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Writing Practical Arguments
One of the main purposes of this unit is to show you how important the rhetorical concepts of
ENGL 200 are for you in your daily and professional lives. You will be asked to complete three
brief, practical documents, all of which will help you develop your ability to be persuasive, use
audience-based reasoning, and be mindful of the major rhetorical appeals (ethos, logos, and
pathos).
First, you will write a professional development document, one that argues why you are a good
candidate for a scholarship, educational opportunity, internship, or job. Some of these genres
may include the following:
• A formal statement for a scholarship application
• An application letter for an internship
• A personal statement for an application to a graduate or professional program

You will be able to demonstrate awareness of your readers’ needs and perspectives. When
you’re applying for a job, for example, you won’t argue why the job will be a good opportunity
for you—but why you will be an asset for that particular company. You will emphasize your
ethos and produce a document that is free of errors.
Second, you will write a letter that delivers “bad news” to the readers: you will complain about a
problem, poor service, or a bad product. You will need to use your rhetorical skills and strategies
in order to refocus your irritation about the problem and to make yourself more persuasive for
your readers. Your main focus will not be to express your frustration but to make sure that
action is taken on your complaint.
In the final document, you will write a performance review: a memo to your instructor that
evaluates the strengths of your two documents, describes their rhetorical situations, and
evaluates and justifies the rhetorical strategies that you used. You’ll need to explain your use of
at least two of the three major rhetorical appeals.
Objectives: By the end of this unit, you should be able to
•

Consider the needs and perspectives of your intended readers

•

Consider and implement different strategies for being persuasive

•

Deliver “bad news” to a reader in a persuasive manner

•

Evaluate your own performance and reflect on your rhetorical situation and use of
rhetorical appeals

•

Read a scholarship, internship, or job announcement rhetorically
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•

Follow the formatting expectations of typical letter and memo documents

•

Edit closely to enhance your ethos

Reader Focus: “You Attitude”
When focusing upon practical communication with real people, you will still be able to use the
audience-based reasoning that you have practiced in other assignments and activities. Anytime
that you consider your readers as real people and you can see the communication from their
perspective, you are using a version of audience-based reasoning.
In practical terms, you can think of it as the difference between a “me attitude” and a “you
attitude.” When a writer uses the “me attitude,” there is little recognition of the reader: the
entire message is based upon the writer’s needs and perspective. When the writer uses a “you
attitude,” they are now seeing the message from the readers’ needs and perspectives.
Here are three examples to demonstrate the unfortunate “me attitude.”
An example from a job application letter:
I’m interested in this position because it can be a good stepping stone for my future
career.
Ask yourself: How is the reader connected to this statement? How will they feel to be considered
a “stepping stone”? What is this statement suggesting about the value of the company?
An example from an email from a student to an instructor:
I’m going to be absent from class on Friday because something really important has
come up. Please tell me what I’ve missed.
Again, what is this email signaling about the importance of the class and the role of the
instructor?
A complaint email:
This is the second time that I’ve received the wrong part. You and your employees
obviously don’t know what you are doing!
Obviously, this writer is irritated, as the complaint email shows. The reader will feel insulted—
and therefore may not be interested in helping out the writer.
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The “you attitude” strategies ask you to consider the message in terms of the reader. What
benefits or connections can the writer make with the reader? How can they imagine
themselves as the reader? Additionally, what common ground can they build between
themselves and their readers?
Let’s look at three ways of revising those me-based messages:
Me Attitude
I’m interested in this position
because it can be a good
stepping stone for my future
career.
I’m going to be absent from
class on Friday because
something really important
has come up. Please tell me
what I’ve missed.
This is the second time
you’ve sent me the wrong
part. You and your
employees obviously don’t
know what you are doing!

You Attitude
I’m interested in this position because I am excited
about the opportunity to contribute to your company’s
mission and practice what I’ve been learning in my
Entrepreneurship courses.
Though I am sorry that I am going to have to miss
Friday’s class, I have a conflict with an important career
opportunity that I scheduled before the start of the
semester. I will make sure to check with a classmate
regarding the notes for class.
Unfortunately, for the second consecutive time, I have
received the wrong part. As I’m confident that you are
interested in strong customer relationships, I have
attached an image of the part for your reference. Please
see my correspondence on February 2 if you need
additional background.

Importantly, though the “You Attitude” versions are indeed politer, they also are more
rhetorically sophisticated. In the complaint email, for example, the writer is still firm about the
problem and does expect action. The student in the absence email also does not provide the
instructor with an opportunity to insist on their attendance.
The “You Attitude” practices several of the same rhetorical moves as the rhetorical appeals of
pathos and ethos. As far as pathos is concerned, writers using a you-attitude approach are more
likely to consider the feelings and emotions of the reader. The writer is not looking to insult or
pick fights with the reader. As for ethos, the you-attitude writer comes across as more fair,
likeable, and relatable—someone whom readers may be more willing to empathize with and
help out.
Here are two more examples of me-attitude messages. Consider ways to revise them and, at the
same time, reflect on how these strategies relate to ethos and pathos:
•

An inquiry email from a student to a government researcher: Can you please share
with me all of your research on first-generation students? This information will
really help me out in a paper I’m working on for my ENGL 100 class.
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An email to a professor: Can you please look at the description of a similar course
to yours that I took at Kentucky State? I really think it meets the same objectives,
and I’m trying to save as much money, time, and effort as possible this semester.

Professional Development Document
Your professional development document responds to a particular educational or professional
opportunity, such as an internship. You’ll want to find an opportunity that has stated
expectations for the candidates. You can consider, among other possibilities, the following:
• Scholarship announcements
• Applications to enter academic or professional programs
• Internship and job advertisements

In your professional development document, you should emphasize the ways you want to
represent yourself to your readers: how do you want them to think about you? What are your
key experiences, academic training, and skills that relate to the opportunity? Additionally, you’ll
want to utilize the reader-based “you attitude,” in which you show your understanding of your
audience’s position, needs, and interests. Make sure to underscore the ways in which you meet
the opportunity’s required or desired skills and qualities.

How to Rhetorically Read Scholarship, Internship, or Job
Announcements
When you are looking to apply to a job, internship, scholarship, or some other opportunity,
make sure that you carefully read the announcement. You’ll want to read it rhetorically —
meaning that the announcement will give you important clues for the type of candidate the
organization envisions and privileges. If you have a good idea what these key traits are, you can
then make sure you highlight them in your own application letter.
Let’s look at one internship example. Read it and mark the most important keywords or “buzz
terms” that you see emphasized and repeated. Come up with 3-4 important keywords that you
could then return to in your application letter.
IN-17010 Private Sector Engagement Intern, Communications
Job description
World Wildlife Fund (WWF), the world’s leading conservation organization, seeks a
Communications Intern to support our Private Sector Engagement team at our Washington, DC
office. In close collaboration with the Communications Manager, the intern will support the
planning and implementation of communications activities (with a significant emphasis on
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written communications) related to WWF’s corporate partnerships.
This internship provides an opportunity to learn more about environmental sustainability by
working with the team that advances sustainable business practices with leading US
corporations.
Key Responsibilities
Supports the Private Sector Engagement team through written communications and
administrative tasks that contribute to the successful management of existing corporate
partnerships and written materials that further business development.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Participates in the development of key materials including blog posts, reports,
PowerPoints, talking points, partnership activity summaries, and web copy related
to WWF’s sustainability initiatives with corporate partners.
Drafts, reviews, and updates select Private Sector Engagement communications
materials including digital platforms and collateral (brochures, presentations, onepagers).
Provides administrative support to Supervisor including meeting scheduling, notetaking, and event planning
Attends calls and meetings with WWF staff, stakeholders and corporate partners,
summarizing key points and action items in collaboration with Supervisor.
Provides additional communication and strategic support as needed.
A bachelor’s degree in Communications, Marketing, Journalism or related discipline
or equivalent work experience is required.
Excellent writing and research skills, particularly with ability to write, deliver and
evaluate communications for specific audiences and outcomes. Strong editing and
proofreading skills.
Ability to prioritize projects, manage details, and meet deadlines with limited
supervision
Excellent interpersonal skills with a willingness to work in a team environment
across institutional and reporting lines to contribute toward larger goals and
projects
Basic understanding of HTML (for web updates) and working knowledge of MS
Office tools
Demonstrated history of leadership, initiative and accountability
Experience in conservation or sustainability a plus

