the point of government—but not all
problems can or must be solved solely through legislation. Choose a problem that requires more than a legal fix.
This restriction eliminates many cliché topics from your consideration such as abortion, the death penalty,
euthanasia, mass incarceration, legalizing drugs, and nicotine regulation.
Don’t Start with a Solution and Work Backwards to the Problem
You might feel strongly about a particular public policy proposal, like universal health insurance, universal basic
income, gun control, a carbon tax, et cetera but each of these ideas is just one possible solution to a problem in
addition to being major pieces of potential legislation.
The assignments this semester will ask you to advocate for more than one solution and for solutions that
community members can implement themselves—solutions that arise from your understanding of the
community. Starting with a solution means ignoring the interests and positions of community members.
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Guiding Questions: Semester Topic

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

1. Problem Finding

Brainstorm a list of all the public problems in your home town.



Brainstorm a list of all the public problems in the region around your hometown or in your state. Keep in
mind that states are not homogenous and different regions have different problems. For example, the issues
that affect Maryland’s rural Garret County, with its many Mennonite and Amish farmers, are radically
different from the problems affecting Baltimore. Florida’s Big Bend has many problems that Miami does
not, and vice versa.



From the list above, which of the problems interests you the most? Which would you like to see solved
first? Which do know the most about? Which do you want to know the most about? Choose three:
Problem 1:
Problem 2:
Problem 3:



Brainstorm a list of all the communities affected by each problem. Be as specific as possible.
Problem 1:
Problem 2:
Problem 3:



What organizations have a stake in this problem? In other words, what nonprofits, businesses, public
institutions, private institutions, associations, clubs, or government agencies have vested interests in the
issue, are affected by this problem, work to solve the problem, or contribute to the problem?
Problem 1:
Problem 2:
Problem 3:
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Describe the burdens and/or costs this problem imposes on those communities and organizations:
Problem 1:
Problem 2:
Problem 3:

2. Fact Finding — uncovering the who, what, when, where, why and how
What are the causes and consequences of these problems? Consider every possible contributing factor. Since
you are not an expert, now is the time for preliminary research, which can mean googling the issue but also
speaking to people directly affected by the problem. Don’t be afraid to make some calls. Find answers to the
following questions for each of your three problems:











What is or is not happening?
When does this or should this happen?
Where does or doesn’t this occur?
Why does it or doesn’t it happen?
How does it or doesn't it occur?
How did this situation come about?
Who is involved?
Who should be involved?
When does this not seem to be a problem?
Is there a bigger, underlying problem?










Who in the community is this most vocal about
this problem? Why is it important to them? What
is at stake for them?
Who in the community seems apathetic or
unaffected? What is at stake for them?
How does this affect me? What is at stake for
me?
Why can't this be ignored?
Who could help with this?
Who stands to gain if this is solved?
Who stands to lose if this is resolved?
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Worksheet: Community Stakeholders List

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

This list is meant to help you think about all the many kinds of stakeholders in a community. Use the broad
categories below as a guide in your search for specific organizations, institutions, agencies, and associations.
Government
 elected representatives
 police dept. /sheriff’s office
 fire dept.
 other emergency services
 utility providers (water, electricity)
 waste collection and recycling
 library
 parks dept.
 transportation dept.

Nonprofits / Community Associations
 unions
 environmental groups
 local charities
 national charities with a local chapter
 community groups
 home owners associations
 local special interest groups (ex: historic building
preservation)
 fraternal organizations (Masons, Elks Lodge etc.)

Health Care
 hospitals
 doctors
 nurses
 patients
 pharmacies & pharmacists
 support groups
 insurance companies
 public health dept.

People
 home owners
 renters, tenants, & leaseholders
 the homeless
 tourists & visitors
 people traveling through the community, like rail
passengers
 business owners
 property owners

Education
 public K-12 schools
 private K-12 schools
 colleges & universities
 administrators
 teachers
 school staff
 third-party vendors
 teacher’s union
 students
 parents
 elected school board representatives

Religion
 churches
 synagogues
 mosques
 ministers, priests, etc.
 congregation members
 religious clubs (ex: Knights of Columbus)
 religious schools

Business
 business associations
 Chamber of Commerce
 restaurants
 retailers
 entertainment
 developers
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Worksheet: The Power and Interest Graph

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Notes for Instructors on Common Topic Choices

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Animal Cruelty
Many of my students wanted to end cruelty to animals, which is laudable, but strong emotions and moral righteous
undermined their research, analysis, and ability to empathize with stakeholders. They approached the topic from one of two
directions: animal testing or animals in zoos.
1) Animal Testing
Students who chose this topic often thought animal testing was a problem in and of itself and wanted blanket prohibitions
against the use of animals in experiments. Such prohibitions are not an appropriate goal for this assignment because 1) it is
hard to imagine a situation where complete prohibition is a compromise and 2) complete prohibition is not realistic given
the central role of animal testing in medicine.
I tried to steer these students toward the goal of alleviating animal suffering rather than promoting testing prohibitions.
Whether or not animals should be the subject of experiments is a moral and ethical issue with many different viewpoints
but there is broad consensus in society that animals should not suffer. Institutions impose rules on themselves and USDA
regulations are meant to prevent animals in experiments from suffering.
I encouraged students to find out what those rules were, who wrote them, who enforced them, and if they in fact prevent
suffering. Where do animals go after their time as a research subject is over? Has our university received criticism for its
treatment of animals? What organization could help our university follow the rules, improve the rules, or otherwise
prevent suffering?
Ultimately, this topic may be a poor choice for some students. Some students who chose this topic imagined medical
researchers and other scientists as utterly lacking compassion for animals. They had never met a researcher who worked
with animals and could not empathize with how such researchers are trying to alleviate human suffering.
2) Animal Shows & Zoos
Students who chose this topic had often seen a documentary like Blackfish and wanted blanket prohibitions against
practices like the breeding and display of social animals in captivity. As with animal testing, prohibitions are not a goal
well-suited for this assignment because it is hard to imagine a situation where complete prohibition is a compromise.
My students often wanted an animal rights organization like PETA to collaborate with an institution they saw as
perpetrating animal cruelty, like Sea World. Such a pairing is an example of binary thinking and showed they did not
understand these organizations and the Rogerian concept. For PETA to compromise with Sea World would require it to
sacrifice its core values. If Sea World compromised with PETA it would gain no long-term benefits.
I encouraged these students to break out of binary thinking by researching organizations that care for former zoo animals
and exotic pets, and zoo industry organizations like the Association of Zoos and Aquariums, which inspect and certify
zoos and aquariums. What are their goals, needs, and struggles? How could stakeholders like these affect change?
Hunger & Homelessness
Hunger and homelessness are cliché topics for this assignment. Students who chose them usually had not thought deeply
about their community and its unique problems and so chose an obvious problem found everywhere. Many of those students
then conflated hunger and homelessness, thinking they were the same problem. They did not know how many people with
homes go hungry—that food banks and pantries are used by working class and even middle class families all the time, even
though they may have jobs and apartments. Homelessness has different causes and solutions than hunger, and so I advised
students to choose one issue, not both.
Counselors in Schools
GenZ openly talks about mental health and the need for mental health services in ways previous generations did not. I had
students who saw a need for more mental health counselors on campus or at their former high schools. They usually assumed
that colleges and school districts did not recognize or appreciate the need for student mental health counseling. If only they
could explain their problems convincingly enough colleges and public schools would hire more counselors.
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I told them to assume educators know the value of counselors and know there is a shortage but to understand that every year
schools and teachers are asked to more with less. I encouraged my students to research what the college or their high school
had done over the past decade to provide mental health services and the challenges they had faced when doing so. Limited
budgets? Parent objections? Lack of qualified therapists? School board objections? Education is a tough profession and
students need to empathize with the struggles of educators to succeed with this topic.
Confederate Monuments
For one year confederate monuments in public spaces was a hot topic. Some of my students chose this topic because they
wanted to see statues torn down but they struggled to find a good pair of stakeholders. I told them their stakeholders must be
reasonable groups who act in good faith—not racist, white supremacist, or neo-fascist organizations. Besides, asking civil
rights activists and neo-Nazis to collaborate and compromise is ridiculous. Asking students to empathize with Nazis is equally
ridiculous.
To avoid such problems and steer them toward workable solutions I gave this advice:

Try to empathize with southerners who are descendants of confederate soldiers. How does their family history and
personal identity affect their perception and understanding of both soldiers who fought for the Confederacy and these
monuments?

Find a single specific statue under contention and determine the local community organizations debating its fate.
Ignore national organizations of all stripes and any rightwing extremists. The more local the organizations, the greater
the chance for compromise.

Figure out in what context monuments to confederate soldiers are not controversial. (The answer is confederate
military graveyards and historic battlefield parks like Gettysburg National Military Park, but students should figure this
out on their own.) Might battlefield parks and activists be willing to work together? How could they help each other?

Find examples where statues were moved or removed without much strife and analyze those situations—the main
players, their debates, and their solutions. For example, in Tampa local officials agreed to move a statue from in front
of a downtown courthouse to a local confederate graveyard, but would not pay for it with taxpayer dollars. Citizens
donated enough money to move the statue within 48 hours. Both sides compromised: conservative representatives
agreed to move the statue and progressive activists paid for the statue’s removal. That compromise created broad
community acceptance of the removal.

