COMM 412:
Rhetorical Theory & Criticism

Fall 2025
PROFESSOR: Dr. Beth A. Messner OFFICE: LB 314
E-MAIL: bmessner@bsu.edu VISITING HOURS: MW 10:30 — Noon,
PHONE: 765-285-1882 TR 3:30-4:30, and by appointment

CATALOG & COURSE DESCRIPTION: Examines theories and methods of selected
classical and modern critics as they relate to persuasive communication. Prerequisite: COMM
320 or permission of the department chairperson.

COURSE OVERVIEW: This course introduces you to the study of rhetoric and rhetorical
criticism. Rhetoric is defined as "the human use of symbols to communicate” (Foss, 2018, p. 5).
Often these symbols are used as tools to influence thought or action. Such influence is found in
speeches, protest marches, advertising, music, rituals, sculpture, comics, and architecture, among
a host of other rhetorical texts. The course first examines fundamental questions regarding the
nature and function of rhetoric. Next, we will discuss the nature and goals of rhetorical criticism.
Rhetorical criticism is the systematic analysis and evaluation of language and other symbols.
The final, and largest, portion of the course will be devoted to discussing various tools that you
can use to engage in rhetorical criticism, particularly those developed by contemporary rhetorical
scholars and critics. We will illustrate and explore these tools through examination of published
rhetorical criticisms and classroom applications, including some drawn from current events
(Prerequisite: COMM 320)

RATIONALE: Many theorists contend that our “symbol use” is the essence of our humanity,
that it distinguishes us from other life forms. Through these symbols, we are able to make sense
of our world and communicate with and influence other human beings. However, few of us are
trained to explore and assess the nuances of symbol use (i.e., how symbols operate, how they
affect us). This course fulfills these important needs by providing you with the critical tools
necessary to systematically explore rhetorical texts.

COURSE MATERIALS:

e Foss, S.K. (2018). Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice (5th ed.). Long Grove, IL:
Waveland. (See note below about Ball State First Day Partnership)

e Style Manual: American Psychological Association. (2020). Publication Manual of the
American Psychological Association (71" ed.). Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association.

e Additional Readings — Located in COMM 412 Canvas site (see “Canvas Files/Readings”).

e News, Current Events & Popular Culture — Our discussion of rhetoric and rhetorical criticism
will not be restricted to artifacts/events from the distant past. We often will use current events
to shed light on particular constructs and tools.

Your course textbook is available through the Ball State First Day partnership with Barnes &



Noble. This program ensures students obtain all of their course materials on the first day of
classes. Students are automatically enrolled in this program and charged the flat course material
fee on their BSU eBill. Students can opt out of the First Day program by the deadline listed on
the “Course Materials” page in Canvas. Please review the program details to make the most
informed decision regarding the purpose of your course materials and participation in the Ball
State First Day program.

COURSE, DEPARTMENT & WORKPLACE COMPETENCIES: This course is designed

to meet a number of objectives and learning outcomes established by the department and
university (i.e., High Impact Practices & University Core Curriculum Tier 3). This course also
addresses several key workplace competencies designated by National Association of Colleges
and Employers (NACE). By the end of the semester, you should be able to demonstrate the

following:
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CLASS FORMAT: This course emphasizes theoretical and applied knowledge and requires
active participation. The learning process requires a high level of student engagement and will
be writing intensive. Content will be explored using a variety of learning techniques (e.g.,
lectures, class discussions, exercises, presentations & critiques of professional criticisms).

ASSIGNMENTS/ACTIVITIES: Detailed explanations of course assignments (with rubrics)

are located in the “Assignments” section of the COMM 412 Canvas site.

1. Research Benchmarks (125 pts.): As you work toward the creation of your Rhetorical
Criticism Paper (see below), you will submit five items that advance your progress toward
this goal. We will meet individually after submission of the Topic & Significance and RQ &
Method assignments to discuss your ideas and address questions as you progress with your

work.

e Topic & Significance (15 pts.)

e Annotated Bibliography (50 pts.)

e Literature Review & Reference List (30

pts.)

RQ & Method (20 pts.)
Model Criticism (10 pts.)

