
Writing 39A: Introduction to Rhetoric Syllabus 

Essays and Arguments: Not as we know it. 

By now in your college career, you’ve probably had to write many essays and arguments in various 
writing classes. So much so that you might think you’re tired of all that you’ve learned about essays. 
However, this class is not concerned so much about the essay form as we know it, but instead more 
concerned about writing and how you can use it as a tool to communicate your thoughts, voice, and 
arguments. 

  

Why? Because you have something to say, hopefully, about the world around you and how you 
interact with it and that often can be expressed in writing. College will expect you to often document 
these thoughts in writing (probably in an essay format) and your career will probably also require 
written communication in some form or another. What type of writing will you be doing in the 
future? 

  

I have no idea. 

  

However, I can try to teach you skills that will allow you to determine the context and setting of the 
writing that you will have to do and then you’ll be armed with tools to face the various writing tasks 
of the future. Besides, all good writing comes down to story and we'll talk about the importance of 
story in whatever you write. That’s my main objective for this course and we’ll also fulfill the 39A 
Learning Outcomes listed below. They all fall into this concept of giving you the rhetorical skills 
necessary for a variety of writing situations. 

  

39A Learning Outcomes 

  

These learning outcomes are adapted from the WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year 
Composition [v3.0], available in full on the UCI Composition website, here. 
 
Rhetorical Knowledge 
 
Rhetorical knowledge is the ability to analyze contexts and audiences and then to act on that analysis 
in comprehending and creating texts. Rhetorical knowledge is the basis of composing. Writers 
develop rhetorical knowledge by negotiating purpose, audience, context, and conventions as they 
compose a variety of texts for different situations. 
 
After successfully completing 39A, students should 

• Learn and use key rhetorical concepts through analyzing and composing a variety of texts 

http://www.humanities.uci.edu/comp/courses/outcomes.php


• Gain experience reading and composing in several genres to understand how genre conventions 
shape and are shaped by readers’ and writers’ practices and purposes 

• Develop facility in responding to a variety of situations and contexts calling for purposeful shifts 
in voice, tone, level of formality, design, medium, and/or structure 

• Match the capacities of different environments (e.g., print and electronic) to varying rhetorical 
situations 

Critical Thinking, Reading, and Composing 
 
Critical thinking is the ability to analyze, synthesize, interpret, and evaluate ideas, 
information, situations, and texts. When writers think critically about the materials they use--whether 
print texts, photographs, data sets, videos, or other materials--they separate assertion from evidence, 
evaluate sources and evidence, recognize and evaluate underlying assumptions, read across texts for 
connections and patterns, identify and evaluate chains of reasoning, and compose appropriately 
qualified and developed claims and generalizations. These practices are foundational for advanced 
academic writing. 
 
After successfully completing 39A, students should 

• Use composing and reading for inquiry, learning, critical thinking, and communicating in various 
rhetorical contexts 

• Read a diverse range of texts, attending especially to relationships between assertion and 
evidence, to patterns of organization, to the interplay between verbal and nonverbal elements, 
and to how these features function for different audiences and situations 

• Use strategies--such as interpretation, synthesis, response, critique, and design/redesign--to 
compose texts that integrate the writer's ideas with those from appropriate sources 

Processes 
 
Writers use multiple strategies, composing processes, to conceptualize, develop, and finalize 
projects. Composing processes are seldom linear: a writer may research a topic before drafting, then 
conduct additional research while revising or after consulting a colleague. Composing processes are 
also flexible: successful writers can adapt their composing processes to different contexts and 
occasions. 
 
After successfully completing 39A, students should: 

• Develop a writing project through multiple drafts 
• Develop flexible strategies for reading, drafting, reviewing, collaborating, revising, 

rewriting, rereading, and editing 
• Use composing processes and tools as a means to discover and reconsider ideas 
• Experience the collaborative and social aspects of writing processes 
• Learn to give and to act on productive feedback to works in progress 
• Reflect on the development of composing practices and how those practices influence 

their work 



Knowledge of Conventions 
 
Conventions are the formal rules and informal guidelines that define genres, and in so doing, shape 
readers’ and writers’ perceptions of correctness or appropriateness. Most obviously, conventions 
govern such things as mechanics, usage, spelling, and citation practices. But they also influence 
content, style, organization, graphics, and document design. Conventions arise from a history of use 
and facilitate reading by invoking common expectations between writers and readers. These 
expectations are not universal; they vary by genre (conventions for lab notebooks and discussion-
board exchanges differ), by discipline (conventional moves in literature reviews in Psychology differ 
from those in English), and by occasion (meeting minutes and executive summaries use different 
registers). A writer’s grasp of conventions in one context does not mean a firm grasp in 
another. Successful writers understand, analyze, and negotiate conventions for purpose, audience, 
and genre, understanding that genres evolve in response to changes in material conditions and 
composing technologies and attending carefully to emergent conventions. 

