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� Rhetorical Overview

why good grades and an internship will make you a well-rounded addition to your field, a better 
candidate for the job you want, and a benefit to a society that depends on your field’s success. Yet 
a different type of knowledge works in conjunction with this field knowledge. This knowledge 
is communication knowledge. This is the valuable knowledge that English and Communication 
courses will be teaching you, even if you are not an English major and do not consider yourself 
an “English” person. 

Basics exist in all forms of communication. For example, audience, purpose, argumentative 
frameworks, and other principles which are field specific are found in a different variety in every 
field. After all, we must communicate our knowledge, and we find it easiest to talk to each other 
in consistent forms so that our messages are as clear as possible. Each different form is often 
referred to as a “genre,” which is simply a term for a “type” of communication form. Each of the 
following is a genre specific to a purpose or task. Writers use them to deliver their message to us 
in a predictable and persuasive form that we understand because of our previous experience with 
the forms. 

Science Lab Reports
Business Memos
Recipes
Rent Checks
Sales Flyers
Case Folders 
Book Reviews	
Medical Reports
Naturally, some genres are broad and break down into smaller genres. Medical reports, for 

instance, come in a wealth of varieties.
These forms play a crucial role in delivering our message in an understandable way. They 

are roadmaps guiding us toward predictable destinations, even if we do not know what we will 
find when we get there (some type of solution or hypothesis, most likely). If you defy a genre’s 
conventions, you risk losing your audience or sending indirect messages that you don’t intend. The 
indirect messages may interrupt your audience’s understanding of your argument.  They may try 
to understand why you’ve chosen a non-traditional format to present your information and lose 
focus on your ideas; or the indirect messages may tell your audience that you haven’t yet mastered 
the communicational competence of your field. Each is potentially devastating to the information 
you wish to get across to your audience and the argument you wish them to consider. 

Much of the introductory college writing course is dedicated to developing an awareness of 
genre and communication formats. English teachers, after all, do not have encyclopedic knowledge 
of everything about which their students write. English instructors, as well as all instructors in 
other departments, do have a great facility to analyze an argument and see the big picture even 
in areas where they do not have expertise. This questioning process is one skill they will pass 
on to you. The second skill they will pass on to you is the specialty of English departments—an 
awareness of language and its ideas, better known as genre and argument.

When one gets down to the subject of genre, there are too many genres in each of dozens of 
fields. English courses cannot cover all genres. Even the classes in your major may not cover all 
genres. You will learn many of them only when life demands it. Thus, English courses prepare you 
to begin to evaluate how information, whether cold scientific facts or blood-boiling argument, is 
structured in typical situations. Your instructor will most likely discuss how the essay forms you 
are assigned can be models for your own similar writing purposes. You can use this rhetorical 
knowledge for your own field in the future. Because argument has a prominent place in democracy 
as well as in many collegiate and professional fields, your English instructors will spend much 
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