2. Rhetorical Criticism Paper (150 pts): This approx. 15-page paper represents the
culmination of your semester’s work in this class. It is designed to thoroughly ground you in
a particular method of rhetorical criticism. Toward this end, you will select a piece of
rhetoric, research its background, devise (a) research question(s), and answer your




question(s) by applying one of the methods of rhetorical criticism discussed this semester.
Your success will be encouraged through the 5 “Benchmark™ assignments noted above.
Because COMM 412 also serves as both a UCC Tier 3 course and the methods course for
COMM majors pursuing an emphasis in Advocacy & Public Communication, examples of
final course papers will be collected digitally for department and university assessment
purposes at the semesters’ end.

3. Article Presentation (50 pts): You will illustrate a designated rhetorical method by
presenting and assessing one published rhetorical criticism to the class. The 10-15 minute
presentation should highlight the author’s chief findings, assess the article and discuss what
you have learned about the method. The chosen article must differ from the article used to
satisfy the Benchmark #5 assignment.

4. Paper Presentation (50 pts): At the end of the semester, you will present your completed
rhetorical-critical analysis at a public research symposium. In preparation, you will need to
devise a visual display to represent your work, craft an oral overview of your project, and be
prepared to answer audience questions.

5. Reading Notes (10 @ 10 pts. = 100 pts.): To encourage you to read our course
materials, you will craft 10 (out of 12 possible) summaries of and reflections on
assigned readings as the semester unfolds. Each is due the day before we begin
discussing the respective assigned reading in class.

6. Final Exam (100 pts.): At the end of the semester, you will complete a final, in-class exam
that requires you to share, apply, and reflect on your knowledge of our semester’s content,
activities and discussions.

7. Attendance (30 days @ 2.5 pts./day = 75 pts. total): My minimum expectation is that you
regularly attend class sessions. Good attendance has a significant positive impact on
students’ academic performance by facilitating their ability to understand and engage with
course content and assignments. Additionally, regular attendance enables you to be better
informed about our learning opportunities, schedule and assignment updates, and to
contribute to the creation and maintenance of our learning environment.

GRADING/EVALUATIONS: Appropriate evaluation of your academic performance is
integral to your learning experience. In the absence of mistake, fraud, bad faith or incompetence,
I will be the key decision-maker on the assignment of grades.

General Grading Information: Evaluations of your work will be recorded in terms of raw
scores. You may earn a total of 650 points during the semester. Assignment letter grades will be
based on the percentage of points you earned out of the total points possible. The grade schema
is a variation on the100-90-80-70-60 system that includes “+ “and “-* grades.



Final course grades will be determined by using the following scale:

e 650-598 pts. = e 506-468pts. =C
e 507-585pts. = A - e 467 -455pts. = C-
e 584 -572pts. = B+ o 454-442pts.=D +
e 571-533pts. = e 458-403pts.=D
e 532-520pts. =B - e 402-3%0pts= D -
e 519-507 pts. = C+ e 389 and below =F

Assignment Submission: Most assignments should be submitted by 11:59 pm (EST/EDT) on
the date designated in our schedule (see syllabus and Canvas modules). Presentations and in-
class participation activities will be due at class time, unless otherwise indicated. All written
assignments (e.g., essays, papers) should be submitted as Word documents with extensions of
.doc or .docx unless otherwise indicated in the assignment description. Assignments should be
submitted to the appropriate “Assignment” link in Canvas, not emailed to me. The submission of
blank files and/or incorrect documents in lieu of a required assignment will be treated as a late
submission.

Late Submissions: Written assignments submitted after their respective deadlines will be
considered late and marked accordingly by the Canvas system. Such assignments will be subject
to a loss of 10% of the available points for each calendar day late. Technical issues are not valid
excuses for late work unless the problem stems from Canvas servers - - you should be working
enough ahead of the game to avoid those technical issues. Please note that Canvas will not
accept assignments for grading after 11:59 pm on the final day of the semester.

Please contact me in advance if you anticipate that your assignment will be submitted late so that
I understand the circumstances. The key to addressing late work is to make sure that you are
communicating with me regularly and that you keep me informed about both on-going and
emergency situations. My goal is to maintain course policies while also being responsive to
student needs. | understand that life sometimes throws us unanticipated and very challenging
curve balls. However, if I don’t understand your situation, it’s difficult for me to take that “curve
ball” into account. In some instances, | may require documentation from you to verify those
circumstances. | will do my best to balance your personal situation with making decisions that
are fair to the whole class. Please realize that this sometimes requires a delicate balance and may
not always result in decisions that work in your favor.