Remember that the goal of this assignment is not to argue and prove who is right and wrong about the Civil War or
confederate monuments. The goal is to solve a problem in the community—so what exactly is that problem? Find a
way to frame the issue so that all sides of the monument debate perceive a problem. If one thinks of statues
themselves as the problem, conservatives will never agree to a solution it because they don’t see monuments as a
problem. However, framing the problem as community discord and potential violence creates common ground.
Opponents can work together if their shared goal is to end strife and prevent violence. Students should reach this
conclusion on their own.
The Plight of College Athletes
Many of my student athletes chose problems related to college athletics. They had recently joined not just a team but a
nationwide community of athletes, and that community has pressing problems. All of them wanted NCAA rules to change,
which is a variation of the “there ought to be a law” solution and was ill-suited to a Rogerian essay.
My student athletes sometimes thought the NCAA would agree to changes simply because it was in the best interest of
students. If only they could explain their problems convincingly enough the NCAA would change. They had this naïve
thought because young people, who have little experience in the workplace, may assume employers and employees share the
same interests. If workers do well the business succeeds, right?
I tried to steer them away from choosing the NCAA as a stakeholder for this assignment because the NCAA has an
entrenched position. Instead, if their goal was to change the NCAA, they would need a coalition of stakeholders to join
athletes to pressure the NCAA. Who needs to be a part of that collation for it to succeed? Who will the NCAA listen to the
most? And how can you use the Rogerian strategy to assemble that coalition?
I also encouraged students to think of other players besides themselves. Not every member of their team is on an athletics
scholarship. Many are playing in the hope of earning a scholarship while taking out loans in the meantime.
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Finally, I encouraged students to think beyond a single policy change (like paying athletes) to larger structural problems in
college athletics. What about college and NCAA governance allowed current problems to arise? What about their governance
makes them unresponsive to student problems? What changes would make colleges and the NCAA more responsive and
prevent future problems? What are the organizations working for such changes? What do they need to succeed?
Raising the Minimum Wage
Many of my students had part-time jobs. Appalled by their meager wages, they chose the minimum wage as their topic. These
students knew very little about economics, wages, and labor in America, however—they just knew they needed more money.
They first needed to understand that the minimum wage is not a problem in and of itself. Poverty is the problem—and raising
the legal minimum wage is just one way to alleviate poverty. When students choose “raising the minimum wage” as their
problem they are starting with a solution and working backwards. Next, they needed to know there were many different
minimum wages and multiple ways to raise them. Federal, state, and local governments can set different minimum wages.
Additionally, business like Trader Joes and Chick-fil-A voluntarily pay entry-level and so-called unskilled workers more than
the legal minimums, while unionized workplaces are obligated to do so by contract.
The student then must ask themselves what the best path to a higher wage might be considering their circumstances and the
constraints of this assignment. Steer students toward researching how wages have risen in the past nationally, at the state level,
locally, or even within a single organization. They need to find success stories. How have people succeeded in the past and
how can that success be duplicated again? Rather than trying to raise all wages, how could they make a single company raise its
wages?
Environmental Topics
Every one of my students who chose an environmental topic used doom and gloom rhetoric to persuade readers, an approach
that has been tried for decades and has consistently failed to motivate people to take positive action. Empirical evidence shows
a focus on destruction produces apathy and nihilism in audiences. If the environment is already lost, why should the reader
bother to sacrifice their time and money to help? What’s the point?
Steer students toward academic articles in journals like The Journal of Science Communication, which describe the consequences of
focusing on the negative. When news stories about climate change, for example, do not include information about how the
problem can be solved readers reject the science of climate change. They reject the science. Emotional defense mechanisms can
override logic and evidence.
In many ways our environment is healthier and cleaner than it was in the 1960s and 70s when raw sewage and industrial waste
were dumped into waterways and the air was filled with lead and sulfur dioxide. Change happened because people believed it
was possible to renew America’s air, land, and water. Hope leads to action.
So your students should assume readers are familiar with environmental problems and focus on a positive vision for the future
instead. Readers don’t need to be educated about the problem; they need to be educated about the solution. Your student’s
target audience should be readers who are aware of the problem and even care about it, but are not currently taking concrete
actions to solve the problem because they may not know what to do or need convincing that their actions can make a
difference.
Students will need to anticipate the kinds of questions those readers will have: Do beach clean-ups really make a dent in all
that trash? How much trash is collected at one of these events? Where are the clean-ups happening? Who organizes them?
How do I find them? Et cetera.
The images students include should highlight the positive, like pictures of people picking up trash rather than pictures of trash.
Gangs
If a student did not grow up in a neighborhood with gangs, discourage them from choosing gang violence because the learning
curve for this topic is steep and failing to climb it means falling into racist stereotypes. At best a student will merely embarrass
themselves, like the student who told me an image of a red hand shaking a blue hand used in gang unity graffiti was a
statement about the need for bipartisanship in politics. Somehow she had never heard of the Bloods and Crips.

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

If you do trust a student with this topic, encourage their research to focus on how former gang members and community
leaders have successfully taken control of their neighborhoods from gangs since the request in a call to action should be
something a regular person can do. Tell them to find a gang success story and think about how to apply those lessons to their
own neighborhood. Gang issues are hyper-local issues. The student should pick a specific, local neighborhood with a gang
problem and address that specific audience.
If they think the solution is more policing or a neighborhood watch program then they haven’t done any research. You may
want to nudge them toward articles like these:
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/3/26/18281325/ecuador-legalize-gangs
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/former-gang-members-offer-advice-on-how-to-combat-ms-13
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Worksheet: The Rhetorical Triangle as a Checklist for Evaluating Sources

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Logos

Is this source argumentative or expository?

If expository, what is the source trying to educate the reader about?
o
What is its expository thesis?
o
What are other the key pieces of information?

If argumentative, what are the author’s thesis and secondary claims?
o
Is the thesis clear and specific?
o
What evidence does the author provide in support of these claims?
o
Does the author use anecdotes as evidence?
o
Does the author use academic research as evidence?
o
Are the sources documented correctly?
o
Does the author use moral or ideological propositions as evidence?
o
Are the author’s conclusions justified by the evidence presented?
o
Does the author commit any logical fallacies?
Ethos

Is the author connected to the topic in any way? How?

Does the author discuss their credentials or personal history?

Is the author an academic/researcher in the field? A practitioner?

Is this source primarily a personal essay?
o
If so, how does the author connect their personal story to a larger public issue?

If the author does not mention their connection to the topic, Google them. What do you learn?

Does the author establish a unique persona or are they largely invisible? How do they do this?

Does the author cite relevant, credible sources beyond their own experience and/or research?

Does the author show respect for other points of view?

Does the author do anything else to establish their credibility?
Pathos

Who is the primary audience for this essay?

What assumptions has the author made about the audience?

What does the author expect from the audience?

Are there any explicit appeals to emotion?

Are there any implicit appeals to emotion?

Does the author appeal to the values and beliefs of the reader?

Does the author cite examples/scenarios the audience will care about or connect with?
o
Why would the intended audience care about those things?

Does the author do anything else to engage the reader’s emotions and imagination?

Is the author trying to persuade readers who disagree or affirm/confirm their readers’ existing views?
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Assignment: Analyzing the Rhetorical Choices of Adam Ruins Everything

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Each episode of Adam Ruins Everything is an argument wherein host Adam Conover tries to persuade his audience to
accept his claims. As a class, we are not interested in the content of Adam’s argument—whether he is right or
wrong does not matter here. Instead, we are interested in the choices Adam has made because of the combination
of his medium, message, and audience as well as how the show’s medium, message, and audience influence each
other.
For this assignment watch at least two episodes of Adam Ruins Everything. As you watch the episodes, think about
the questions and take notes in the spaces below. Put yourself in Adam’s shoes and think through his decision
making process. After watching, type answers to the questions and explain your thinking.
1) Is Adam engaged in academic discourse or public discourse? Explain.
2) What is Adam’s message, broadly speaking, regardless of the episode? Why might that message be a bad premise
for a TV show, as they acknowledge in the first episode?
3) What is the medium, specifically, through which Adam delivers that message? (Hint: the program appears first
on TruTV before moving to streaming services. TruTV exits in what medium?)
4) Who is Adam’s audience for his message, and how does the medium determine that audience?
5) How does that audience influence Adam’s message? (think about the kinds of topics he’s not talking about)
6) Adam has a specific appearance. Why did he make those choices?
7) Adam plays a character with a specific personality. Explain that character’s defining features and why he has
chosen to be that character.
8) In each episode, Adam “ruins” the day of another person. Why are they there? What is the role of that character
in each episode? How do they serve Adam’s purposes?
9) Why does Adam have a guest expert in each episode?
10) Why does Adam cite his sources with pop-ups throughout the episode?
11) Why is the show a comedy?
12) What are some other choices Adam has made in his design of the show, and why do you think he made them?
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Guiding Questions: Finding Solutions

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Brainstorm and research all the possible solutions to this problem. Consider every possible fix, even partial fixes,
and make a list below.

Next, evaluate each solution by asking the following questions:

Is it legal?

Is there any reason law enforcement or a government agency might still object to it, even if it is legal?

Does it require a change in legislation or government regulation?

Does it require businesses or nonprofits to change their business model?

Does it offend or challenge any group’s values or beliefs?

Are the materials and technology available?

What are the costs and who would bear them?

Who in the community might accept it?

Who in the community might reject it?

What might be some unintended consequences?

Do any organizations need to cooperate? Why might they agree to cooperate? Refuse?

Has it worked elsewhere? Were the circumstances similar?

Had it been tried but failed elsewhere? What were the circumstances similar?

Whose support is essential? Why might they deny their support?

Who would benefit the most?

