	
	
	



Rhetorical Criticism Essay Assignment

Information for Instructors
Rhetorical Criticism Essay Assignment
Overview
This assignment addresses the Pathways outcome: Evaluate evidence and arguments critically or analytically. 

In this assignment, students will write a rhetorical criticism essay analyzing a public text, speech, advertisement, or media message. They will evaluate rhetorical strategies, evidence, and appeals used by the creator to achieve their purpose and persuade their audience. This assignment builds rhetorical analysis and academic writing skills.


Information for Students
Rhetorical Criticism Essay Assignment
Overview
For this assignment, you will write a rhetorical criticism essay analyzing a public text, speech, advertisement, or media message of your choice. You will evaluate how the creator uses rhetorical strategies such as ethos, pathos, logos, style, and structure to achieve their purpose and persuade their audience.
 
As you work on this assignment you will:
· Select a public text, speech, advertisement, or media message to analyze.
· Identify the author’s purpose and intended audience.
· Develop a clear thesis supported by detailed rhetorical analysis.
· Analyze the rhetorical strategies used, including appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos.
· Evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies in achieving the creator’s purpose.

Assignment Format & Guidelines
Your rhetorical criticism essay will:
· Be 3–4 pages in length, typed and double-spaced, using a 12-point font.
· Use in-text citations and the Works Cited page.
· Include an introduction with a thesis statement, body paragraphs analyzing rhetorical strategies, and a conclusion.
· Use clear academic writing with complete sentences and proper grammar.

Assessment Criteria
Your essay will be graded on your: 
· Development of an original thesis.
· [bookmark: _Int_21ECJi5w]Identification of the author’s purpose and intended audience.
· Analysis of rhetorical strategies (ethos, pathos, logos, style, structure) with supporting evidence.
· Evaluation of the effectiveness of rhetorical choices.
· Correct use of citations in MLA format.
· Use of academic English with correct grammar, punctuation, and formatting in the written essay.

	Rhetorical Criticism Essay Grading Rubric

	Criteria
	Exceeds Expectations
	Meets Expectations
	Approaches Expectations
	Developing

	Thesis & Analysis (20 points)
	Develops an insightful, original thesis with sophisticated rhetorical analysis. (18–20 points)
	Develops a clear thesis with supported rhetorical analysis. (14–17 points)
	Thesis is present but rhetorical analysis is limited in detail or insufficiently developed. 
(10–13 points)
	Thesis is missing or analysis is minimal. (0–9 points)

	Purpose & Audience Identification 
(20 points)
	Thoroughly identifies purpose and audience with insightful analysis. (18–20 points)
	Identifies purpose and audience with general analysis. (14–17 points)
	Identification of purpose or audience is somewhat clear; analysis is limited or underdeveloped. (10–13 points)
	Provides little or no identification of purpose or audience. 
(0–9 points)

	Analysis of Rhetorical Strategies 
(20 points)
	Analyzes ethos, pathos, logos, and other strategies with detailed evidence.
 (18–20 points)
	Analyzes rhetorical strategies with some supporting evidence. 
(14–17 points)
	Mentions rhetorical strategies but provides limited evidence or incomplete analysis. (10–13 points)
	Provides little or no analysis of rhetorical strategies. 
(0–9 points)

	Evaluation of Effectiveness 
(20 points)
	Critically evaluates effectiveness of rhetorical choices with sophisticated insight. 
(18–20 points)
	Evaluates effectiveness with some critical insight. 
(14–17 points)
	Evaluation is limited in reasoning or insufficiently developed. 
(10–13 points)
	Provides little or no evaluation of effectiveness. 
(0–9 points)

	Organization & Writing
(10 points)
	Academic writing is exceptionally well-structured, precise, and professional with virtually no errors. 
(9–10 points)
	Writing is generally well-structured with few errors. 
(7–8 points)
	Writing somewhat organized; occasional errors interfere with meaning. 
(5–6 points)
	Writing is consistent or organized; frequent errors that disrupt meaning. (0–4 points)

	Citation & Format (10 points)
	Uses attribution and citations flawlessly. (9–10 points)
	Uses citations with few errors. 
(7–8 points)
	Citations are not used consistently or are not formatted correctly 
(5–6 points)
	Uses citation incorrectly or not at all. 
(0–4 points)