Make-Up Work: As a general rule, you will not be allowed to make-up missed in-class
activities, including quizzes. In-class activities are designed to reward you for your participation
in our class sessions. Therefore, if you do not participate, you do not receive participation
points. Exceptions to this “participation” rule will be made if you can provide credible
documentation related to an excused absence (see “Excused Absence” policy).

Papers — All written work is expected to fulfill assignment requirements and objectives; apply

course content; delineate and support ideas/arguments in a thorough fashion using credible
source materials; and demonstrate originality of thought and clarity of expression. All papers

should be formatted in the following manner unless otherwise specified:



e 12-point font e page numbers

e one-inch margins e indentation of 1% line of each
e double-spacing paragraph
Papers also should be feature:
e appropriate style (APA or MLA) e appropriate organization
e proper grammar e proper citation of all sources (in-text
e proper punctuation citations and reference list)

e correct spelling
For more information on proper use of in-text citations, see “Citing Sources Using APA Style” at
end of this syllabus and posted on our Canvas site. Assignments that fail to meet these standards
and/or neglect to address the central issue(s) of a particular assignment may receive a zero grade.
Thus, please read assignments carefully, follow directions completely, and ask questions.

CLASS POLICIES/IEXPECTATIONS: The following information about course policies and
expectations will help guide your behavior and decision-making throughout the semester. If you
have any questions about this information, please do not hesitate to ask.

1. Attendance, Excused Absences & Participation: Success in this course will be dependent
on your active participation in course activities. Therefore, at minimum, you are expected to
attend our class meetings. Toward this end, your attendance will be noted during each class
session. Excused absences only will be granted for officially sanctioned University
activities (e.g., debate or forensics tournaments, student government meetings, athletic
events), professional development reasons (e.g., conference attendance, internship or
employment interview), recognized religious holidays, and emergency situations (e.g., a
serious medical condition, a car accident, death of a loved one). All other absences will be
considered unexcused absences.

To receive an excused absence, you must present appropriate documentation related to that
absence, preferably in advance of the absence. If you have an excused absence planned on a
date that an assignment is due, your assignment should be submitted prior to your absence.
You also must have an excused absence to be eligible to make-up any in-class activities
associated with the missed class session. NOTE: You are responsible for any assignments
and announcements made during missed class sessions.

To encourage your participation, class sessions will be engaging, interactive and frequently
feature activities that will link key content to real-life persuasive messaging. Some of these
activities have been formalized into in-class and out-of-class Challenges for which you will
receive points toward your semester grade. You are expected to prepare for and activity
participate in all of these activities.

Finally, tardiness is not appreciated. Late entrances disrupt discussions, exercises, and
lectures. Therefore, please be on time to all class meetings. Frequent tardiness will result in

the loss of attendance points. Also, please do not interrupt speakers if you happen to arrive



late. Wait outside the door until the speakers are finished.

2. Make-Up & Late Assignments -- Make-up work and late submission of assignments may
be permissible if there are extraordinary extenuating circumstances involved and | am
notified in advance. | reserve the right to make this determination and will require
documentation regarding your situation. Scores typically will be reduced by 10% for each
calendar day an assignment is late.

3. Electronic Devices & Recordings:

e Electronic recordings, including photographing Powerpoint slides and audio
recordings of lectures and discussions, and/or broadcasts of any portion of this class
are prohibited without my written permission.

e Please bring a laptop or other electronic device to class so that you can access Canvas and
do in-class research that might be necessary for participation activities.

e To prevent classroom disruptions, please silence and/or turn off phones prior to class.

4. Course Schedule: The course schedule is tentative and, based on our progress, may be
revised at my discretion. You will be informed of any pertinent scheduling changes.

5. Communication & Feedback Policy: Regular communication is key to learning success.
In terms of communicating with me, email is my preferred mode of communication with
students.

e 1 will try to return email from your official BSU address within 24 hours during business
days and within 48 hours on the weekend.

o | will make every effort to grade quizzes, activities, and small assignments no later than
within 7 calendar days from submission. My goal is to complete assessment of major
assignments such as lengthy papers in approximately 2 weeks.