Did you write down “sustainable” or “sustainability”? This keyword appeared five times.
How about “communications”? This keyword appeared ten times.
“Partner” or “partnership”? This one appeared four times. You could also connect this keyword
to “team environment,” “leadership,” and all of the activities that go on while working in teams.
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Consequently, given our keyword analysis here, the successful candidate would need to
emphasize any connections from their coursework or previous experiences and interests that
• Show their interest in the environment and sustainability
• Demonstrate their ability to communicate with others
• Demonstrate their ability to work effectively in teams

Considering the internship announcement, what else might you consider to be important for an
applicant?

Finding Your Own Opportunities
Start searching for local, college-level, campus-wide, state, regional, national, and international
scholarships, opportunities, and internships. At K-State, the Office of Undergraduate Research
and Creative Inquiry, the Career Center, the Institute for Civic Discourse and Democracy, and
many others may be a good place to start.
Here are several local examples at K-State:
Rebecca and Aaron Graham Scholarship for International Education and Understanding. This
scholarship offers student funding to travel abroad, “engaging in studies that are directly
connected with people and cultures outside of the United States.” The scholarship asks for
students to respond to five questions in “essay form”:
1. What are the dates of the international travel experience you are interested in?
2. Where will you be going? Give a brief description of your travel plans.
3. What are you hoping to learn/study during your international experience?
4. What are your estimated travel costs?
5. Are you receiving any other travel abroad grants or scholarships?
Undergraduate Research Opportunity Application, College of Arts and Sciences. This
scholarship provides funding for undergraduates in Arts and Sciences and has two major
prompts:
1. Brief project description (limited to 500 words):
2. Brief description of your interest in and qualifications for the project. Include how this
experience will advance your future professional aspirations (limited to 500 words):
Graduate Programs, M.S. Program in Horticulture Statement of Purpose. Though graduate
school may be far on the horizon for many of you, it doesn’t hurt to acquaint yourself with the
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ways in which you have to represent yourself for graduate programs. This program describes
their statement of purpose in this fashion: in 1-2 pages, indicate “your area(s) of research
interest, your long-term goals, and why you are interested in graduate study at K-State.”
Cargill Fellows, Staley School of Leadership Studies. In addition to a $1,000 scholarship, this
program offers internship and mentoring opportunities. Here are the essay questions that they
ask candidates:
•
•

Why are you interested in the Cargill Fellows program?
Access Cargill's Twitter or LinkedIn Account and find an article they posted within
the past 90 days. After reading the article, please comment on the following
questions: What corporate values were evident in the article? What energizes you
about the work Cargill does in the global food industry?

Invention Activity: Freewriting Questions
While you are looking for some opportunities to write for, you can consider several of these
following questions as ways to start writing about your academic and professional interests,
your contributions, as well as your skills and experiences.
1. How can you differentiate yourself from other applicants? (Can you come up with
three things that make you different from others who will be applying for the same
opportunity?)
2. What key terms or attributes do you ascribe to yourself? Isolate two or three of
them and develop them with explanation and specific examples.
3. What do you see yourself doing in five years? In ten years? What are your longterm goals?
4. What do you know about the departments, sponsoring groups, companies, or
organizations that you are applying to? What connections can you make with them
based upon your own experiences, academic training and interests, and skills?
5. List all of your academic accomplishments (classes, levels, projects, etc.), work or
volunteer experiences, soft skills, technical and linguistic skills, and other related
professional experiences. How can you turn these skills and experiences into
possible opportunity ideas?
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Style: Avoiding Overwriting
Practical arguments, in which you are communicating with and representing yourself
professionally to readers who are in positions of authority, are challenging rhetorical situations.
In an application letter, for example, you are attempting to enter a new community -- a new
workplace or organization -- yet you, unsurprisingly, may not yet feel comfortable in this new
role.
When you overwrite, a broad term for language choices that attempt to inflate your writerly
ethos, you may end up doing exactly the opposite of what you are intended. When overwriting,
you are attempting to sound intelligent and passionate, yet your readers may perceive you as
coming across as naive or disingenuous. You may be overwriting to demonstrate that you belong
in this new community -- yet your language choices, unfortunately, signal that you are an
outsider. Moreover, overwriting is not allowing you to meet your rhetorical purposes. Readers
will have to wade through generalizations, cliches, platitudes, and other forms of overwriting to
get at your specific and concrete message and explanation.
Here are several examples of overwriting:
•
•
•
•
•

I am writing this letter in my determined endeavor to enter on the path of this new
journey of my life.
In the procurement of more knowledge, I have taken several classes at Kansas
State University.
As you will perceive as you gaze upon my resume, it sparkles with relevant skills
and experiences.
My experiences reflect my deep and committed passion to the world of library
science and all that it entails.
If you decide to employ me, I promise to make sure to knock it out of the park
every single day.

Similar to the "You Attitude," you should reread your writing carefully and look for these
moments, in which you are trying hard to make a good impression on your readers and yet not
expressing yourself usefully and meaningfully for your intended audience. Look for Hallmark
Card language (e.g., "new journey"), cliches ("knock it out of the park"), and other examples of
overwriting (e.g., "procurement of more knowledge" and "perceive as you gaze") and try to
revise to make your message more concrete, specific, vivid, concise, and direct for your readers.
The following table will show some ways to revise several of the previous examples of
overwriting:
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Overwriting Examples
Revised Examples
I am writing this letter in my
I am applying for this internship to contribute to
determined endeavor to enter on
your company and enhance my skills in customer
the path of this new journey of
relations.
my life.
In order to enhance my ability to work with older
In the procurement of more
patients, I have taken several courses at Missouri
knowledge, I have taken several
University related to gerontology, such as HDFS
classes at Missouri University.
7257, Aging in the Family Setting.
As you will perceive as you gaze
As my resume shows, my educational experiences
upon my resume, it sparkles with and job skills make me an ideal candidate for this
relevant skills and experiences.
position.

Traditional Letter Formatting
A traditional business letter, one that was meant to be printed or typed out and mailed as a
physical copy, has several formatting options. In the table below, you'll find tips on writing in a
full-block letter style, in which all of the items are aligned along the left margin of the page.
1234 St. Simeon Lane
Manhattan, KS 66502
December 25, 2020

Include your return address at the top left. Alternatively, you
could use letterhead.
Include a space and then write the date next. Spell out the
month and use cardinal numbers (1, 2, 3, not 1st, 2nd, 3rd,
etc.)