Who would benefit the least?
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Assignment: The Op-Ed

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

For this assignment, you will write an essay about your chosen problem as if you intended to submit it for
publication by the op-ed page of The New York Times. An op-ed is an Aristotelean essay, a traditional thesis-driven,
persuasive essay. You will craft a thesis statement and then make an argument supporting that claim with a
combination of empirical evidence, logic, and clearly articulated values. Unlike an academic term paper, your values
and beliefs about right and wrong, justice and injustice, et cetera are important to this essay.
Your Op-Ed will:

follow the (admittedly broad) guidelines from the editor of The New York Times op-ed page

be roughly 750 words long, the length recommended by The New York Times for op-ed submissions

be persuasive, not expository

contain an argumentative thesis informed by your values as well as by the facts—you will not write a valueneutral academic research paper because in public discourse you argue what should be, not only what is

use either the third-person or first person point-of-view

contain an introductory paragraph that hooks the reader, briefly introduces the topic, and ends with an
argumentative thesis

employ segues and transitions that move the reader through the paper

support claims with evidence

support claims with clearly articulated values

use rhetorical appeals to ethos, pathos, logos, and/or kairos

anticipate possible objections, explain counterarguments, and addresses them

not commit any logical fallacies

follow a “they say/I say” pattern in the body of the essay

follow MLA formatting and citing guidelines

contain a Works Cited page
The remaining decisions about tone, style, content, audience, et cetera are entirely up to you, as the op-ed genre is
much more flexible and open to creativity than the formulaic expectations of academic writing. However, not
everything goes. Your creative and rhetorical choices should be appropriate for your audience, your message, and
your goals.

Notes & Advice

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Don’t affirm values—argue for action informed by values.
Stating and articulating your values should not be the sole purpose of your essay. What would a reader who already
shares your values learn from your paper? What new insights would they gain? Your essay should do more than
affirm your reader’s existing values and advertise your morality. It should apply those values to an issue or problem
and argue how and why those values compel us to take a specific course of action.
If you are convinced that your problem exists largely because the majority of the public holds the wrong beliefs or
values then perhaps your op-ed should focus on affirming your contrarian views. However, you should first look at
survey data to determine whether your beliefs are in fact radically outside the mainstream. They probably aren’t.
Never make assumptions or rely on stereotypes—find the data.
Public problems often exist because a society’s professed values and beliefs do not match its laws, policies,
regulations, et cetera. If you discover this is in fact the case with your problem, then you might want to clearly
define those values and illustrate with evidence how society’s words and deeds are out of sync.
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Don’t make obvious or simplistic claims.
If your central argument is obvious or simplistic then readers will say, “Well duh” and not read your essay. Readers
will only spend their time on your essay if they think it is significant and significance. A reasonable person should be
able to disagree with your claims in part or in whole.
Nothing is inevitable.
Never suggest something is just a matter of time. Nothing is inevitable. With all due respect to Dr. King, the
universe has no moral arc that bends in any direction. The universe obeys only the laws of physics, chemistry, and
biology. Everything that happens in society is the consequence of choices by people, businesses, and governments.
If citizens of a democracy assume that things will just happen or change on their own, then in fact nothing will
change, because they have not been motivated to act. And yes, the small actions of individuals, even regular people,
do make a difference.
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Reading: And Now A Word From Op-Ed

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

by David Shipley, editor, NYT Op-Ed page
from The New York Times
1 February 2004
Here at the Op-Ed page, there are certain questions that are as constant as the seasons. How does one get published?
Who chooses the articles? Does The Times have an agenda? And, of course, why was my submission rejected? Now
that I've been Op-Ed editor for a year, let me try to offer a few answers. But a little history first.
The inaugural Op-Ed page appeared on Sept. 21, 1970. It was named for its geography—opposite the editorial page—
and not because opinions would be expressed in its columns. A page of clashing opinions, however, was the aim from
the beginning. According to an editorial introducing the page, Op-Ed was created to provide a forum for writers with
“no institutional connection with The Times”—writers whose views would “very frequently be completely divergent
from our own.”
To understand Op-Ed, it helps to understand how the page fits into The Times. The paper is divided into two worlds:
news and editorial. News is big. With the exception of advertising, it is responsible for just about everything you read in
The Times: the national, foreign and metropolitan reports, the Book Review, the magazine and so on. Editorial is tiny.
Everything it produces appears on the page you’re reading now and the one to its left.
In addition to Op-Ed, these two pages are home to editorials, letters and the columns. Each plays a different role. The
editorials are the responsibility of the publisher and the editorial board—they speak for the editorial page and not,
under any circumstances, for the news side of the paper. The letters office publishes readers’ responses to news articles,
editorials and essays that have appeared in The Times. The seven regular staff columnists represent themselves.
And Op-Ed? It’s sometimes easiest to define it in the negative. Op-Ed is different from the editorial page in that it does
not represent the views of anyone in the editorial division, even its own editors. It is different from letters in that it is
not a venue to debate articles that have appeared in The Times. It is different from the columnists in that, well, the
columnists do their own thing. (They are the responsibility of the publisher and editorial page editor. Our involvement
with them is pretty much limited to filling the extra space when they go on vacation.)
These differences are important because Op-Ed, in some measure, is shaped by its neighbors. The Op-Ed editors tend
to look for articles that cover subjects and make arguments that have not been articulated elsewhere in the editorial
space. If the editorial page, for example, has a forceful, long-held view on a certain topic, we are more inclined to
publish an Op-Ed that disagrees with that view. If you open the newspaper and find the editorial page and Op-Ed in
lock step agreement or consistently writing on the same subject day after day, then we aren’t doing our job.
Our decisions about which essays to publish aren’t governed by a need for editorial variety alone. Among other things,
we look for timeliness, ingenuity, strength of argument, freshness of opinion, clear writing and newsworthiness.
Personal experiences and first-person narrative can be great, particularly when they’re in service to a larger idea. So is
humor, when it’s funny. Does it help to be famous? Not really. In fact, the bar of acceptance gets nudged a little higher
for people who have the means to get their message out in other ways—elected officials, heads of state, corporate
titans. It’s incumbent on them to say something forthright and unexpected. Op-Ed real estate is too valuable to be
taken up with press releases.
After all, we don’t have a lot of space. On a day with two columnists and an advertisement, Op-Ed has room for about
1,200 words of type. That’s it. (Speaking of those advertisements: we have nothing to do with them. They’re sold,
placed and scheduled by The Times’ advertising department.) These unyielding boundaries mean that Op-Ed cannot
harbor any aspirations about being encyclopedic. (“All the views that are fit to print?” Not a chance, alas.) For this
reason, important subjects, issues and ideas will go uncovered. Op-Ed will inevitably be subjective and idiosyncratic.
These space considerations can be frustrating for editors and contributors alike. Roughly 1,200 unsolicited submissions
come to our office every week via e-mail, fax and the United States Postal Service. Many of these submissions are first-

rate—and most get turned down simply because we don’t have enough room to publish everything we like. How do we
know they’re good? Because all submissions are read; many are reviewed by the entire staff; some are hotly debated
before a decision is made.
Three more things to know about the process: First, no article is guaranteed publication. Everything is written on spec.
This applies to all articles, even those we commission. (Op-Ed is not a one-way street. We frequently call up people and
invite them to write for us.) Second, what comes to Op-Ed stays in Op-Ed. Your ideas are not passed on to our Times
colleagues for their use. Third, because we receive so many submissions, we cannot respond to everyone who sends us
an article. If you haven’t heard from us within two weeks, you should assume that we are not going to be able to use
your submission.
Are there guidelines for submitting an article? You bet. Shoot for about 750 words—though it’s worth remembering
that some terrific and influential Op-Ed pieces have been as short as 300 words. Move quickly; the news does. Eschew,
um, I mean, stay away from Olympian language and bureaucratic jargon (infrastructure, inputs, outlays). Write the
article the way you’d like to write it—not the way you think The Times wants you to write it. Make one argument
thoroughly, point by point; the more detail the better. If you try to do too much, you can wind up with an article that, in
striving to say everything, ends up saying nothing.
Also, you shouldn’t feel that you have to rely on the written word alone. Maybe your point is expressed best in a chart, a
graphic, an annotated illustration or a series of photographs. We’re open to just about anything, so long as it’s
acceptable in a family newspaper. (Open letters to the president don’t have a great history of success.)
A few other guidelines. Submissions must be exclusive. If you want us to consider your work, please send it here first.
We don't publish articles that have appeared in other American publications, and we rarely publish reprints of any kind.
Contributors generally must let several months go by between appearances on the page. For more information on the
submissions process, please click here.
What happens once an article is accepted? It will start with a phone call or an e-mail message from an editor at Op-Ed.
You’ll be asked to sign a contract giving The Times the right, among other things, to distribute the article online and via
other newspapers. Once the article has been scheduled for publication—it could be days or even months after
acceptance—we’ll edit and fact-check your work. Then we’ll send you a copy for review. Nothing appears in the paper
until the writer has signed off on the edited version.
There are, however, two zones of editorial privilege. We choose the illustrations, which are created by artists to
complement specific articles and are overseen by our art director. And we write the headlines. Contributors have no say
in these matters. (You’re in good company—Times reporters don’t write their headlines, either.) At the end of the day,
you’ll receive a very modest payment.
All of our writers are obviously opinionated about their subjects, but we try very hard to make sure our readers know if
they have a financial or professional interest. Contributors are asked a lot of specific questions toward that end. In
addition, we try to give readers enough information—the dateline and identification line, for example—so they can find
out more about writers if they wish. Sadly, mistakes happen. When they do, we do our utmost to correct them quickly.
(Op-Ed corrections appear on the Op-Ed page.)
One last thought. There have been seven other Op-Ed editors, starting with Harrison E. Salisbury back in 1970. Every
editor—and every staff—has done the job a little bit differently. While the Op-Ed guidelines have remained generally
consistent, they have been known to shift—if not by miles, then at least by feet or inches. What I’ve told you applies to
Op-Ed today, not Op-Ed forever.
Still, this is how things will work, for a while at least. Now that you know, it’s time to sit down and write up that idea
that’s been gnawing at you for weeks.