UNIVERSITY POLICIES:

1. Academic Integrity & Plagiarism: The integrity of the classes offered by any academic
institution reflects its mission and cannot be sacrificed to expediency, ignorance, or blatant
fraud. Therefore, | will enforce rigorous standards of academic integrity in all dimensions of
this course, especially the university’s policy related to plagiarism. Please review the Ball
State University's Academic Integrity Policy.

Examples of academic integrity violations include but are not limited to:

o using Atrtificial Intelligence (Al) technology to compose your submitted work (see
additional guidelines below);

e working with another person on any assignment other than authorized group projects;

e sharing or allowing others to access your assignment-related files, whether done with
permission or not;

e use or possession of an assignment-related file created by someone else;

e reusing and/or submitting work from another semester, course, or section of this class
(i.e., double-dipping);

e fraudulent submission of work;

e using unauthorized materials during exams;



e failing to cite sources in your work (i.e., both in-text and in reference pages);

e making fraudulent or dishonest statements regarding your work;

e soliciting others to complete work for you;

e posting course files and resources on study or content sharing websites;

e recording and posting videos of instructors or classmates without their permission

Plagiarism Detection: Ball State University subscribes to Turnitin, a plagiarism prevention
service, through Canvas. Your work will be automatically assessed by Turnitin when it is
submitted. The system will notify you if problems with plagiarism are detected and you are
expected to resolve those problems before final submission of your work. 1 also reserve the
right to use other means to verify the originality of student work.

2. Artificial Intelligence (Al) Policy: In communication courses, we place great value your
authentic voice and the development of the written and oral skills necessary to effectively
express that yourself. Therefore, all of the work you submit for this class should reflect your
original thinking and your unique voice and demonstrate appropriate written and oral
preparation. Artificial Intelligence tools like ChatGPT, Copilot, or Grammarly may be used
to support your learning in these areas, but with very clear limits.

Permitted Uses:

e Brainstorming topic ideas

e Generating outlines or structure suggestions

e Practicing delivery with Al speech coaches (e.g., Microsoft Presenter Coach, Ovation
VR)

e Clarifying grammar or engaging in minimal revision of drafts of your outlines, essays, or
papers

If you use an Al tool during the creation of your work, you are required to note this at the end

of your assignment. For example, you might say, “Used ChatGPT to brainstorm topic ideas”

or “Used Grammarly to correct spelling and grammar”.

Prohibited Uses:

e Submitting speeches, outlines, essays, papers, evaluations, or other assignments written
entirely or mostly by Al.

e Using Al to generate research — please use respected search engines and credible
databases instead.

e Using Al to generate citations, personal stories, personal reflections, or persuasive
appeals you present as your own

e Uploading course materials or other students’ work to public Al tools

Improper or undisclosed use of Al tools will be treated as a potential academic integrity
violation. If you're unsure whether a use of Al is appropriate, just ask!

3. Inclusion: We are committed to ensuring that all members of the university community are
welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State
University and among those we serve. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse.

4. Freedom of Expression: In this course, we are committed to fostering a learning



environment that values intellectual diversity, encourages free expression, and promotes open
inquiry. As members of the Ball State Community, we treat each person in our community
with civility, courtesy, compassion, and dignity and respect. We learn from differences in
people, ideas, and opinions. Please review Ball State University’s Statement on Freedom of
Expression, the resources on Ball State’s Freedom of Expression webpage, and Ball State’s
Beneficence Pledge.

5. Special Needs & Accommodations: If you need course adaptations or accommodations
because of a disability, please immediately contact Ball State University's Office of
Disability Services by calling (765) 285-5293 or emailing dsd@bsu.edu, if you have not done
so already. This office coordinates services for students with disabilities. Documentation of
your disability must to be on file in that office before I can provide you with any course
accommodations. | encourage you to have these accommodations in place before the
beginning of the semester. Also, if you have emergency medical information to share with
me, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please see
me as soon as possible. 1 will do my utmost to accommodate those needs.