Shawn Lu
Operation Manager
China Visa Solutions
101 W. Grand Ave., Suite 200 After a space, include the inside address. Try to find a contact
Chicago, IL 60654
person and the full address of the company or organization to
which you are writing.
Subject: Concern about Delay
in Visa Processing
Include a concise yet rhetorically meaningful subject line that
should help focus your readers. Some letter also include an RE:
line, which tells readers the previous document that this
correspondence is referring to:
RE: Article in Asian Travel Magazine
RE: Your April 13, 2020 Inquiry
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Include the salutation; to be formal, include the colon after the
name; if you are unsure about the reader's title (Mr., Ms., Dr.,
etc.), then write out the full name.
If you do not have specific contact information, you can use a
generic job title for the reader, such as "Dear Property
Manager" or "Dear Hiring Committee." Alternatively, you can
use an ATTN: line to direct attention to where your letter
should be directed within the organization:
ATTN: Customer Service Department

Introduction

Body Paragraph(s)

Conclusion
Sincerely,

After the traditional letter header information, you can then
include the introduction, body paragraph(s), and conclusion.
Make sure to use paragraphs to help focus your readers on
these different rhetorical "chunks" of the letter. Even in a
three-paragraph letter, you are doing different type of
rhetorical work in the introduction, the body paragraphs, and
the conclusion.
Include your closing and your name; leave 2-3 spaces if you are
going to be signing this letter. Below the signature line, you can
also indicate items that you have included:
encl.: resume

Writer's Name

Professional Development Evaluation Criteria
Here are the main criteria on which your professional development document will be evaluated:
Persuasiveness & Purpose: You have used the “You Attitude” and the rhetorical appeals
to represent yourself successfully for an educational or professional audience. You have
met your application purpose.
Development: You have focused your readers on your background, including your
previous academic professional experiences, your coursework, and your skills; you have
also explained how these are relevant. You satisfy your readers with your level of
specificity.

234

Chapter 5 Writing Practical Arguments

Designing Arguments

Organization: You guide your readers skillfully through the professional development
document, using topic sentences, readerly cues, and other typical ways of organizing a
brief document. You use an introduction, body paragraph(s), and a conclusion to help
focus your readers.
Style & Tone: Your language and other rhetorical decisions showcase your credibility and
enhance your professionalism. Your writing is concrete, specific, vivid, and active; you
avoid cliches, platitudes, and other forms of overwriting.
Accuracy & Formatting: You meet the formatting expectations of your readers and the
business letter genre, and you have proofread closely to enhance your credibility.

Complaint Letter
Unlike the first professional document, in your complaint letter you will be communicating “bad
news,” yet you will be doing so in a persuasive manner. You will write a letter that describes a
problem you have encountered with a product or service and asks for some action from the
reader. Use this opportunity to use your “you attitude” approach, express your concerns, and
build goodwill with your reader. Because of the formal expectations of this rhetorical situation,
you will be asked to complete this assignment as a business letter.
One challenge you may have is finding the appropriate person to write to. Do not use, “To
Whom It May Concern,” as that is a good way to ensure that your letter will not be read. Look up
the company or organization with whom you have the concern and try to figure out who is
involved in dealing with customers or the public. You might want to use an ATTN: (for
ATTENTION) and SUBJECT: line to make sure that your letter is routed to the appropriate person
or department.
SUBJECT: Yahoo Sports Internet Package No Longer Valid
ATTN: Yahoo Customer Care
Organization
Use this following outline as a way to help you get started on your complaint letter:
• Problem Description
o Describe the product or service that you are writing about to complain; be

concise yet complete and specific
o Provide enough background so the reader understands your problem
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o Consider your tone carefully, as you don’t want to appear that you are attacking

your readers
• Negative Consequences of Problem
o State why the problem was a problem—how did it inconvenience you? What

were some negative consequences because of the problem?
• Action
o State what you want to be done to address the complaint
o Provide a timeline or ask the reader to act promptly
o Continue to build a rapport with your readers and move toward a common goal
• Conclusion
o Leave your readers with a good impression and your willingness to work with

them

Activity: Detecting Rhetorical Moves in a Complaint
Letter
Given your knowledge of the rhetorical situation of the complaint letter and the possible
organizational strategies, take a look at the example complaint letter below. Identify at least
three rhetorical “moves” that the writer is making in this letter in order to persuade the reader
to act.
309 Cowan Road
Edinburgh EH11 1RH
UNITED KINGDOM
December 23, 2019
Moore Clements, Customer Relationship Center
HSBC Bank USA
PO Box 2013
Buffalo, NY 14240
SUBJECT: INQUIRY ABOUT ACCOUNT #XXXX8882
Dear Ms. Clements:
My wife and I opened up an HSBC account (#XXXX8882) in June, and we were
particularly attracted by the ease of making international money transfers as we were
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going to be living in the United Kingdom for the next 12 months. Unfortunately, despite
the fact that we held a sufficient balance and were active users, our account was
summarily closed by HSBC this month.
To date, we have yet to receive official notification of the closing of our account, nor do
we have any idea as to the status of the balance that was in the account. Additionally,
two direct deposits of $750 each were made on December 20; at this time, we have no
idea what has happened to those deposits. Altogether, I estimate that our closing
balance was approximately $4500.
Within one week of receipt of this letter, can you please email me
(drapaulf@gmail.com) or mail me at my temporary UK address the following:
• The official notification that the #XXXX8882 account has been closed.
• A copy of the closing balance of the account.
• An explanation for how the remaining balance, including the December 20

direct deposits, will be distributed to us.
After conducting some Internet research, I have come to understand that the closing of
accounts and, more importantly, the poor communication between HSBC and the
customers of these closed accounts are problems that are plaguing the reputation of
HSBC. I am confident that you are concerned about the poor customer relationship that
HSBC has built with me and others and will expedite my inquiry immediately.
Regards,
Dr. Alexander Paul
Consider these two questions:
• What “you attitude” strategies do you see at play in this complaint letter?
• Imagine that you are the reader. What image of the writer do you see? Have they built a

successful enough relationship with you to encourage your sympathy and action?
For this following example, what revision suggestions would you have for the writer who wrote
this complaint email:
To: Riley County Treasurer
From: Marsha Riley
Subject: Late Property Taxes!!!
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I couldn’t believe it when I received a late notice from you about my property tax! And,
on top of that, you expect me to pay $45 in interest payments, which to me is nothing
but a rip off.
First of all, I have never had any notice about the property taxes and the payment
deadlines. I am in the process of changing my mortgage account with my bank, and
they have paid it the past five years as part of my escrow account.
This is clearly not my fault, and I certainly do not want to pay the additional payment. I
expect you to look into this as soon as possible.
Sincerely,
Marsha

Invention Activity: Finding a Complaint Rhetorical
Situation
Think back to a recent problem that you encountered with
• An item that you bought online that you were disappointed with
• An item that was damaged
• A piece of technology that was not working correctly
• Service at a restaurant, in a company, or online
• An experience on campus (advising, academics, accessibility, etc.)
• An overcharge

Make sure that the problem is significant enough to warrant a formal complaint letter. List
several possibilities and discuss them with a couple of classmates.

Activity: Applying Criteria to a Complaint Letter
Use the criteria above to examine the following complaint letter. How successfully has the writer
met the criteria?
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841 Houston St.
Manhattan, KS 66502
March 12, 2019
Mr. John Crown
Regional Sales Representative, Tek Supply
1440 Field of Dreams Way
Dyersville, IA 52040
Dear Mr. Brown:
I have been a customer of Tek Supply for ten years and have always been pleased with
your products and customer service. In July of 2018, I ordered 10 twin-wall
polycarbonate sheets, Stock # 104620C, at a cost of $54.63 each, for a total of $546.30.
I installed these as walls for a small greenhouse in my backyard.
In February of 2019, I noticed that the sheets were beginning to yellow. Then, after a
rainstorm on March 10, 2019, I saw that the rain had punched small holes in the sheets,
causing rain to leak inside the greenhouse. Closer inspection showed that the sheets in
fact had become brittle. I am enclosing two photos showing the damage: one showing
the holes in the greenhouse walls, and the other a closeup showing the brittleness of a
broken piece of a sheet.
These polycarbonate sheets have a 10-year warranty. I believe these sheets were
probably from a defective batch. I would like for you to send me replacements for these
10 sheets. I can send you some pieces of the sheets from my greenhouse, if that would
help your customer service department to determine the underlying cause of this
damage. If indeed an entire batch of sheets were defective, you may be hearing from
other customers who may experience the same deterioration of these sheets soon.
I would appreciate receiving the replacement sheets as soon as possible, since the
spring growing season will be upon us very soon and we will want to use the
greenhouse. My telephone number is 785-211-0060, and my customer number at Tek
Supply is 021051.
Thank you for your attention to this matter.
Sincerely,
Amanda Renier
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Complaint Letter Evaluation Criteria
You can evaluate your own complaint letters and those of your classmates by using the following
criteria:
Persuasiveness
•

To what degree have you used rhetorical strategies to appeal to your audience in
order to induce cooperation and maintain a strong relationship?