Reading: What We Talk About When We Talk About Editing

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

by David Shipley, editor, NYT Op-Ed page
from The New York Times
31 July 2005
In February 2004, I published an essay in this space describing life at the Op-Ed page. While the article touched on the
main facets of our operation high up in the Times building, it focused largely on the submission and selection process.
But deciding what runs in Op-Ed is only part of what we do. We also edit the articles that appear in this space.
Not surprisingly, readers have lots of questions about the editing that goes on. What kinds of changes do we suggest—
and why? What kinds of changes do we insist upon—and why? When do we stay out of the way? And the hardy
perennial: Do we edit articles to make them adhere to a particular point of view? I thought I’d try to provide a few
answers.
Just like Times news articles and editorials, Op-Ed essays are edited. Before something appears in our pages, you can
bet that questions have been asked, arguments have been clarified, cuts have been suggested—as have additions—and
factual, typographical and grammatical errors have been caught. (We hope.)
Our most important rule, however, is that nothing is published on the Op-Ed page unless it has been approved by its
author. Articles go to press only after the person under whose name the article appears has explicitly O.K.’d the editing.
While it’s important to know that we edit, it’s also important to know how we edit. The best way to explain this is to
take a walk through the process.
Say you send us an article by regular mail, e-mail, fax or, this summer at least, owl post—and it’s accepted. You’ll be
told that we’ll contact you once your article is scheduled for publication. That could be days, weeks or even months
away.
When your article does move into the on-deck circle, you’ll be sent a contract, and one of the several editors here will
get to work.
Here are the clear-cut things the editor will do:


Correct grammatical and typographical errors.



Make sure that the article conforms to The New York Times Manual of Style and Usage. Courtesy titles, for
example, will miraculously appear if they weren’t there before; expletives will be deleted; some words will be
capitalized, others lowercased.



See to it that the article fits our allotted space. With staff columnists, advertisements and illustrations, there’s a
limit to the number of words we can squeeze on the page.



Fact-check the article. While it is the author’s responsibility to ensure that everything written for us is accurate,
we still check facts—names, dates, places, quotations.

We also check assertions. If news articles—from The Times and other publications—are at odds with a point or an
example in an essay, we need to resolve whatever discrepancy exists.
For instance, an Op-Ed article critical of newly aggressive police tactics in Town X can’t flatly say the police have no
reason to change their strategy if there have been news reports that violence in the town is rising. This doesn’t mean the
writer can’t still argue that there are other ways to deal with Town X’s crime problem—he just can’t say that the force’s
decision to change came out of the blue.

How would we resolve the Town X issue? Well, we’d discuss it with the writer—generally by telephone or e-mail—and
we’d try to find a solution that preserves the writer’s argument while also adhering to the facts.
Now to some people, this may sound surprising, as if we’re putting words in people’s mouths. But there’s a crucial
distinction to be made between changing a writer’s argument—and suggesting language that will help a writer make his
point more effectively.
Besides grammar and accuracy, we’re also concerned about readability. Our editors try to approach articles as average
readers who know nothing about the subject. They may ask if a point is clear, if a writer needs transitional language to
bridge the gap between two seemingly separate points, if a leap of logic has been made without sufficient explanation.
To make a piece as clear and accessible as possible, the editor may add a transition, cut a section that goes off point or
move a paragraph. If a description is highly technical, the editor may suggest language that lay readers will understand.
If it isn’t clear what a writer is trying to say, the editor may take a guess, based on what he knows from the author, and
suggest more precise language. (There are also times when we do precious little.)
The editor will then send the edited version of the article to the writer. The changes will often be highlighted to make it
easy for the author to see what’s been done. (I tend to mark edits I’ve made with an //ok?//.) If a proposed revision is
significant, the editor will often write a few sentences to describe the reasoning behind the suggestion.
Every change is a suggestion, not a demand. If a solution offered by an editor doesn’t work for a writer, the two work
together to find an answer to the problem. Editing is not bullying.
Of course, it’s not always warm and cuddly, either. The people who write for Op-Ed have a responsibility to be
forthright and specific in their arguments. There’s no room on the page for articles that are opaque or written in code.
What our editors expressly do not do is change a point of view. If you’ve written an article on why New York’s street
fairs should be abolished, we will not ask you to change your mind and endorse them. We’re going to help you make
the best case you can. If you followed this page carefully in the run-up to the Iraq war, for example, you saw arguments
both for and against the invasion—all made with equal force.
Editing is a human enterprise. Like writing, it is by nature subjective. Sometimes an editor will think a writer is saying
something that she isn’t. But our editing process gives writer and editor plenty of time to sort out any
misunderstandings before the article goes to press. And if a mistake gets through, we do our best to correct it as quickly
as possible.
The Op-Ed page is a venue for people with a wide range of perspectives, experiences and talents. Some of the people
who appear in this space have written a lot; others haven’t. If we published only people who needed no editing, we’d
wind up relying on only a very narrow range of professional writers, and the page would be much the worse for it.
So what’s the agenda? A lively page of clashing opinions, one where as many people as possible have the opportunity to
make the best arguments they can.
And just so you know, this article has been edited. Changes have been suggested—and gratefully accepted. Well, most
of them.

Worksheet: Thesis Statements for Public Discourse Essays

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The thesis is the point of your essay, the argument you wish to explain and defend. You should be able to express
your thesis is a single (albeit long) sentence. There are many ways to write a good thesis statement, but a winning
strategy is to have it contain three elements: 1) a qualification, 2) a reason why your claim is valid despite the
qualification, and 3) the precise claim you are making.
Step One: Your Research Question
Don’t write a thesis statement until you have asked a question and conducted research to answer it. After learning
more about the topic you will likely need to revise your research question.
Example: Original question: Which are better, small colleges or big universities?
Revised question: What is the optimal teacher-to-student ratio?
Write your research question on the line below:
_____________________________________________________________________________
Step Two: Your Position
You likely found that different academics, public policy experts, community activists, et cetera have made different
claims and reached different conclusions about your research question. Or perhaps you found individual articles had
pieces of the puzzle but none put the whole puzzle together. Regardless, you should have read enough to have an
opinion or to have reached your own conclusions. This is your position.
Example of a position: The optimal teacher-to-student ratio for a college classroom is 1:12
Write your position about the topic on the line below:
____________________________________________________________________________
Step Three: The Qualification
Absolute statements make your argument simplistic or naïve. A qualification demonstrates accuracy and intellectual
honesty. To find a qualification, answer these questions about your position:





Is my position always true?
When are there exceptions?
How might a reasonable person object to my position?
Are there good reasons why someone could question or doubt my position?

Example of a qualification: Students can and have succeeded in large lecture-style courses
Write your qualification on the line below:
___________________________________________________________________________
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Step Four: The Reason
Reflect on the reasons why you still believe your position to be correct in spite of the qualification.
What is the overall reason someone should agree with your position?
Example of a reason: Scientific evidence is overwhelming that the most learning comes from one-on-one instruction
Write your reason on the line below. (This is a general statement. Your specific reasons will follow in the body
of your essay.)
____________________________________________________________________________

Step Five: Put Them All Together
In one sentence, present your thesis, including a qualification, a reason, and a position. Present your qualification
first, then present your general reason which demonstrates your thinking process, and finally the punch line—your
position.
Notice how in the example the qualification comes first, then the reason, and finally the position, which has become
a specific recommendation of what should be:
Example 1: Although scientific literature overwhelming shows the best learning comes from one-on-one instruction, budgetary
realities make individualized instruction impossible and there are diminishing returns beyond a 1:12 teacher-to-student ratio,
therefore our schools should mandate a 1:12 ratio to give students the most bang for the taxpayer’s buck.
Example 2: Although some large K-12 schools have been successful in the United States, schools with small populations and class
sizes have consistently shown high rates of student success, therefore placing limits upon school and classroom size will lead to more
effective teaching, higher student test scores, and increased graduation rates.
Assemble your thesis in the space below:
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Worksheet: Outlining an Argumentative Essay

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Intro Paragraph

hook

topic
intro

thesis
statement

Body Paragraph 1

they say

I say

Body Paragraph 2

they say

I say
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Body Paragraph 3

they say

I say

Body Paragraph 4

they say

I say

Body Paragraph 5

they say

I say
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Body Paragraph 6

they say

I say

Counterpoint
reasonable
people might
object to my
overall
conclusions
because…

I say

Conclusion
restatement of
thesis in light
of the evidence
above

summary of
your essay

further
research;
unanswered
questions;
final thoughts
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Assignment: A Call to Action

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Description
For this assignment you will write a call to action. This is an essay genre that tries to convince readers to take action to
solve a problem in a concrete, specific way.
Your call to action will:
1. Address an audience of non-engaged stakeholders
2. ask readers to do a concrete, specific thing to help solve the problem
3. educate the reader about the problem
4. engage the reader by convincing them that they can and should help solve the problem
5. empower the reader by convincing them they can make a difference
6. be 500 to 1000 words long
7. incorporate at least 2 visual elements that support your argument (photograph, diagram, infographic, graph,
map, drawing, GIF et cetera) into the text
8. include hyperlinks of appropriate words or phrases to web content that supports your argument. These may
be links to supporting articles, videos, donation sites, volunteer sign-up pages, et cetera—anything that is
relevant, necessary, and will help persuade your reader
9. cite at least five credible sources
10. include a works cited section that includes the five sources, the sources of your two images, and any
webpages you link to, like donation or volunteer sign-up pages

