
THE RHETORICAL SITUATION
OF AN ARGUMENT



IMAGINE…
• You are making an argument to your parents or guardians that you ought to 

have a later curfew. Your claim might be something like: Because I am 
mature and responsible, I should be able to stay out until midnight. 

• Now, let’s consider how context can affect the argument.

• What if you were 9 years old when you made this argument?

• What if you had just made the honor roll?

• What about the audience of your argument? Would your parents react 
differently if they had recently read a newspaper story about child being 
abducted?

• If you knew your parents were have a difficult time at work, would you approach 
the argument differently?

• All arguments exist within a context, which directly influences not only what is 
presented, but how it is presented. This is the rhetorical situation.



THE RHETORICAL TRIANGLE

- When developing arguments, we 
look at the interaction of three key 
elements: speaker, subject, and 
audience.

- For example: 

What if you’re asked to 
persuade a group of 4th

graders the benefits of reading 
both widely and often? How 
would you approach this?

Speaker

SubjectAudience

Text



ANOTHER ACRONYM? YES! 

SOAPSTone
• Subject: The speaker’s general topic or content.

• Occasion: What circumstances give rise to the argument? Where and 
when is the speaker presenting their argument?

• Audience: Who is being addressed?

• Purpose: What is the speaker’s intention or goal? What does the 
speaker want the audience to do?

• Speaker: Who is presenting the argument? What do you know about 
them? 

• Tone: How might the speaker’s attitude affect their message or the 
audience’s understanding of it?



FOR EXAMPLE: 
We will watch a Commencement Address given by Amy Poehler. 

Directions: You will need three different colors for this activity.

1.) TONE: As you listen to Amy Poehler’s speech, highlight/underline any examples of 
formal language in one color. Highlight/underline any examples of informal 
(conversational) in another. Identify the tone shifts throughout the speech and describe it 
in the margins. Answer the questions that follow. 

2.) ARGUMENT: Read through the speech a second time. This time, analyze her argument 
using a third color. Identify the major claim(s) of Poehler’s address, and the rhetorical 
appeals (ethos, pathos, logos) she uses to achieve her purpose. Identify SOAPS, and fill 
this in at the end of this assignment.

3.) Answer the questions that follow. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T7N_L_pu74k



CONSIDER THE RHETORICAL 
SITUATION

Directions: Look over the following situations and write a few sentences 
of the argument you might write, taking into account your subject, the 
occasion, the audience, your purpose, your role as the speaker, and 
your tone. 

1.) You get caught defacing a statue of your rival school’s 
mascot. 

- Scenario 1: You need to explain to a college you have 
applied to why the incident is on your school record, and why 
it should admit you anyway.

- Scenario 2: You need to apologize to the rival school’s 
student body and prevent any retaliation against your 
mascot or school.



CONSIDER THE RHETORICAL 
SITUATION

Directions: Look over the following situations and write a few 
sentences of the argument you might write, taking into account 
your subject, the occasion, the audience, your purpose, your role 
as the speaker, and your tone. 

2.) A student is caught plagiarizing an essay, which results in 
failing the course:

- Scenario 1: You are a senior in high school with a full 
scholarship to college next year, and you are talking to the 
teacher that caught you plagiarizing.

- Scenario 2: You are the teacher in a meeting with the 
student’s parents and their lawyer, who are contesting the 
failing grade.



TICKET OUT
• On the paper provided for you, come up with a 

rhetorical situation on your own and two scenarios 
for the situation (like the previous two examples)

• We will respond to these tomorrow!