•

Have you used “you attitude” strategies to reach your readers despite the “bad
news” of this rhetorical situation?

Purpose
•

Does your reader understand why you are writing to them? Have you provided
enough information and context? Does your purpose really require the formality of a
letter?

Development
•

Have you included the appropriate amount of detail (evidence, background, facts,
etc.) to meet your purpose and to enable your audience to decide on your case?

•

Have you sufficiently supported why the problem was a significant inconvenience for
you?

Organization
•

Have you guided your readers smoothly through the basic steps of the complaint
letter by using transitions, reader cues, and a logical progression? Have you used the
different sections and paragraphs of the complaint letter to guide your readers?

Accuracy & Formatting
•

Have you enhanced your ethos by closely proofreading your letter?

•

Have you met the formatting expectations of a formal business letter?
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Performance Review
The performance review is a formal and professional document that asks writers to describe
their accomplishments and evaluate them. In this case, you will be asked to write about your
performance on the two documents that you wrote in this chapter; importantly, you will be
asked to evaluate them according to the three major rhetorical appeals: ethos, logos, and
pathos.
Write your performance review as a memo to your instructor, bearing in mind the following
formatting expectations:
• Include the typical memo header elements (To:, From:, Date:, Subject:)
• Make your subject line specific and focused on your rhetorical purpose
• Use single-spacing with a space between paragraphs
• Use headings to help focus your readers on the different major chunks of the memo
• Keep your memo under two pages

Organization
As you write your memo, consider this following organizational strategy:
• Introduction
o Introduce your two documents to your instructor
o Announce the purpose or goal of this memo (e.g., what will you be doing in this

memo—and why?)
o State an argument about your performance and/or about yourself as a writer

and student of rhetoric: how well do you believe you used the rhetorical
appeals to persuade the readers of the two documents? what do these two
documents show about you as a student and writer?
• Body
o Describe the rhetorical situations of the two documents, including
• Your rhetorical goals in the two documents
• Your messages
• Your genres
• Your intended audiences
• The rhetorical challenges of these audiences and rhetorical situations
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o Analyze the success (or, any possible weaknesses) of your documents in how

they met your rhetorical goals and were persuasive for your intended
readers
• Refer to your two documents and bring in examples
• Focus on ethos, logos, and pathos
• Explain how your documents make good (or bad) ethos-, logos-, or

pathos-based appeals
• Explain, if necessary, what you would do differently if you had more time
• Conclusion
o Leave a strong image of yourself (ethos) with your instructor
o Emphasize your rhetorical strengths

Invention Activity: Linking Examples to Rhetorical
Appeals
As you begin to examine the two documents that make up your performance review, consider
this three-part process:
•

Create a chart with three columns for the different rhetorical appeals: ethos, logos,
and pathos

•

For each column, list as many specific examples from your two documents as
possible

•

Create statements that connect the specific examples to the rhetorical appeals:
given your intended audience and the rhetorical situations of these documents,
why are these good examples of ethos, logos, and pathos?

Ethos
Ask yourself: In my two
documents, how am I making
myself more credible, fair, and
trustworthy for my readers? In
what ways do my

Logos
Ask yourself: How clear have
I made my purpose, goals,
and main message to two
my readers? How reasonable
are my main points? Have I

242

Pathos
Ask yourself: When
appropriate, do I appeal to the
emotions of my audience and
their feelings about
themselves and their

Chapter 5 Writing Practical Arguments
documents reflect my care
and my “you attitude”?

Designing Arguments

provided enough
organization? How do I make
information and specifics for my readers feel better about
my readers?
themselves?

Here is the start of a student example:
Ethos

Logos
I’ve clearly connected my
main goal for entering
the Park Management
Program with my
previous experiences
(summer camp
counselor)

Pathos

I tell a story from my childhood
I have shown how the
that relates to my overall goal of
summer camp counseling entering the Park Management
position is similar to the Program
mission of the Park
Management Program
In the complaint letter, I assure
my readers that my previous All
I have indicated the
Ready HVAC/Plumbing
In the complaint letter, I
academic classwork that experiences have been good
talk about how I had
connects to this program ones; I indicate that I would be
used the All Ready
(esp. my courses in
happy to use them again in the
HVAC/Plumbing
biology)
future and recommend them to
company before.
my friends and family
In the complaint letter, I
provided the specifics
about the problem, the
costs ($450), and the fact
that a new gas valve for
the wall heater was not
actually necessary
I show how I have been
an active participant in
K-States Park
Management program
(esp. in the
collaborative projects)

In your memo, you could also consider changes you would make to your documents: If you had
additional time, or were to complete the revisions for these two documents, what would you do
differently—and why? Which of the rhetorical appeals would you be able to enhance—and
how?
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Typical Memo Format
The following table details the formatting expectations for the professional memo.
Typically, memos announce what they are at
the top: Memo or Memorandum.
Include the memo header items. For the date,
spell out the month and include the cardinal
number of the date.

Memorandum
TO:
Katherine Schlagel
FROM:
Student's Name
DATE:
December 22, 2020
SUBJECT: Performance Review of Practical
Arguments

Make your subject line both concise yet useful
and meaningful for your reader. Treat it like a
title and capitalize the initial letters of all
major words.

In this memo, I...

Leave a space and then begin your memo.
After your introduction, you can use
descriptive headings to help break up your
points and focus your reader on the different
sections. Here are two examples for this
particular performance review assignment:

Body Section Header #1
Body Section Header #2
Conclusion

Rhetorical Strategies in Application Letter
Rhetorical Strategies in Complaint Letter

Performance Review Evaluation Criteria
You can use the following criteria and questions to evaluate your own performance review as
well as those of your classmates.
Purpose
•

Have you evaluated your performance on the practical arguments, including your
rhetorical strengths and weaknesses?

•

Have you showcased a "big picture" claim about yourself as a writer and as a
student of rhetoric, given your practical arguments?

•

Have you demonstrated your knowledge of and comfort with the rhetorical appeals
and other strategies and concepts?
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Development
•

Do you summarize the rhetorical situations of the practical arguments?

•

Do you identify and use specifics from your practical arguments?

•

Do you match these specifics with the the appeals or rhetorical concepts that you
are using?

•

Do you explain why your language and rhetorical choices have been effective (or
not) for your intended audiences?

•

If necessary, have you explained what you would do differently if you had more
time and an opportunity to revise?

Organization
•

Do you focus readers by including an introduction, body paragraph(s), and a
conclusion?

•

Do you navigate for your readers what appeals or rhetorical concepts you are
using?

•

Do you use topic sentences, readerly cues, transitions, and other strategies to
guide your readers?

Style & Tone
•

Do you maintain a confident, active, and professional style and tone with your
intended reader?

Accuracy & Formatting
•

Do you meet the expectations of the memo genre?