Notes & Advice
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Audience
You are writing to non-engaged stakeholders—regular people connected to and affected by the problem, who may
be aware of the problem and even care about it, but who are not currently taking concrete actions to solve the
problem.
Before you begin writing you must first put yourself in these people’s shoes, imagine their doubts, and invent ways
to overcome those doubts. Why are they unengaged, even if they are aware of the issue and it affects them? What
will it take to overcome their objections, apathy, doubts, fears, concerns, feelings of hopelessness, or whatever else
keeps them unengaged?
You are not speaking to “both sides” here. You do not have to use neutral langue or avoid placing blame. It doesn’t
matter if your ask might challenges or offend another group in the community. Focus exclusively on the nonengaged individual.
Message
The thesis of a call to action is the ask. What concrete, specific, and realistic thing can a regular person do that will
make a real, tangible difference? Everything in the essay should support this thesis—your ask.
The goals of the essay are educate, engage, empower but the biggest mistake students make in this assignment is to
approach their essay as if it were a college term paper and spend most of the essay educating the reader about the
problem, as if the reader needed to be convinced the problem was real. That kind of education on the topic does
not support the ask.
Instead, anticipate the reader’s objections, doubts, questions, skepticism, concerns et cetera about your ask and
address those issues. That is how to educate the reader in a way that supports a call to action’s thesis.
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If you ignore the reader’s objections you risk offending your audience. By anticipating and addressing their concerns
provide them with the kind of information that they need to say yes to your ask.
To engage and empower the reader you need to convince the reader that the problem can be solved. Argue
convincingly that change is possible via the thing you want the reader to do, and that you need the reader—that change
is not possible without the reader.
Medium
The printed flyers that littered college campuses just 20 years ago are mostly gone now. Today, calls to action most
often appear online, and the online medium dictates certain design choices:




Keep your paragraphs short because online readers tend to skim and jump around.
Place really important things, like your ask, in bold text. This identifies the most important parts to skimmers.
Think of your essay title as a link you want the reader to click on. It should be attention-getting and enticing—
something that will motivate them to click on it to learn more.

Organization
Change.org has hundreds of thousands of call-to-action essays that all working to convince the reader to sign
petitions. If we read enough of them, we see a pattern in the best ones. It is:
1. briefly introduce the problem and hook the reader
2. make the ask
3. introduce yourself and your connection to the problem
4. educate the reader further about the issue by anticipating their questions, concerns, and objections
5. make the ask again
6. make it clear why you need the reader to act
7. make the ask a third time
Images
Images help you achieve your goal because they make immediate emotional impacts and transcend language
barriers.

Images should be incorporated into the body of the essay, not centered over the top like on Change.org.

Images may be photos, diagrams, infographics, graphs, maps, et cetera.

Vary the type of image. If you only include two images, make them different types. If you include three or
more, then two can be the same type.

Images should be large enough to be seen clearly but not overpower the text, have quality resolution, and be
positioned near the text that the images reference.

The relationship between the text and the image should be clear.

Wrap the text squarely or tightly around the image.

Label all images with a relevant caption.

Give credit to the original source after the caption.

Include bibliographic information for each image in your Works Cited page.
Hyperlinks
Use hyperlinks to cite sources, support claims, and provide readers with additional relevant information if they want
to research your topic further. A relevant hyperlink for every major claim makes your argument more credible.
Hyperlinks are also a way to guide the reader to the next step in your suggested course of action. Want people to
sign a petition? Link to the petition. Want people to donate money to a cause? Link to a donation page. Want
people to volunteer for a cause? Link to a volunteer sign-up and event schedule.
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Titles
Craft a title that will catch people's attention and get them to read the essay. Imagine you are trying to get someone
to click on a link on Facebook et cetera and consider these suggestions from Change.org:
1) Keep it short and to the point
Example: "Buy organic, free-range eggs for your restaurants"
Not: "Stop the inhumane treatment of chickens in battery farms that are force-fed..."
2) Focus on the solution
Example: "Raise the minimum wage in Minneapolis to $15 an hour"
Not: "Stop rising income inequality in Minneapolis"
3) Communicate urgency
Example: "Approve life-saving medication for my daughter's insurance before it’s too late"
Talk about Yourself
Change.org says to “make it personal.” Part of the power in a call to action comes from the authenticity of the
speaker. You add as much credibility to the essay as the sources do. Make the reader care by showing how you care.
Use empathy to build your case. So what’s your stake in the matter? If you have something at stake the reader will
empathize with you.
Empower Readers — Don’t Guilt Them
Guilt is the opposite of empowerment and engagement. Readers will reject you if you try to guilt them with an
attitude and tone of “wake up, people!”
Focus on the Positive — On the Change You Want to See
Always follow frightening or negative statistics with positive information. For example, if you tell readers that 41
million Americans are food insecure then you must then say how many are caught by America’s social safety net of
churches, food pantries, and organizations like Feeding America.
Don’t spend too much time convincing the reader there is a problem. Instead convince readers you have found a
solution. This is important because doom and gloom does not motivate people to act. Instead, you risk
overwhelming the reader emotionally/ psychologically and inspiring apathy rather than action. Only when you show
the reader that there is hope will people act.
Emphasize the power of people to make change, but don’t do it with empty platitudes like, “If we all come
together, we can make a difference!” You need to point to evidence that demonstrates the power of people, not
recite empty phrases.
Don’t Use Rhetorical Questions
Rhetorical questions are a weak way of persuading someone. You shouldn’t be asking questions—you should be
providing answers. A rhetorical question is appropriate when your goal is to be conversational, or if you are having
a dialog between sources. But a call to action is not a back-and-forth between you and the reader, it is one way: you
are getting them to do something.
Make the Ask in a Stand-Alone Paragraph
The ask should appear in a stand-alone paragraph. If it appears at the end of a paragraph, someone skimming the
essay won’t see it because they are only reading the beginning of each paragraph.
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The Ask Must Actually Work
In order to convince the reader to take action, they need to be convinced that the action will work—that it
definitely will help solve the problem. Provide evidence that demonstrates the effectiveness of the action.
The Ask Must Be Necessary
In order to convince the reader to take action, I need to be convinced the action is necessary, not simply that the
cause is just. For example, why do you need the reader to sign a petition? Tell me how: 1) activists have been
passionately working on this issue but failed because they did not have enough support and 2) the reader’s support
will help those people.
The Ask Must Be Specific
What EXACTLY do you want the reader to do? Avoid vague requests like, “Support this cause…” and “tell
Congress that you want….”
The Ask Must Be Simple
You need to ask the reader to do ONE thing—just one. Ask many things and you don’t have a clear audience and
without a clear audience you don’t know what to say. Besides, giving your reader options makes your message
unclear. If the reader wanted to make a difference, what would be the best choice? What is needed more? Which
one will have a greater impact? You need to pick just one and focus your energy on convincing the reader that this
one specific thing is what they should do.
Use Hyperlinks as Citations
Don’t use MLA parenthetical citations—they are distracting in a call to action. Use hyperlinks to connect your
readers directly to the source of the information you are referencing. Link to academic articles too, even if the full
text of the article is behind a paywall.
Assume the Reader is Familiar with the Issue
Your goal is not to educate someone who is completely clueless. A lack of awareness is not the reason for your
audience’s inaction on this issue. You reader already knows about the problem but is unsure of what to do about it
or isn't doing something about it, for whatever reason. Convince them that your idea is the right thing to do to
solve the problem.
When asking readers to sign a petition:
If you want to ask readers to sign a petition you must convince them that a petition is the appropriate way to
influence the person/company/agency/institution in question.
Also, why do you need the reader to sign the petition? In other words, why does the signature of someone like them
matter? Will the receiver of this petition really care what the reader thinks?

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

When asking readers to donate money:
If you want readers of your call to action to donate money you need to direct them to a specific organization that
accepts public donations. Doing so means you are essentially creating a commercial in essay form for that
organization and must anticipate the questions and objections readers will have.
1) Why is my money needed? —Convince the reader their money is necessary with specific details. Why do they
need the reader’s money? Why don't they get money in other ways?
2) Will this organization spend my money wisely? —You must convince the reader their money won't be wasted,
that the organization will spend it wisely and hence the reader is spending it wisely. Readers want to know their
money is going to be used in the most effective way possible, that the program really works, that it makes a real
difference, et cetera. Readers don't want to pour their money into a black hole—they want to know that the
organization is making a difference. You need to spend more time convincing readers your organization is effective
than you do discussing the problem.
3) How much do you need me to donate? —Television commercials for donations are always very specific when
asking for money: they quote a specific dollar amount and tell the viewer exactly what that money will buy. “For
only 25 cents a day, you can provide…With just five dollars a month, you can feed a family of four… et cetera.” So
how much does the program need from your reader? If you leave the amount up to the reader, they may get
confused as to how much to donate, assume they need to donate a lot (hundreds? thousands?), decide they can't
donate that much and so can't really help, and then give up.
4) How do I donate? —Provide a link to the organization’s donation page.
When asking readers to volunteer:
If you want to convince people to volunteer their time, you need to direct them to a specific organization that relies
upon volunteers or coordinates volunteer events. Doing so means you are essentially creating a commercial in essay
form for that organization and must anticipate the questions and objections readers will have.
Convince readers this organization will make the best use of their time, that they will have a real and immediate
impact when they volunteer. Tell the reader about the kinds of things volunteers do and why those things matter.
Tell the reader about all the good volunteers have done already.
Choosing a specific organization means your audience is then limited to people who are geographically and
physically able to volunteer for that organization. People who live in Miami won’t go to a beach cleanup in Tampa,
and vice versa.
Tell them how to sign up, where to find events, et cetera.
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Reference: Advice from Change.org

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The home page of Change.org announces that it is “The world’s platform for change” and indeed it has 181 million
users spread over literally every country on Earth. While roughly 21,000 of its petitions have been successful one
should consider that 30,000 petitions are launched on the site each month. Some unsuccessful petitions are just bad
ideas of course but others are worthwhile efforts that suffer from bad writing and presentation.
Below are the steps to create a petition on Change.org, taken verbatim from its website.