Sample Student Submission

Marsha McLuhan
Rhetorical Criticism Essay
COM 220: Rhetorical Criticism

“How Dare You”: Greta Thunberg’s Moral Authority and Strategic Rhetoric at the UN Climate Summit
In her searing 2019 address to the United Nations Climate Action Summit, Swedish activist Greta Thunberg delivered a speech that reverberated around the world. More than a plea for climate action, her speech stands as a masterclass in rhetorical strategy, crafted to provoke, confront, and awaken an apathetic global elite. This essay argues that Thunberg’s rhetorical power derives not merely from her impassioned delivery but from her sophisticated orchestration of ethos, pathos, and logos to position herself as a moral authority, galvanize emotional urgency, and present a fact-based indictment of climate inaction. By tailoring her appeals to an international audience of political leaders and citizens alike, Thunberg transforms personal outrage into a universal call to justice, making her speech both rhetorically effective and socially catalytic.

Thunberg begins by establishing her ethos not through traditional credentials, but by presenting herself as a reluctant yet resolute messenger. Her opening line—“This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be up here. I should be back in school on the other side of the ocean”—highlights her youth and presumed vulnerability. Yet, this very framing enhances her credibility by contrasting her sincerity and sacrifice with the complacency of those in power. As a young person speaking at one of the world’s highest diplomatic stages, she transcends the role of activist to become a global moral witness. Her ethos is also grounded in her consistent activism, such as her "Fridays for Future" campaign, which demonstrates her commitment and integrity. Rather than defer to institutional authority, Thunberg claims moral authority rooted in lived experience, urgency, and ethical clarity.

Her pathos-driven appeals are deliberately forceful and emotionally charged, reflecting her frustration with systemic inaction. She states, “You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with your empty words,” directly indicting the world’s leaders in a tone that is at once personal and accusatory. By using emotionally resonant diction—“suffering,” “dying,” “ecosystems collapsing”—she constructs a narrative of widespread and immediate devastation. Her voice quavers with outrage, and her delivery is punctuated by silences that allow the gravity of her words to resonate. Thunberg's emotional force is not a display of adolescent anger but a strategic disruption of political decorum, meant to jolt the audience from their comfort. As rhetorical scholar Dana Cloud argues, emotional appeals, particularly expressions of indignation, can serve as powerful forms of resistance when deployed by marginalized speakers (Cloud, 1998).

In addition to emotional appeals, Thunberg employs logos through direct citation of scientific data and reports. She references the IPCC’s 2018 report, stating, “According to the IPCC, we have less than 12 years to act if we want to keep global warming below 1.5 degrees Celsius.” Her ability to translate complex data into accessible warnings lends credibility and intellectual weight to her argument. More than simply citing evidence, she uses it to undermine the economic rationalizations often used by policymakers, asserting, “All you can talk about is money and fairy tales of eternal economic growth.” This critique not only challenges the status quo but reframes climate change as an ethical and existential issue rather than a technical or financial one. Her logical appeals are therefore not isolated facts but part of a broader moral syllogism: if science predicts catastrophe, and leaders refuse to act, then their inaction is not just impractical—it is immoral.

Thunberg’s rhetorical choices are effective not only because they engage classical strategies but because they align with her dual audience: world leaders and the global public. To the UN delegates, she offers condemnation, holding them accountable for “betraying future generations.” To the broader public—especially young people—she models resistance and urgency. The phrase “How dare you,” repeated emphatically, operates as both a rebuke and a rallying cry. It frames climate inaction not as negligence but as an ethical violation. The speech’s structure is also strategic: it moves from personal experience to global consequence, from indictment to mobilization. This progression reinforces the notion that personal awareness must translate into collective action.

Evaluating Thunberg’s rhetorical effectiveness, it is clear that her strategies produce both emotional and cognitive resonance. The virality of her speech, amplified by media and social platforms, testifies to its rhetorical reach. But its effectiveness lies not only in dissemination, but in impact: her words have contributed to a broader discourse that frames climate change as an intergenerational injustice. By uniting logos, ethos, and pathos into a coherent, urgent message, Thunberg exemplifies how rhetoric can serve not only to persuade but to provoke transformation. Her speech does not aim to comfort or compromise—it aims to confront and catalyze.

In sum, Greta Thunberg’s UN speech achieves rhetorical potency by blending moral clarity, emotional appeal, and factual rigor. She harnesses her identity as a young activist to amplify her ethos, wields pathos to challenge indifference, and marshals scientific data to ground her claims. Her rhetorical strategies, calibrated for both elite and popular audiences, make her speech a landmark in climate discourse and a compelling case study in modern rhetorical criticism.
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