•

Have you carefully proofread to enhance your credibility?
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Student Example
Liz Oltjen wrote these practical arguments in Phillip Marzluf's online ENGL 200 class.
Application Letter
211 Nacon Lane
Manhattan, KS 66502
November 10, 2020
UMKC Office of Admissions
5000 Holmes St
Kansas City, MO 64110
SUBJECT: DDS Reserved Admission Program Application
Dear UMKC Admissions Coordinator:
I am writing to express my strong interest in your Reserved Admissions Program for pre-dental
undergraduate students. It is with eager desire that I hope to navigate my dental journey
through such a qualified and well-respected institution. I have extensive experience working as a
sterilization technician in oral surgery and orthodontics, and I am confident that I am ready to
take the next step in furthering my knowledge and skill set in the world of dentistry.
I believe I am a strong candidate because I have spent the past few years committed to the
development of my understanding of dentistry, both through shadowing and working for
professionals in different areas of the dental field including: general dentistry, pediatric
dentistry, orthodontics, and oral surgery. From my experiences in these offices, I’ve had the
privilege of learning and furthering my insight on the responsibilities of a dentist, and I’m certain
that I have the skills necessary to eventually take on this role.
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Aside from my dedication to hands-on experience, I have held myself to strong academic
standards as evidenced by my completion of the required 15 hours per semester and 4.0 GPA. I
understand that intellectual growth is of high priority in your program, and I feel fully prepared
to meet its challenging expectations. Outside of studying, I’ve devoted much of my time to
community service working with Kansas State’s special needs cheerleading team, serving as
Director of Community Service for my sorority, and volunteering for the Make-A-Wish
Foundation. I am passionate about giving back to my community, and I hope to one day be able
to do this through dentistry.
Given my qualifications, I feel strongly that I am not only the right fit for UMKC but would excel
in your program. Thank you for your thoughtful consideration, and I hope to have the
opportunity to speak with you directly regarding my application.
Sincerely,
Liz Oltjen
Complaint Letter
211 Nacon Lane
Manhattan, KS 66502
November 10, 2020
Chester E. Peters Recreation Complex
1831 Olympic Street
Manhattan, KS 66506
SUBJECT: Complaint About Mask Policy
Dear Kansas State University Recreational Services:
The purpose of this letter is to address the decision that, in response to COVID-19, masks be
worn at all times inside the Recreation Complex. I understand that minimizing public exposure to
coronavirus is your top priority, and I cannot stress enough how much I appreciate your
dedication to the safety of all who utilize your facility. However, when it comes to working out,
there are multiple factors to consider when determining the safest course of action. Based on
current research, it is arguably more unsafe to wear a mask while working out in some instances,
specifically those involving high intensity cardio.
First, as someone who uses the Rec on a daily basis, I feel very strongly that we take expert
advice into consideration when creating policies around safety due to the serious nature of this
issue. The World Health Organization argues against wearing masks during exercise, especially in
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cases of high-intensity cardio; this is due to the fact that masks can make breathing more
difficult while working out. In addition, side effects such as dizziness and light-headedness are
also increased, putting some people at higher risk for heart attack and other serious medical
conditions.
Second, the Center for Disease Control recommends wearing a mask when social distancing
cannot be maintained. Yet, as you know, the cardio equipment in the Rec has been rearranged
to meet social distancing requirements. Because of this, I propose that students only be required
to wear a mask when not using one of the aforementioned machines, as they would still be in
compliance with the CDC’s recommended social distancing guidelines.
Thank you for hearing my concern, and I appreciate your thoughtful consideration in
reevaluating whether your current mask policy is the best option concerning students’ health.
Sincerely,
Liz Oltjen
Performance Review
Memorandum
TO: Phillip Marzluf
FROM: Liz R. Oltjen
DATE: November 22, 2020
SUBJECT: Performance Review of Application Letter and Complaint Letter
For our final task in ENGL 200, we were assigned to review our growth in this class by
showcasing our newfound knowledge and strengths in both an application and complaint
argument. As a writer and as a student, I would first like to express sincere gratitude for the
opportunity to reflect on my learning through such an unprecedented semester in this way.
Although I wasn’t expecting my composition skills to both develop and flourish in an online
environment, I couldn’t have been more wrong, and I feel that my two letters are strong
evidence of such.
At the beginning of this semester, I couldn’t provide a solid definition of ethos, logos, and
pathos; I’d heard them in the past, but my ability to apply them was lacking. This may come as a
surprise considering my current writing, as I make strong appeals to each rhetorical element in
both letters, which are equally effective in working together to persuade my intended
audiences. Thus, as my predominant area of growth, I argue that my usage of rhetorical
strategies has not only improved significantly over the course of this class but become very
strong.
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First, I would like to begin by focusing on how I incorporated ethos into my work, establishing
my credibility as an author. Ethos was a critical component in both my application and complaint
letter, as it was pivotal in each case that my audience take me seriously. For instance, when
writing to the UMKC DDS reserved admissions coordinator, I purposely stress my “extensive
experience” shadowing and working in the dental field; in doing so, I not only prove my
commitment, but portray myself as an equipped candidate. Later on, I reference, “... my
completion of the required 15 hours per semester and 4.0 GPA,” further displaying my
familiarity and fulfillment of their core program requirements, again validating my credibility.
In my complaint letter, I took a different approach in terms of ethical appeals. Because I’m not a
COVID-19 expert, I chose not to focus on my own knowledge of the virus itself; instead, I felt it
would be more effective to establish why wearing a mask during high intensity exercise is
relevant to me, saying, “As someone who uses the Rec on a daily basis…” Along with this, I work
to earn my audience’s respect by acknowledging the “serious nature of this issue” and concern
for “the safest course of action.” Through the aforementioned appeals in both letters, I am
confident that my understanding of ethos is both clear and telling of my progress in ENGL 200.
Next, I feel it is important to review my use of logos in each practical argument, playing on the
logical assumptions of my audience as a mechanism to persuade. For example, right off the bat
in the introduction of my application letter, I intentionally refer to UMKC as, “such a wellrespected and qualified institution,” alluding to the research I’ve done on the program’s
credentials. I further build on this appeal in the body of my writing by acknowledging UMKC’s
widely known “challenging expectations.” Yet, I don’t stop at simply meeting the logical
assumptions of my audience; I meet my own as well. I say, “I understand that intellectual growth
is of high priority in your program,” using my own rational thinking as another way of painting
myself as a sensible applicant.
Logos, however, is more often used in the form of hard evidence and statistics -- and while I
didn’t feel this type of logical appeal was fitting in my application letter, it worked very
effectively in my complaint scenario. I would even argue that the most persuasive aspect of my
complaint letter is through my purposeful presentation of “expert advice,” quoting both the
World Health Organization and the Center for Disease Control. By employing facts “based on
current research,” I guide my audience to the logical assumption that because the cardio
equipment has already been properly socially distanced, wearing a mask while using them isn’t
necessary. Further, I don’t present this information as my own opinion, but as a matter of fact.
The last rhetorical appeal I want to consider in both of my letters is that of pathos, analyzing
how I evoke emotion from my intended audiences. In my application letter, I do this primarily
through eloquent word choice, using phrases such as “strong interest.. eager desire...
passionate…dedication...” -- the list goes on. I do this so that the UMKC admissions coordinator
gets a strong feeling of how important the opportunity is to me. I also appeal to selflessness,
citing my love for community service and helping others. By incorporating this pathetic
component, I further my audience’s respect for me not only as a candidate, but a person as well.
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The main way in which I appeal to pathos in my complaint letter is through my expression of
gratitude for the Rec’s staff, primarily for being “dedicated to safety.” As in my application letter,
I am very careful with word choice, characterizing my audience as caring individuals who only
want the “best option concerning students’ health,” rather than people who wander around
aimlessly at work enforcing a pointless policy. Going about the former uses the “You” attitude,
which I’ve learned is a much more effective persuasive strategy.
Lastly, in both my application and complaint letter conclusions, I demonstrate my genuine
nature by thanking my readers for their “thoughtful consideration.” In both cases, I keep a calm
and respectful tone, as I understand the importance of leaving a positive final impression on my
readers.
That said, I would like to do the same for this assignment; thank you, Dr. Marzluf, for guiding my
writing this semester. Your commitment to students’ success is evident, and I appreciate the
work you’ve put in to making online learning feel as close to normal as possible. I hope you enjoy
your time off, and I wish you all the best.