1) Write Your Petition Title
This is the first thing people will see about your petition. Get their attention with a short title that focuses on
the change you’d like them to support.
a. Keep it short and to the point
Example: "Buy organic, free-range eggs for your restaurants"
Not: "Stop the inhumane treatment of chickens in battery farms that are force-fed..."
b. Focus on the solution
Example: "Raise the minimum wage in Minneapolis to $15 an hour"
Not: "Stop rising income inequality in Minneapolis"
c. Communicate urgency
Example: "Approve life-saving medication for my daughter's insurance before it’s too late"

2) Choose a Decision Maker
This is the person, organization, or group that can make a decision about your petition. Change.org will send
them updates on your petition and encourage a response.
a. Choose someone who can give you what you want
You might need to do some research to find the right person who can make or influence the decision.
b. Don't go straight to the top
You might see faster results if you choose a more junior person who is petitioned less often than more
recognizable figures.
c. Choose someone you can work with
Your petition is most likely to win by reaching an agreement with your decision maker.

3) Explain the Problem You Want to Solve
People are more likely to support your petition if it’s clear why you care. Explain how this change will impact
you, your family, or your community.
a. Describe the people involved and the problem they are facing
Readers are most likely to take action when they understand who is affected.
b. Describe the solution
Explain what needs to happen and who can make the change. Make it clear what happens if you win or
lose.
c. Make it personal
Readers are more likely to sign and support your petition if it’s clear why you care.
d. Respect others
Don't bully, use hate speech, threaten violence or make things up.
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Guiding Questions: The Call to Action

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

1. What is the problem you are trying to solve this semester?
2. Why is that problem important and pressing? Why does something need to be done today?
3. Who are the unorganized categories of people with a stake in this problem? Examples: students, homeowners, commuters,
small business owners, et cetera. Be as specific as possible.
4. Define the characteristics of each group. What do you know about them? What is their income, education level, interests,
stake in the issue, et cetera? Don’t guess—research this information.
5. Brainstorm a list of concrete, specific actions these people could or should take that would help solve the problem. Be as
specific as possible—and remember that these are regular people, not titans of industry or politicians. Afterward, pick
your best idea, the action you think would be the most effective if enough people did it.
6. Why don’t regular people do the things you have listed even if the problem affects them? Even if they care about the
issue? Describe their non-engagement as best as you can. Don’t guess—research this information.
7. Of the groups from question #3, which ones do think would be the most persuadable? Which ones do you think could be
convinced to take action with the right argument? You may choose more than one group. This will be your audience for
the Call to Action.
8. What do these people already know about the problem?
9. What do these people not know about the problem?
10. Your call to action should educate, engage, and empower.
a.

What information do you need to provide to educate this audience, assuming they are at least familiar with the
problem? Give at least 3 examples.

b. How might you appeal to this audience’s sense of reason and logic with facts, examples, statistics, etc? What is the
most compelling evidence you could provide?
c.

How might you engage this audience? How might you capture their interest and keep them reading? They have
likely heard about the problem before, so how can you talk about it in a fresh way?

d. How might you empower this audience? How will you convince them that they are necessary, needed, and
important? That they can make a difference?
11. Anticipate this audience’s objections. What questions will they have for you and why might they be skeptical of the action
you want them to take?
12. How might you overcome and refute this resistance without offending this audience?
13. How might you appeal to this audience’s emotions?
14. Why should this audience believe in you? What credibility do you bring to the argument? What connection do you have to
the problem?
15. What images might persuade this audience? Be specific.
16. What hyperlinks to sources might persuade this audience? Be specific.
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Assignment: Learning about Empathy

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

To succeed, a Rogerian essay requires empathy from its author. To introduce you to the concept of empathy watch
the videos below and answer the associated questions.
Video 1: Brené Brown on Empathy https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw


Who is Brené Brown?



According to Brené Brown, how are empathy and sympathy different?



According to Brené Brown, what are the four features of empathy?

Video 2: What Is Empathy? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q5jrUg_kXjY


According to the video, what are the three ways you know how someone is feeling?

Video 3: The Importance of Empathy https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UzPMMSKfKZQ


What is a mirror neuron?



According to the video, what are ways to develop empathic skills?



Can you think of an obvious and important fourth way the video did not mention?
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Assignment: A Rogerian-Style Open Letter

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Description
The open letter is a genre of public discourse essay wherein a concerned person writes a letter addressed to an institution,
organization, or public figure but publishes it in a public forum so that anyone may read it. Its goal is to persuade the
addressee to adopt a course of action and win public support for that action.
While the open letter is a genre without rigid prescriptions, this assignment asks you to address two organizations and
convince them to work together to solve your problem. To this end you will use a strategy of writing based upon ideas
developed by psychologist Carl Rogers in which you persuade someone of your position by finding common ground with
them. Rogerian arguments emphasize compromise, mutual respect, and empathy. They persuade by showing readers how their
points of view are compatible with the writer’s perspective. In other words, Rogerian arguments are more like negotiations
than typical arguments since the writer works hard to demonstrate full understanding of the opposing point of view.
A classical, Aristotelian argument is driven by a thesis the author wants to prove. Rogerian strategy is an effort to resolve
conflicts between people—it is about solving social problems, not proving a position right or wrong.
Your open letter will:

1. be roughly 1200 words long
2. be written in the first person, meaning you will
3.
4.

5.

6.

7.
8.
9.
10.

a. refer to yourself as “I”
b. directly address your stakeholders as “you”
identify and explain the problem you have been writing about this semester and
a. fairly and accurately describe opposing arguments
b. fairly and accurately describe the interests and positions of opponents
address two organizations, associations, clubs, institutions, agencies, or businesses with a stake in your problem who
a. have different or conflicting interests or goals
b. are not currently working together
c. share at least some common ground
cite evidence in order to:
a. demonstrate you are knowledgeable about the problem, thus a credible person worth listening to
b. demonstrate you understand the positions of each stakeholder and empathize with them
c. prove your proposal will work
propose a solution to the problem that originates in the common ground shared by both groups
a. that proposed solution must be concrete, specific, and realistic
b. it must ask both stakeholders to give up something
c. it must ask the stakeholders to compromise only their short term interests—not their values, beliefs, or ideals
d. if implemented, it would ultimately benefit both stakeholders
follow the pattern of a Rogerian negotiation
be profession in tone (i.e. neither academic or informal)
reference at least six sources, both academic and non-academic
follow MLA formatting (works cited page, et cetera)
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Rogerian Organizing Strategy
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Your letter should follow the organizational strategy below. Each section does not need to be, nor should be, a single
paragraph. This is not an eight-paragraph essay. Your goal is to deliver information in this order:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

introduce a shared problem within the community
introduce who you are, your connection to the problem, and why you have written this letter
briefly introduce two relevant stakeholder organizations
express empathy with and understanding of the positions, goals, interests etc. of organization #1
express empathy with and understanding of the positions, goals, interests etc. of organization #2
introduce any common ground shared by the two stakeholders
propose a solution to the problem that requires both stakeholders to work together and compromise their short-term
interests
8. explain why working together will benefit both groups in the long run