After successfully completing 39A, students should: 

• Develop knowledge of linguistic structures, including grammar, punctuation, and spelling, 
through practice in composing and revising 

• Understand why genre conventions for structure, paragraphing, tone, and mechanics vary 
• Gain experience negotiating variations in genre conventions 
• Learn common formats and/or design features for different kinds of texts 
• Practice applying citation conventions systematically in their own work 

These outcomes will be something we return to at the end of the course to reflect on your progress 
in the Final Portfolio. 

Theme 

One of the largest questions that philosophers and storytellers grapple with is how should we live? 
In fact, most narratives, fiction and non-fiction, grapple with some aspect of this idea about how we 
should live. Argumentative writing often suggests ways to live in various topics. For this class, we’ll 
look at defining audiences and conversing with these groups about how they should choose to 
interact to their place in the universe. It’s big and challenging on purpose, but we’ll talk about how 
to narrow and specify these according to our class readings. 

Assignments 

You will work on three major assignments throughout the quarter, produce three drafts of each, and 
include them in a final portfolio along with a portfolio introduction. These won’t be graded 
throughout the quarter and will only be graded at the end in the final portfolio. 

Imitation Exercises: 

Each week we’ll have short writing exercises that help develop both your critical reading and 
imitation skills. These you can use to build towards the larger assignments. 

Metacognitive Reflection: 



Each week I’ll ask you to reflect about your reading and writing. These will help you when you 
return to write your final portfolio, so writing honestly and specifically about your work will be 
helpful in the end. 

Assignment 1: 

One of the first things we should do in examining "How should we live?" is to examine what are the 
things we want or think we want. Applying for things we want: jobs, colleges, loans is one of the 
ways we attempt to get what we want. In this assignment, you'll use the genres of a job posting, 
cover letter, and rejection letter to comment on our goals, pleasures, and dreams in life and the 
failure to achieve them.  

This assignment asks you to think about exploring point of view, ethos, voice, and style. You'll move 
through several of these as you take on each component of the assignment.  

In the job posting, you'll post what the call is for in terms of an applicant. This should be an 
unconventional call--something that would not normally be requested for a job, college, or 
application. Maybe it's a call for a pet, best friend, or an endangered pleasure that Holland writes 
about. In this call, though, you should reference ideas, themes, or arguments from one of the 
readings you've done so far. Think Doyle, Miranda, Gray, Liu, or Holland as a starting point for 
your call.  

For the cover letter, you'll now take on the persona of an applicant and decide who this person and 
their those will be and how they're trying to convince those posting this the call that they are the 
correct applicant. Consider where the conflicts are between the call and the cover letter. Is this 
comedic or satirical? Or are you making a point with some of these conflicts?  

Then, for the rejection letter, take on another persona and decide how you're going to reject and 
what you're saying with your rejection. How does this perspective on the application add complexity 
and nuance to the ideas you're addressing? How do you bring new insight and points with the 
rejection? How do you make your reader feel about the applicant and the rejector?  

The genre of this assignment is creative non-fiction, but don’t be afraid to use poetry, dialogue, or 
other narrative techniques when necessary. The call should be at least 250 words, the cover letter at 
least 500 words, and the rejection letter at least 500 words.  

Assignment 2: 

Using Le Guin's text, write a craft essay exploring how the author crafted her message and 
convinces her audience. What are the techniques used, strategies employed, and complexities 
examined in the piece? Use the craft essays of Week 5 as imitation models. 

You should be moving towards an academic tone with correct MLA citations in this 
assignment. You must use evidence from the text to ask questions, define issues, question dilemmas, 
or pose alternative readings of the text. We'll be focusing on skills of summarizing, paraphrasing, 
and quoting as we start to interact, interrogate, and investigate. The main focus is to consider how 
this essay is crafted and a conversation that interacts with the text. A clear argument should emerge 
even if it is implicit. 

Final Essay: 



Using Endangered Pleasures as a text, pick one pleasure of your own choosing (don't steal from 
Holland) that we need to enjoy now. Use this to reflect overall on our theme questions of "How 
should we live?"  

Make an argumentative piece that convinces your reader about what they should appreciate or 
rethink in their lives. For models, use Endangered Pleasures to see how she writes about the specific 
details, chooses evidence, and her argumentative moves that deal with qualifiers, counter arguments, 

and skeptics. Another model you could consider is Charles Baxter- You're Really Something.pdf .  

Consider the choices you studied in Assignment 2 about craft, consider the lessons you learned 
about voice, tone, and style in Assignment 1 and put all of these together in the Final Essay.  

The piece should have MLA citations. Consider carefully what outside evidence you might need to 
support your arguments. The pieces should be at least 1250 words long. 

Portfolio: 

At the end of the class, you’ll turn in all the work you’ve completed in an electronic portfolio on 
Canvas. Keep all your work, notes, and drafting as it’s important to give me a big picture of your 
writing process throughout the class. You’ll also write an introduction that will guide your reader 
through your work and talk about your process in building your writing skills. 