Conclusion: Summary of Key Rhetorical Concepts
Goodwill: A rhetorical
Good News: Arguments that imply quality in which writers
positive audiences, purposes, and attempt to build productive
messages.
relationships with their
readers.
Overwriting: A quality of
Practical Arguments: Arguments
You Attitude: A writing
writing in which the writer is that writers make to persuade
style in which the writer
trying too hard to impress
more local and specific audiences takes on the perspective of
their readers.
for personal purposes.
their readers.
Bad News: Arguments in
which the audience will
perceive the message and
purpose as negative.

250

Chapter Six
Revising and Editing

Chapter 6 Revising and Editing

Designing Arguments

Punctuation Made Simple by Gary A. Olson, Ph.D.
Some people write well but allow themselves to be disabled by a fear of punctuation and
grammar. They know how to prewrite, organize, and revise, but proofreading for punctuation
and grammar causes them difficulties. There’s no need to fear these conventions of standard
written English. In fact, these conventions can help you become a more effective communicator.
Punctuating Your Prose
Before discussing specific punctuation marks, we want you to know one important fact:
punctuation is simple. Many people believe that punctuation rules are rigid commandments and
that only the “experts” know all the rules. You may be surprised to learn, however, that it is not
the “experts” but rather educated speakers and writers, such as yourself, who have established
the practices that we know as the “‘rules of punctuation.” In other words, over the years good
writers have used punctuation in ways that have made their messages especially clear to their
readers. Writers have agreed to follow these practices because they have proved to be so
effective.
As an analogy, think of the traffic signs that govern the rules of the road. When you see a red
blinking light or an octagonally shaped red sign, you bring your vehicle to a full stop; when you
see a blinking yellow light, you proceed with caution. These traffic rules help make driving safe
and efficient. But there’s no reason why a red blinking light signifies a complete stop; it well
could have been any other color. The caution light, too, could very well have been another color.
The important fact to remember is that drivers have agreed to follow these signals and to do
certain things when they come upon them. The same is true with punctuation marks. Writers
have agreed that certain marks will signify things in written communication.
The rules of punctuation are not static; they have changed throughout the years and will
continue to change. What once might have been considered improper punctuation may now be
considered correct. The rules of punctuation are created and maintained by writers to help
make their prose more effective, and their exact meaning changes through time, just as traffic
rules evolve with time. (For example, in many states it is now acceptable to make a right turn at
a red light if no other vehicles are in sight.) At any point in time, a particular punctuation mark
means what writers agree it means; as consensus shifts, so will its meaning.
If you approach punctuation with this understanding of its origin and flexibility, you will not be
intimidated by the conventions of punctuation.
In the panels that follow, we discuss several of the most useful punctuation marks that you will
use as a communicator. Instead of listing many rules as a grammar book might, we discuss these
various marks in general so that you can get a sense of how to use them in your own prose. Of
course, every communicator should own and use a grammar handbook as a reference tool. You
will still want to refer to such a book when you come upon a particularly difficult punctuation
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problem. Here, however, we are most concerned with helping you develop a feel for the way
punctuation works. We begin with the easiest of these marks and move to the most difficult.
The Colon
You might be surprised to learn that the colon is one of the most helpful and easiest to use of all
the punctuation marks. You don’t need to remember six or seven rules to understand how a
colon works. In prose, a colon really does only one thing: it introduces. It can introduce just
about anything: a word, phrase, sentence, quotation, or list. You’ll notice that we have used
colons in the two preceding sentences to introduce a sentence, in the first case, and a list, in the
second case. This is how simple the colon is. Let’s look at some other examples:
Joe has only one thing on his mind: profit.
Joe has only one thing on his mind: his stock portfolio.
Joe has only one thing on his mind: he wants to get rich.
Joe has only one thing on his mind: stocks, bond, and certificates of deposit.
We have used a colon in these four sentences to introduce various kinds of things: a word, a
phrase, a sentence, and a list. You can use a colon in your prose in any place where you must
directly introduce something. A colon gives special emphasis to whatever you’re introducing
because readers must first come to a stop, and so they pay more attention to it. For example,
let’s say you are writing a letter describing a product, and you want to emphasize above all that
this product, a Jacobsen lawn mower, is reliable. You could very well write:
The Jacobsen lawn mower beats its competitors especially in the key area of reliability.
While this sentence gets the point across, it doesn’t place much emphasis on reliability.
A sentence using a colon is much more emphatic:
The Jacobsen lawn mower beats its competitors especially in one key area: reliability.
Notice that the second example places clear emphasis on the point that the writer is trying to
communicate to his or her reader: that the Jacobsen lawn mower is above all reliable. The writer
of this sentence has used the colon effectively.
Perhaps the most common way to use a colon is to introduce a list of items, as in this sentence:
This report reviews five main criteria to determine whether to purchase the IBM PC:
hardware, software, maintenance agreements, service, and customer support.
If you aren’t sure whether you need a colon in a particular sentence, here is a handy test: read
the sentence, and when you reach the colon, substitute the word namely; if the sentence reads
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through smoothly, then there’s a good chance that you do need a colon. For example, you can
read any of the example sentences above with the word namely in the place of the colon:
Joe has only one thing on his mind (namely) profit.
Joe has only one thing on his mind (namely) his stock portfolio. Joe has only one thing on
his mind (namely) he wants to get rich.
Joe has three things on his mind (namely) stocks, bonds, and certificates of deposit.
This test may not work 100 percent of the time, but it is a fairly reliable indicator of whether you
need a colon.
One word of caution: do not place the colon after the verb in a sentence, even when you are
introducing something, because the verb itself introduces and the colon would be redundant.
For example, you would not write:
My three favorite friends are: Evelyn, Marlyne, and Ronni.
The colon is not necessary in the sentence above because the verb does the work of introducing
the three friends. You can check this sentence by using the test we just mentioned. It would
seem awkward to read this sentence, “My three favorite friends are, namely, Evelyn, Marlyne,
and Ronni.” The fact that the sentence is awkward when you read it with namely is an indication
that the colon is unnecessary. Remember, the colon shows emphasis and, therefore, you want
the reader to stop at the colon before proceeding on to whatever it is you are introducing.
The Semicolon
The semicolon is another important tool you can use when you write. There are two ways to use
this punctuation mark: as a connector between two sentences and as a supercomma.
1. To Connect Two Sentences
The semicolon is most often used to connect two sentences. Obviously, the sentences ought to
be relatively close in content, but other than that you can connect any two sentences with a
semicolon. The diagram below may help you remember this usage:
Sentence ; Sentence
As a communicator, you are always putting together complex ideas in your prose and showing
how they relate to one another. A semicolon is an economical way to join two sentences, and
therefore two ideas, so that your reader sees the relationship. For example, you may write any
of the following sentences:
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Jim is a good typist; he makes few mistakes.
The MFC Corporation is an excellent company to invest in; its dividends have risen
sharply and steadily over each of the last ten years.
Ms. Sanchez is a good real estate salesperson; however, she was unable to sell her own
house.
Each of the three examples above contains two sentences glued together by a semicolon. The
second part of each sentence makes a comment on the first. Certainly, each sentence could be
written as two sentences, but you wouldn’t be expressing the close relationship between the
two parts that you do when you use a semicolon. With two separate sentences, the reader must
stop at the period of the first sentence and then begin to read the second; with two sentences
connected by a semicolon, the reader does not come to a full stop and, therefore, the
relationship seems that much closer. Also, this type of sentence allows you to express your ideas
economically.
The important point to remember is that you must have a complete sentence on both sides of
the semicolon. If your second sentence begins with a conjunction (and, but, or, etc.), you do not
need a semicolon because the conjunction and the comma that usually goes with it are
equivalent to a semicolon. Instead, combine two full sentences with the semicolon.
Sometimes a sentence may begin with words like however, therefore, and nevertheless. If your
second sentence begins with one of these words, and if it is indeed a full sentence, you still must
use a semicolon to connect the two. The sentence about Ms. Sanchez illustrates this use.
A word of caution: never glue two sentences together with only a comma. Grammarians call this
sentence error a comma splice. Here is an example of two sentences connected with only a
comma:
The banking community became quite upset at the rise in the prime rate, bankers felt
that they would ultimately lose a considerable amount of money.
A comma splice is considered ungrammatical because the reader begins reading the second
sentence before realizing that the first sentence is completed. Readers are used to stopping at
the end of a sentence, and they become disoriented when they find that they have unknowingly
left one sentence and entered a new one. This is why effective writers avoid the comma splice.
Here are two additional examples of comma splices:
Ms. Linccini is a fine worker, she meets all her deadlines.
Our sales have increased by twenty percent, our inventory has been reduced by thirty
percent.
Each of the examples above constitutes two sentences glued together with a comma. You can
correct a comma splice by inserting a semicolon between the two sentences, by adding a comma
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to your conjunction, or, of course, by punctuating them as two sentences. Whichever way you
choose, however, you must make sure your final drafts do not contain comma splices.
There is one instance in which a comma splice is considered acceptable. Occasionally, you may
have a list of items that could stand alone as full sentences. You may use commas to attach
these items so long as it is clear to the reader that this is a list of relatively equal items. Here is
an example:
I opened the safe door, I took out the money pouch, and I concealed it in my desk
drawer.
The example above shows a list of three items and illustrates a step-by-step process. Even
though the items all constitute full sentences, it is acceptable to use commas to attach them but
only because they are members of a larger list. If you are unsure about using commas to connect
sentences in a list, perhaps it is best to rewrite the sentence. Do, however, stay alert for any two
sentences in your prose that are connected by only a comma.
Related to the comma splice is the run-on sentence. Run-on sentences, often called fused
sentences, are two sentences punctuated as if they were one. In other words, a run-on is a
comma splice without the comma—two sentences smashed together with no punctuation
between them. Here are two sample run-ons:
Chu Lie is the foreman Joseph Garcia is the line boss.
I knew that the new personnel policy would cause problems the union is reacting quite
vehemently.
As you can see, each of the two samples is composed of two sentences. The writer should have
connected the sentences with a semicolon or punctuated them as separate sentences. Again,
you don’t have to worry about such matters until the proofreading stage, but you must make
sure your final draft doesn’t contain run-on sentences.
2. As a Supercomma
As you know, you normally separate the members of a list with commas, as in this sentence:
I have just bought shares in IBM, USAG, and ITT.
The commas let the reader know where one item ends and the next begins. Sometimes,
however, you have a list of complex items and one (or more) of the items already contains a
comma. In such a case, the reader is likely to get confused about what is really a member of the
list and what is not. You can avoid this confusion by making the semicolon a sort of
“supercomma.” Look at the sentence below to see how the supercomma works:
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Suncom Corporation has subsidiaries in four cities: New York, New York, Wilmington, Ohio,
Houston, Texas, and San Francisco, California.
This sentence contains so many commas, both between the members of the list and within
them, that readers are likely to become confused. Instead, you can make the semicolon a
supercomma between each of the members so that your meaning is clear:
Suncom Corporation has subsidiaries in four cities: New York, New York; Wilmington,
Ohio; Houston, Texas; and San Francisco, California.
The second sentence is clearer than the first because the reader knows exactly where members
of the list begin and end. You probably will not need to use a semicolon as a supercomma often,
but if your sentence contains a list of items, one (or more) of which already contains a comma,
you can clarify your meaning by using the supercomma.
The Comma
The comma tells the reader to pause, just as the blinking yellow light tells a driver to slow down
and to proceed with caution. Some writers can tell where a comma is needed by reading their
prose aloud and inserting a comma where there seems to be a clear pause in the sentence. This
may work much of the time if you read the sentence carefully and accurately. However, this
procedure is not the most precise way to approach comma usage. Below are four general ways
to use commas with a reasonable degree of certainty.
1. Between Items in a Series
When you are listing three or more items in a sentence, simply place a comma between each
member of the list. Here are two examples:
Mr. Sanchez used the money that he won from the sweepstakes to buy a house, a car,
and a small yacht.
We will purchase the stock if the price is lowered to $30 per share, if we are allowed to
buy a block of over 10,000 shares, and if we receive a guarantee that no new shares will
be created in the next fiscal year.
The commas clearly mark where one member of the list leaves off and the next one begins.
There is no mystery in how to use the comma in these kinds of sentences. What is often unclear,
however, is whether to include the comma between the last and second-to-last items in a list. In
the past, it was considered improper to omit the final comma in a series, but modern writers
believe that the conjunction (and, but, or) does the same thing as a comma: it marks the place
between two items in the set. These writers have argued that a sentence is more economical
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without an unneeded comma. As a result, you now have the option to choose whether to
include the final comma. Nevertheless, many people still follow the old rule and expect to see
the final comma. Also, if your list is rather complex, omitting the comma may confuse the reader
about where the second-to-last item leaves off and the last begins. In this case, of course, you
would want to include the comma in order to avoid confusion. Perhaps it is best to get into the
habit of always using the comma between the last two items in order to avoid all controversy.
You do, however, have the option to omit it.
2. Between Two Sentences
You’ll remember that a semicolon is used to connect two sentences. However, more often we
glue two sentences together with a comma and conjunction (such as and or but). In fact, if you
examine a document you have written recently, you are likely to find many such sentences; they
are so common that you don’t even realize you are writing them. When you do put two
sentences together with a conjunction, you must also include a comma. That is, the conjunction
and comma are equivalent to a semicolon when you’re connecting sentences. Here are three
examples:
The Suncom Corporation has just acquired the OILCO company, and it has agreed to sell
OILCO’s oil-drilling rights in Texas as soon as possible.
I knew that the price of IBM stock would increase after it entered the home computer
market, but I had no idea that the price would skyrocket.
I first conducted a thorough audit of the company, and I then interviewed the manager
to try to determine how much money was missing.
Each sentence above is made up of two sentences glued together with a comma and
conjunction. For example, the first sentence is made up of the following:
The Suncom Corporation has just acquired the OILCO company.
It has agreed to sell OILCO’s oil-drilling rights in Texas as soon as possible.
All you need remember is this: when you’re connecting two sentences with a conjunction, you
must also include a comma because the conjunction and comma work together as a team.
Perhaps this diagram will help you remember:
Sentence , Conjunction Sentence
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Often you may use a conjunction but not have a complete sentence on both sides of it. In this
case you do not need a comma. For example, you could easily rewrite the above sentences so
that one part of each sentence is not a full sentence:
The Suncom Corporation has just acquired the OILCO company and has agreed to sell
OILCO’s oil-drilling rights in Texas as soon as possible.
I knew the price of IBM stock would increase after it entered the home computer market
but had no idea that the price would skyrocket.
I first conducted a thorough audit of the company and then interviewed the manager to
try to determine how much money was missing.
Because in the above examples you do not have full sentences on both sides of the conjunction,
there’s no need to include a comma.
One last bit of advice: if your sentence is very short (perhaps 5 to 10 words), you do have the
option of omitting the comma if you wish. You have this option because your reader can usually
understand a short sentence more readily than a long one, and therefore you would not need a
comma for readability. Here is an example:
Mr. Santana is old and he is senile.
This sentence is so short that you may omit the comma. Remember, punctuation is meant to
help the writer and the reader, not to make their jobs more difficult. That’s why you may opt to
omit the comma between these two short sentences.
3. To Attach Words to the Front or Back of Your Sentence
Most of the sentences we compose really consist of a short core sentence with many details
added to that core sentence. Frequently, we add information to sentences by attaching one or
more words to the front or back of the core sentence. You don’t need to memorize seven or
eight rules naming each of the different structures you can add to your sentence. Instead,
remember that when you add information to the front or back of a sentence, you want readers
to know that you are doing so, in order to help them clearly under- stand your message. Here
are four examples:
Certainly, Joan is a successful salesperson.
Although she flunked chemistry and barely passed math, Joan is a good student.
In order to help save the company from bankruptcy, we sold shares in the company at
discount prices.
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Joan is a good student, although she flunked chemistry and barely passed math.
If you examine the sentences above, you will see where the writer has attached words to the
front or back of each core sentence. Even when you add one word, such as certainly in the first
example, you want your reader to know where the real sentence begins. This is why you place
the comma there. If you read the sentences carefully, you’ll also notice a natural pause where
the comma is situated.
4. On Both Sides of a Nonessential Component
The three uses of the comma just discussed are quite easy. You should be able to tell when
those commas are needed or not. When you are proofreading your own prose, it will be clear to
you whether you have a list of items or not, whether you are attaching two sentences with a
conjunction or not, and whether you are tacking words onto the front or back of your sentence
or not. The fourth use of the comma, however, is a little more complex because you must make
a judgment call. Nevertheless, even this fourth way to use a comma is relatively simple.
Often, you will insert a group of words into the middle of a sentence. Sometimes this group of
words will need to be set off by commas from the rest of the sentence, and sometimes you will
not need commas. In order to tell whether you need commas, you must make a judgment about
whether the added words are essential to the meaning of the sentence or whether they simply
provide extra detail. Let’s use an analogy to illustrate this concept. The modern stereo system is
what we call a component system, in that it is made up of many different components: an
amplifier, receiver, turntable, tape deck, and various speakers. With most stereo systems, you
have the option of removing certain components and adding new ones. For example, you may
decide to unplug your tape deck but retain the turntable. The various components are optional
or nonessential to the system itself. Similarly, you often add or delete components from your
sentences. If a component (a group of words in this case) is added to a sentence but does not
affect the meaning of the sentence when it is removed, then that component is not essential.
In order to tell a reader that a group of words is a nonessential component, you place commas in
front and in back of the group of words. However, if omitting the group of words would
drastically change the meaning of the sentence, then those words are not a component; rather,
they are essential to the meaning of the sentence. In that case, you would not want to put
commas on either side of the component so that the reader knows that those words are
absolutely important to the meaning of the sentence. For example, look carefully at the
following sentences:
Ms. Johnson, who is the company president, will present the awards at our annual dinner.
Banks which hold over a billion dollars in assets are rare.
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In the first sentence, the information about Johnson being the company president has no
bearing on the main idea of the sentence: that she will present the awards at the annual dinner.
Since this information is added or extra, we let the reader know it is an interchangeable
component (like the stereo’s tape deck) by placing commas on either side of it. In contrast, the
second sentence contains information that is absolutely essential to the meaning of the
sentence: “which hold over a billion dollars in assets.” If you were to place commas around these
words, you would be erroneously telling the reader that the words constitute a nonessential
component. For example, look at this sentence:
Banks, which hold over a billion dollars in assets, are rare.
This sentence tells the reader that the main idea is that “banks are rare.” Certainly, banks are far
from rare, but by enclosing the information in commas you have said that they are. Although
we’ve spent some time discussing this use of the comma, it isn’t very difficult to master. Simply
remember that when you are proofreading you should check your sentences for essential and
nonessential components.
The Dash
The dash—typed as two hyphens side by side with no space between the dash and the words on
either side of it—is used to connect groups of words with other groups. Generally, the dash does
this in two ways: it separates words in the middle of a sentence from the rest of the sentence, or
it leads to material at the end of a sentence.
As you know, writers often place a component in a sentence and set the component off with
commas. Sometimes, however, you might wish to place special emphasis on the component, but
commas are too weak to serve this purpose. If this is the case, you may wish to use dashes for
added emphasis. For example, look at these two pairs of sentences:
1. Linda Simpson, the president’s most trusted economic advisor, will resign her office
during today’s press conference.
2. Linda Simpson—the president’s most trusted economic advisor—will resign her
office during today’s press conference.
3. Simpson’s prescription for the economy, lower interest rates, higher employment,
and less government spending, was rejected by the president’s administration.
4. Simpson’s prescription for the economy—lower interest rates, higher employment,
and less government spending—was rejected by the president’s administration.
All four examples are correct, but numbers 2 and 4 place more emphasis on the component
within them because of the dashes. Also, you have probably noticed that number 4 is much
clearer than number 3 because the dashes clearly mark where the component begins and ends,
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whereas the reader might become confused by all the commas in number 3. In other words, you
can use the dash to make sure your reader clearly understands your point.
In addition, you have an added advantage when using dashes over commas: you can use a full
sentence as a component. For example, examine these sentences:
Linda Simpson—her enemies call her the author of our nation’s economic woes—has
resigned her office with the present administration.
The present economic condition—Linda Simpson calls it an economic disaster—will
require stringent fiscal measures before improving.
Notice how economical your sentence is when you can interject another entire sentence into the
middle of it. Combining sentences in this way accentuates the relationship between the ideas
and helps you draw attention to the component within the dashes.
You can also use a dash to attach material to the end of your sentence when there is a clear
break in the continuity of the sentence. Here are two examples:
The president will be unable to win enough votes for another term of office—unless, of
course, he can reduce unemployment and the deficit simultaneously.
Generally, the president’s economic policies have proved ineffective—although, it’s true
that he has lowered inflation considerably.
These two samples show how you can attach added material to the end of your sentence.
Use dashes sparingly—only for those occasions when you wish to show special emphasis. They
can help you communicate effectively in certain situations, but you don’t want to clutter your
prose with too many of them.
The Apostrophe
An apostrophe is a signal telling the reader that a word is either a possessive or a contraction. As
you know, a contraction is simply two words contracted into one. You use contractions most
often in informal or personal types of writing but usually not in more formal types. When you
speak, you use contractions every day. Here are some common contractions:
can't
don't
it's