Details:
1) Introduce the Problem
Introduce yourself and the problem using neutral language that does not accuse, blame, or attack either organization. Explain
the origins of the problem, why it persists, and its consequences for the community. Do not use the essay opening strategies
you learned in high school (like “broad to specific,” a famous quote, et cetera). Instead, get to the point and jump right into
the problem. Your readers, representatives from each organization, have no obligation to read your letter so don’t waste their
time.
Your analysis and framing of the problem will determine your solution and play a large part in convincing the stakeholders to
adopt your proposal. It needs to be clear, straightforward, and supported by facts.
Keep in mind that your stakeholders likely know a great deal about the problem already, so your style and tone here cannot be
like an academic essay (where the goal is to educate the reader), because it will sound condescending. Your goal is not to
educate the reader on the topic, but to demonstrate that you are an educated and credible person who is worth taking
seriously.
Spend too much time trying to convince readers there is a problem and your stakeholders could interpret that as an attack on
them or it can seem like a lengthy complaint rather than a definition of the problem. The intro cannot be too short nor too
long.
2) Your Connection to the Problem
Establish what the problem is first and then explain your connection to it. How has the problem affected you? Why do you
care enough to write this letter to these stakeholders and make this proposal? Your connection to this problem should come
soon after you identify the problem. Explaining your connection serves to establish your credibility so you only need to say
enough to achieve that goal. Don’t tell your whole personal story in great detail—that isn’t important.
If you don’t have much of a personal connection to the issue then don’t force it. That will only highlight your lack of
connection and create a distraction.
If explaining your connection to the problem means revealing private or painful aspects of your life you’d rather keep private,
then don’t it. Don’t sacrifice your privacy on the altar of this paper.
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3) Briefly Introduce the Organizations
This introduction can come at the end of the introductory paragraph(s). Simply state which two groups you are addressing in
your letter and how if they worked together they might be able to solve the problem you’ve just described.
Why these two? Make it clear why you have chosen these two stakeholders. Have past efforts failed because these two groups
were at odds? Is their unwillingness to work together preventing the resolution of the problem? Does one have something the
other needs? Et cetera. Never write, “I have chosen these two stakeholders because….”
Do not describe the differences between the two groups yet.
Neither organization should be a lawmaking body like city councils, county commissions, state legislatures, or the US
Congress. Passing legislation is complicated and lawmaking bodies are not monolithic institutions. How to lobby a deliberative
body is a topic for another class.
4) Address Organization #1
Maybe one of your organizations will have to sacrifice a little more than the other to collaborate. Perhaps one organization is
implicated more in the cause of the problem than the other. If so, this should be the first organization you address, because
this is the group that is most likely to reject you and your argument—meaning you have to work fast and hard to build their
trust right away.
a. Begin by addressing a specific person within the organization, but not the president or CEO. Presidents and CEOs
have people under them who handle most issues. Find the person within the organization who deals with the kinds of
issues you are writing about. Address your letter to that person.
b. Begin by demonstrating how you understand their position and interests and empathize with their position, et cetera.
c. Next, explain the circumstances or contexts in which you would agree with their position.
d. End by asking them to empathize with the other organization.
Your style and tone must be empathetic throughout this section—be very careful not to place blame for the problem on
the organization.
Prove you are worth listening to. Your goal in this section is to convince the reader of your legitimacy and credibility to
speak on this topic. Organizations don’t listen to every crackpot who leaves a message on their Facebook page. The reader
needs to perceive you as someone who knows their organization well enough to understand their needs and interests, who
should be taken seriously when you say, “I have an idea that will benefit you.” Never make assumptions about these
organizations—always speak from knowledge and certainty.
Imagine yourself in their shoes. You must research each organization in order to then imagine yourself in their shoes.
What are their needs and interests as organizations—not their ideological positions or mission statements—but their dayto-day nuts-and-bolts problems? What do they need to keep the lights on every day? What challenges are they facing now
on their existing projects? You have to keep in mind that these are real people trying to do a job every day, and they face
challenges. To answer these questions will involve research beyond reading their website—you will need to call them and
ask questions, talk to volunteers, read their member newsletter, et cetera. After you have done that, the possibilities for a
workable collaboration will become obvious.
Restating a stakeholder’s position back to them in your letter is not the same as empathy or understanding. They know
what their own mission statement says. Never write something like, “As your mission statement says….” Instead, you
need to demonstrate that you understand them and the challenges they face every day.
Agreeing with a stakeholder’s position is not the same as empathy or understanding. Two vegetarians might agree with
each other’s vegetarianism but that doesn’t mean they understand or empathize with each other’s motivations. One might
not eat meat for health reasons; others for environmental or religious reasons. Seventh Day Adventists are very different
than animal rights activists, though both groups are vegetarian. So don't agree with your stakeholders; demonstrate you
understand them and the challenges they face.
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4) Introduce Stakeholder #2
Do the same thing again but speak to the second organization.
5) Discuss Common Ground
Introduce any common ground shared by the two organizations. What overlap of values, goals, long-term interests, et cetera
can you appeal to?
6) Introduce the Proposal
Only at the end of the letter, after you have established understanding and common ground with your audience, do you
introduce the letter’s thesis. This is the big ask. Propose a solution to the problem that requires both organizations to give up
something in the short term.
It must be concrete, specific, and realistic. It cannot be something that has been tried before and failed unless you
have a new and creative spin on it. It cannot be a vague goal with no way to measure success like “raising awareness” or
something that does not directly and immediately impact the problem, like a promise to hold a meeting or agreeing they
“should come together in understanding.” It cannot be something outside the power of the organizations to do, like
change the law.
Both stakeholders need to make short-term sacrifices. If one stakeholder doesn't seem to give anything up, the other
stakeholder will perceive the deal as one-sided and reject it.
No compromise of values. The proposal cannot ask either stakeholder to sacrifice or compromise their values, beliefs,
or ideals. You are asking them to work with you and each other, not agree with you.
7) Explain Why the Proposal Benefits Them
Explain why working together will not only address the problem discussed at the beginning of the letter, but also benefit the
interests of both groups in the long run. Appeal to the self-interests of both stakeholders by showing how they would benefit
from accepting your proposal. This concludes your essay on a hopeful, positive note.
It provides tangible benefits to both groups. Your proposal must provide tangible benefits to both parties. Raising
awareness and educating the public is not an acceptable proposal because it is vague and unmeasurable. How much
awareness should be raised, and how will they know when they have succeeded? If organizations are going to sacrifice
time, money, and resources it has to be for something concrete. Similarly, “improving your organization’s image” is both
intangible and an implicit criticism. Instead, ask yourself how your proposal would help them achieve their goals? Their
mission statement? Make their jobs easier or more efficient?
It appeals to their interests, not their conscience. Individual human beings have a conscience; organizations have
interests. How will your proposal benefit the interests of both organizations?

Notes & Advice

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

You can’t eat the elephant all at once. Progress is made incrementally. Don’t discuss long term solutions and why they will
be difficult to achieve. Focus your proposal on immediate, realistic, and short term solutions. Think of first steps your
community needs to take.
Think Outside the Aristotelean Box
Years of writing traditional essays have instilled habits in you that must be broken for your open letter to succeed. Don’t
follow the Rogerian pattern but nonetheless try to convince readers that you are right about something and they are wrong—a
traditional essay in Rogerian clothes That is a dangerous mistake, because poor or incorrect use of the Rogerian strategy can
seem manipulative and backfire.
created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

To succeed, the Rogerian approach requires empathy with opponents—and that requires emotional intelligence and moral
imagination. You are not trying to prove your point in this essay. You are trying to convince two organizations to make shortterm sacrifices for long-term gains. Whether they have been right or wrong in the past is irrelevant.
Young people engage in binary thinking. As a natural part of human development children adopt strict definitions of good and
bad but most people grow out of black and white thinking as adults. Traditional argumentative essays can encourage black and
white thinking; the Rogerian approach demands you set such rigidity aside.
The Title
The title of your open letter should make the purpose and message of the letter clear, because you are asking someone to
sacrifice their important time to read your letter. The reasons should be obvious.
Use the Second Person “You”
You may and should address your reader (the stakeholder) directly as you. However, remember that you are addressing two
organizations. It should always be clear to whom you refers.
Use the First Person “I”
In academic writing the author is supposed to be invisible because the evidence and facts under consideration are independent
of any individual. In this assignment however, you matter. You are trying to solve a problem because it matters to you, because
it affects you directly, because it affects your community. You are also reaching out to someone person-to-person. That
personal connection goes a long way because you have to convince that first reader to help before you’ll ever have a chance to
convince anyone else.
Style & Tone
Your open letter should be professional in tone (polite, without slang and swearing), but not academic. If it is too formal and
stiff, like academic writing, it can sound like you are making an argument or proving a point about the problem. Rather than
demonstrating understanding and empathy, a formal tone can sound condescending. Remember that your professor is not
your audience; the organizations are your audience. Speak to them, not your instructor.
Never use the words should or must when pitching your proposal. These sound like commands, like you are telling the reader
what to do. The reader is likely to feel insulted and stop reading.
The Role of Research & Sources
In a classical essay sources are a tool to educate your reader and prove that you are right. In this letter, you do not need to
educate your reader because they are involved with the issue. If you sound like you are trying to inform your reader, it can
come across as condescending and you will alienate your audience.
Instead, in this Rogerian letter you cite sources in order to prove your legitimacy as someone who can speak on this issue and
propose solutions worth listening to. You are as knowledgeable about the problem as the organizations themselves and
understand the interests and needs of the organizations, and hence your proposal may have merit.
Only at the end of the letter will you use evidence in a more traditional way, citing sources and research that supports
your proposed solution
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Reference: Classical vs. Rogerian Arguments

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Classical

Rogerian

Introduction
(Exordium)

Capture the audience’s attention. Introduce the issue
and create exigence for your claim.
Why is this an issue? Why do we need to pay
attention?

Introduction Introduce your topic as a problem that has multiple
possible solutions. Tip: Think about a way to frame the
issue so that people with multiple points of view will
keep reading. It might be useful to assume your reader
disagrees with your position.

Statement of
Background
(Narratio)

Supply the context needed to understand the case you
present. What circumstances, occurrences, or
conditions do we need to be made aware of?

Summary of As accurately and neutrally as possible, state the views
Opposing of the people with whom you disagree. Tip: Pay
Views
attention to tone and word choice. Remain as neutral
as possible, and use source material that accurately
reflects this perspective.

Proposition
(Partitio)

State your position (claim/thesis), based on the
information you have presented, and outline the major
points that will follow. The partitio divides the
background information from the reasoning.

Statement of Show that you understand that there are situations in
Understanding which this opposing view is valid. Under which
conditions might you share these views? Tip: This is a
place to demonstrate empathy; show your reader that
you can put yourself in their position.

Present your reasons, subclaims, and evidence.
Establish inferences between claim and support.
Provide additional evidence for subclaims and
evidence, where necessary. Explain and justify
assumptions.

Statement of Now that readers have seen that you’ve given full
Your Position consideration to views other than your own, they
should be prepared to listen fairly to your views. State
your position. Tip: It’s still important to use value
neutral language in this section. Don’t simply refute the
points from the last 2 paragraphs; instead, present the
strongest arguments in favor of your position.

Refutation
(Refutatio)

Anticipate and refute opposing arguments. In this
section you demonstrate that you have already
considered the issue thoroughly and have reached the
only reasonable conclusion.

Statement of Describe situations in which you hope your views will
Contexts
be honored. Now, you have a chance to ask your
reader to empathize with you as you did with them in
the “Statement of Understanding.”

Conclusion
(Peroratio)

Summarize the most important points. Make a final
appeal to values, motivations, and feelings that are
likely to encourage the audience to identify with your
argument

Statement of Appeal to the self-interest of your opponents by
Benefits
showing how they would benefit from accepting your
position; this concludes your essay on a hopeful,
positive note.