While work isn’t graded until the end of the course to give you the opportunity to revise, please 
realize this class can’t be done in half or third the time. You need to be working throughout the 
quarter and I’ll know who hasn’t been keeping up with the work. 

Policies  

First-Day Policy 

Students must attend the first-day of class to stay in the class. For our online class, that means 
submitting the work due on Tuesday. If you don't, you risk someone else taking your spot. 

  

Dropping/Adding/Grade Options 

If you want to add, drop, or change your grade option for this class, it is your responsibility 

to obtain an authorization code from your instructor (issued by the Composition Office).  

  

ADDING: The deadline to add a section of a Writing course is Friday of Week 1, by 5 pm. 

This deadline is a Composition Program policy. 

  

DROPPING: Any student who requests to drop a course after 5 pm on the Friday of Week 

Two requires will require a Dean’s exception. You can receive a drop code from your 

instructor, and must use the Composition Office authorization codes for all drops or adds. 

https://canvas.eee.uci.edu/courses/14632/files/5132650/download?wrap=1
https://canvas.eee.uci.edu/courses/14632/files/5132650/download?wrap=1


You will not be automatically dropped from the course if you simply stop attending. 

  

GRADE OPTION: Writing 39A/AP can only be taken for a letter grade. It may not be 

taken P/NP. 

  

EXCEPTIONS: If you would like to petition for a drop based on extenuating and 

documented circumstances, you must submit a petition at the School of Humanities 

website.  

  

Turnitin 

The Composition Program uses Turnitin to detect plagiarism. Failure to upload final 

drafts of your major assignments to Turnitin by the deadline assigned by your instructor (or 

uploading a draft that is different than the one turned in to your instructor) is grounds for 

failure in the course. If you have objections to using Turnitin, you need to discuss with me ASAP to 
make alternate arrangements. 

  

Passing Grade 

For all UCI writing courses, a final grade of C or above satisfies the writing requirement. If 

you earn a final grade of C- or lower in any writing course, you must repeat that course and 

you must drop your enrollment in the next course in the sequence.  

  

Writing Center 

As a writer, it is helpful to receive feedback from many readers. The Center for Excellence 

in Writing and Communication (Writing Center) is a free resource that provides feedback on 

any writing assignment from any course. You can do everything from brainstorming ideas to 

learning revision techniques with peer tutors and Writing Specialists. I encourage you to use 

the Writing Center as soon as you receive an assignment to best utilize your time. You can 

also submit writing online to receive email feedback. You can make an appointment online or check 
our website for drop-in hours at four locations on campus.  

  

http://www.writingcenter.uci.edu/
http://www.writingcenter.uci.edu/


Plagiarism 

Please read the university policy on Academic Honesty on the Office of Academic Integrity Student 
Conduct Website ( www.aisc.uci.edu ). Submitting a paper that is based on the words and/or 
structure of another writer’s work or submitting a paper that includes researched information that is 
not properly cited is plagiarism, and thus, grounds for failure in the course. All information or 
language borrowed from print or electronic sources must be identified. Failure to do so is theft. 
Copying a sentence and changing a word or two does not make the ideas or the information yours. 
Submitting the same work for more than one class without notifying the instructor and receiving 
permission is considered self-plagiarism and treated as academic dishonesty. Use of editing or 
tutoring services that involves another person writing or rewriting your work is considered 
plagiarism, regardless of whether their writing is based on your ideas.  

  

If you have questions about whether an action is plagiarism or not, please be proactive and ask your 
instructor for guidance. 

  

Attendance 

Excessive absence from class is grounds for failure. The Composition Program considers more than 
10% unexcused absences from class to be “excessive.” For an online course, that means missing 
assignments over two submission days. Excessive absences are grounds for failure or an impacted 
final grade in the course. 

  

Late Work 

Drafts must be turned in on time. I won’t give feedback on late drafts. You have the chance to 
rewrite up until the final portfolio, so there’s no excuse not to turn in your work. However, you’ll get 
the best feedback on the most polished work; spend time on each draft and revise in between. 

  

Participation 

I value your voice and ideas so I encourage everyone to participate and be part of our conversations. 
Read and be ready to discuss. Participation is an important part of the reading and writing process. 
Don’t disrespect our class by using your electronic devices to do other work. Focus on our class for 
the limited time we’re there. 

  

Peer Review 

One of the best ways to become a better writer is to become a good editor. Peer review allows us to 
practice editing. We’re a class community, so make sure you give as good peer review as you’d like to 
receive.   

  



Office Hours/Conferences 

You are required to meet with me at least three times during the quarter. You can decide when, but 
it needs to be once in the first three weeks, once in weeks 4-6, and once in weeks 7-10. I’ll have 
regular office hours as well as conference times. 

 