6. FERPA and Privacy: Your educational records are considered confidential. Under FERPA
(the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act), access to your records will be restricted
and protected. Under most circumstances, they cannot be released without your written and
signed consent. However, some directory information may be released to third parties
without your prior consent unless a written request to restrict this is on file. To learn more
about student rights to privacy, read Ball State's FERPA and Privacy and Protection policy.

ACADEMIC SUPPORT SERVICES: If you need assistance to meet your goals for success, |
encourage you to take advantage of the resources below.

1. Writing Center (RB 295): All written work in this class must meet the minimum standards
of correct grammar, spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure. You are also required to
use APA or MLA format when citing reference material. Students who require assistance
with their writing are strongly encouraged to seek help through the university’s Writing
Center. The Writing Center offers free writing feedback sessions (online or face-to-face) to
all students. The staff works with students to write and edit essays, reports, reflections,
research projects, web content, lesson plans, slideshows, poster presentations, resumes, and
other digital or print texts. To make an appointment, go to www.bsu.edu/writingcenter, stop
by RB 295, or call 765-285-8370.

2. Learning Center (NQ 350): The Learning Center offers free tutoring for many BSU
courses, in addition to writing and study skills tutoring. Testing accommodations for students
with disabilities also are available for students who have received the appropriate
documentation from Disability Services. You can make appointments for virtual (Zoom) or
in-person (NQ 350) appointments. To make an appointment, visit my.bsu.edu and click on
“Navigate” in the Additional Tools section, or just go directly
to https://bsu.navigate.eab.com. Supplemental Instruction is available in select courses. If
you have an Sl leader for your course, that person will provide you with information the first
week of school regarding weekly study sessions. For more information about Learning

Center programming, visit bsu.edu/learningcenter, call 765-285-1006, or follow on


https://www.bsu.edu/about/administrativeoffices/disability-services/accommodations
https://www.bsu.edu/about/administrativeoffices/disability-services/accommodations
mailto:dsd@bsu.edu
https://www.bsu.edu/about/administrativeoffices/student-conduct/policiesandprocedures/ferpa

Instagram: BallStateLC.

Speaking Center (LB 302): The Speaking Center is a free resource available to all members
of the BSU community who wish to improve their public speaking skills. The Center offers
personalized coaching designed to help you become a more confident and effective speaker.
The trained coaches provide constructive feedback and support throughout the entire speech
preparation process, whether you are in the early stages of brainstorming ideas and
organizing your thoughts, or you need to practice your delivery and refine your message. To
schedule an appointment, please access the Center through your Navigate app to sign up for a
time. Appointments are available in person, on Zoom, and in virtual reality (VR) for those
interested in practicing in an immersive speaking environment.

Student Success Coaching: The College of Communication, Information and Media
(CCIM) offers free professional Student Success Coaching to help students gain insight as
they pursue academic and personal success. Coaches will partner with students to develop the
necessary tools to create a thriving experience at BSU and beyond. More specifically,
coaches can support students as they learn how to learn, practice skills and habits for
academic success, and reflect on their ongoing development as scholars. CCIM students are
encourage to contact the CCIM Success Coach at 765-285-1541.

. The Basic Needs Hub (AD 238): If you are struggling to afford food, do not have a safe and
reliable place to sleep, and/or are dealing with an emergency or crisis, help is available
through BSU’s Basic Needs Hub. The Basic Needs Hub has information, resources, and
provides individualized support to students. To talk with a supportive staff member about
your experience, receive one-on-one assistance, or learn more about resources, you can visit
the Basic Needs Hub page on BSU’s website or contact Tiffany Peters at 765-285-1545.

. The Counseling Center (LU 320): BSU’s Counseling Center offers free and confidential
services to all students. The Center’s staff works with students to address a variety of issues,
including homesickness, relationship concerns, anxiety, and depression. To schedule an
appointment, call 765-285-1736. Ball State also offers a 24/7 Crisis Line, which can be
reached at 765-285-HOPE (4673). The Crisis Line is a mental health resource for those who
are struggling with any mental health concerns, including thoughts of self-harm and/or
suicide. At your first appointment, you will work with a therapist to create a plan that will
connect you with resources that best fit your needs, including therapy at the BSU Counseling
Center, self-help resources, other on-campus resources, and community-based resources.

10