Proof
(Confirmatio)

adapted from the University of Michigan’s Rogerian argument handout

Guiding Questions: The Rogerian Open Letter

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

You open letter will be addressed to two organizations (associations, clubs, societies, non-profits, charities,
businesses, public institutions, or government agencies) with an interest or stake in your problem. Your letter may
not be addressed to a category of people (students, renters, immigrants, et cetera).
1. List as many organizations with a stake in your problem as you can:

2. Graph them on the power/interest chart below:
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3. The organizations in the bottom left corner of your graph can be dismissed in this assignment—they don’t have
enough interest or power to affect change. Cross them off your list.
4. For the organizations that remain, research their position on your problem. What is their publicly stated
position and why do they hold these positions? What are they trying to accomplish? What are their core beliefs?
Read each stakeholder’s mission statement (if they have one), any press releases they have made about the
problem, and any relevant websites, advertisements, et cetera.
5. Do any of these stakeholders seem to be at odds with one another? Which ones? In what ways?

6. Identify any common ground these conflicting groups might share. Do those at odds in fact share similar goals
or values? What are these shared goals or values? What might they have in common that they do not see
themselves?

7. Choose four organizations whose mission statements do not seamlessly overlap, and might even be at odds with
each other, but could contribute something to a solution.
Organization 1 & its possible contribution:
Organization 2 & its possible contribution:
Organization 3 & its possible contribution:
Organization 4 & its possible contribution:
8. What are the needs and interests of these organizations as organizations—not their ideological positions or
mission statements—but their day-to-day nuts-and-bolts problems? What do they need to keep the lights on
every day? To complete their existing projects? These are real people trying to do a job every day, and they face
challenges. (Examples: a nonprofit might need donations, volunteers, new members, or low-cost office space.
Businesses need an edge over their competition.)
Organization 1:
Organization 2:
Organization 3:
Organization 4:
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9. Do any of these organizations have something that another one needs? If two of these organizations formed a
partnership what could they offer each other?

10. What are some possible solutions to your problem that do not require new legislation? (Governance,
lawmaking, and politics are too complex, and have too many players for this assignment.)

11. What has been tried before and worked elsewhere? What has been tried elsewhere but failed? Has anything been
proposed but never implemented? If a solution worked in another state or city, is there anything that would
need to be modified to make it work in your community? If a solution was tried elsewhere but failed, is there
any way to learn from those mistakes and succeed here and now?

12. Of the four organizations you’ve studied, which two could contribute the most to implementing your preferred
solution?

13. If these two organizations worked together, what would each need to sacrifice in the short term (resources,
money, time—not values, beliefs, or ideals) in order to enact your solution?
Organization 1:

Organization 2:

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com
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Delete Cliché Business Phrases

Misspellings Spell Check Won’t Catch
Common Typos

Did You Mean?

a leading provider of…

allowed

aloud

all options are on the table

alright

all right

at the end of the day

altogether

all together

ballpark figure

anyway

any way

best practices

badly

bad

breaks / broke the internet

bowel

bowl

bring our A game

brakes

breaks

brings a lot of value to the table

butt

but

change agent

compliment

complement

client-centered

desert

dessert

core competency

effect

affect

deep dive

every

ever

drill down into

everyday

every day

drinking the Kool-Aid

except

accept

drop the ball

exit

exist

eco-anything

find

fined

giving 110%

form

from

going forward / moving forward

fro

for

hit the ground running

it’s

its

in the pipeline

kickoff

kick off

it is what it is

less

fewer

in today’s world

mark

make

low-hanging fruit

meet

meat

manage expectations

off

of

paradigm shift

one

on

push the envelope

our

or

seamless integration

peace

piece

take it to the next level

pore

pour

the 700-pound gorilla

prostrate

prostate

the bottom line

pubic

public

think outside the box

right

write

touch base

setup

set up

value-added

spinoff

spin off

wins / won the internet

tenants

tenets

win-win

there

they’re

put a pin in it

uniformed

uninformed

run it up the flagpole

weather

whether

get your ducks in a row

who’s

whose

burning the candle at both ends

your

you’re

24/7
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a number of

some

component

part

accompany

go with

comprise

form, include, make up

accomplish

carry out, do

accorded

given

concept (as a verb)

plan, devise, conceive, create,
imagine

accordingly

so

concerning

about, on

accrue

add, gain

consequently

so

accurate

correct, exact, right

consolidate

combine, join, merge

actionable

practical, usable, useful,
workable

constitutes

is, forms, makes up

contains

has

additional

added, more, other

convene

meet

address

discuss

copious

many

addressees

you

currently

now

addressees are requested

please

decontent

remove

adjacent to

next to

deem

believe, consider, think

advantageous

helpful

delete

cut, drop

adversely impact on

hurt, set back

demonstrate

prove, show

advise

recommend, tell

depart

leave

afford an opportunity

allow, let

designate

appoint, choose, name

aircraft

plane

desire

want, wish

allocate

divide

determine

decide, figure, find

anticipate

expect

disclose

show

apparent

clear, plain

discontinue

drop, stop

appreciable

many

disseminate

give, issue, pass, send

appropriate

proper, right

domicile

house, apartment

approximate

about

due to the fact that

due to, since

architect (as a verb)

design, make

during the period

during

arrive onboard

arrive

effect modifications

make changes

as a means of

to

elect

choose, pick

as prescribed by

in, under

eliminate

cut, drop, end

ascertain

find out, learn

employ

use

assist, assistance

aid, help

encounter

meet

at the present time

at present, now

endeavor

try

attain

meet

ensure

make sure

attempt

try

enumerate

count

be advised

(omit)

equipments

equipment

benefit

help

equitable

fair

by means of

by, with

establish

set up, prove, show

capability

ability

evidenced

showed

caveat

warning

evident

clear

close proximity

near

exhibit

show

combat environment

combat

expedite

hasten, speed up

combined

joint

expeditious

fast, quick

commence

begin, start

expend

spend

comply with

follow

expertise

ability
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expiration

end

inception

start

facilitate

ease, help

incumbent upon

must

failed to

didn’t

indicate

show, write down

feasible

can be done, workable

indication

sign

female / females

woman / women

initial

first

finalize

complete, finish

initiate

start

for a period of

for

inter alia

among other things

forfeit

give up, lose

interface

meet, work with

forward

send

interpose no objection

don’t object

frequently

often

is applicable to

applies to

function

act, role, work

is authorized to

may

furnish

give, send

is in consonance with

agrees with, follows

has a requirement for

needs

is responsible for

handles

herein

here

it appears

seems

heretofore

until now

it is essential

must, need to

herewith

below, here

it is requested

please, we request, I request

ideate

imagine, invent, conceive

liaison

discussion

identical

same

limited number

limits

identify

find, name, show

magnitude

size

immediately

at once

maintain

keep, support

impact

affect

male / males

man / men

impacted

affected, changed

maximum

greatest, largest, most

impactful

effective, meaningful

methodology

method

impacting

affecting

mindset

philosophy, attitude

implement

carry out, start

minimize

decrease, method

in a timely manner

on time, promptly

minimum

least, smallest

in accordance with

by, following, per, under

modify

change

in addition

also, besides, too

monitor

check, watch

in an effort to

to

multitask

balance, juggle

in lieu of

instead

necessitate

cause, need

in order that

for, so

not later than 10 May

by 10 May, before 11 May

in order to

to

not later than 1600

by 1600

in regard to

about, concerning, on

notify

let know, tell

in relation to

about, with, to

notwithstanding

inspite of, still

in the amount of

for

numerous

many

in the event of

if

objective

aim, goal

in the near future

shortly, soon

obligate

bind, compel

in the process of

(omit)

observe

see

in view of

since

observed

saw

in view of the above

so

on a regular basis

(omit)

inasmuch as

since

onboard (as a verb)

familiarize, integrate

incent

encourage, motivate, excite

operate

run, use, work

incentivize

encourage, motivate, excite

optimum

best, greatest, most
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option

choice, way

scalable

expandable, adaptable

paradigm (when used outside
the sciences)

model, pattern, standard

seasoned

experienced, skillful,
accomplished, professional

parameters

limits

selection

choice

participate

take part

set forth in

in

perform

do

similar to

like

permit

let

solicit

ask for, request

pertaining to

about, of, on

portion

part

solutions (as a substitute for
products or services)

products, services

possess

have, own

state-of-the-art

latest

practicable

practical

subject

the, this, your

preclude

prevent

submit

give, send

previous

earlier

subsequent

later, next

previously

before

subsequently

after, later, then

prior to

before

substantial

large, much

prioritize

rank

successfully complete

complete, pass

proceed

do, go ahead, try

sufficient

enough

procure

obtain, acquire

synergize

proficiency

skill

collaborate. cooperate,
combine

promulgate

issue, publish

synergy

collaboration, cooperation,
teamwork

provide

give, offer, say

take action to

(omit)

provided that

if

terminate

end, stop

provides guidance for

guides

the month of

(omit)

purchase

buy

the undersigned

I

pursuant to

by, following, per, under

therefore

so

reflect

say, show

therein

there

regarding

about, of, on

thereof

its, their

relative to

about, on

this activity, command

us, we

relocate

move

time period

(either one)

remain

stay

timely

prompt

remain

stay

transmit

send

remainder

rest

under the provisions of

under

remuneration

pay, payment

until such time as

until

render

give, make

utilize, utilization

use

represents

is

validate

confirm

request

ask

viable

practical, realistic

require

must, need

vice

instead of, versus

requirement

need

warrant

call for, permit

reside

live

whereas

because, since

retain

keep

with reference to

about

robust

healthy, strong, prosperous,
tough, vigorous

with the exception of

except for

said, some, such

the, this, that

witnessed

saw

your office

you