cannot
do not
it is

won't
we're
you're
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The apostrophe in the contractions above tells the reader that you have omitted a letter or two
from the word—o in three of the cases above. Undoubtedly, you have already mastered
contractions, so we won’t go into detail. However, we will mention one common mistake.
Remember that the apostrophe marks the missing letter. Don’t make the common mistake of
placing the apostrophe between the two words, such as in these cases: should’nt, do’nt, etc.
The apostrophe is also used to mark the possessive. The possessive tells the reader that
someone or something owns or possesses the thing that comes after the possessive. Here are
five examples:
Ronni’s word processor
the year’s end

the nation’s GNP
the bank’s holdings

the banker’s log book
we’re

The possessive noun in each of the examples above (Ronni’s, banker’s, bank’s, nation’s, year’s)
indicates to the reader that something is owned by something or someone else. In most cases,
to make the possessive you simply add an ’s to the end of the noun. This is quite easy. The
problem arises when a noun is both plural and possessive. Certainly there can be more than one
Ronni, and they both can own the word processor. Or more than one banker can own the log
book. In such cases, you simply place the apostrophe after rather than before the s:
Ronnis’ bankers’ banks’ nations’
Some writers become confused when they must make a possessive of singular nouns that
already end in s. As usual, you make the possessive by adding ’s to the word; however, some
writers and editors argue that the two s’s are redundant and that therefore you can eliminate
the second s, ending up with the s’. That is, they argue that there is really no need to include an s
after the apostrophe, since the apostrophe already tells readers that the word is possessive.
Others argue that you should drop the final s only on words of several syllables but retain it on
short words. Since there is no agreement on this difficult problem, you must make your own
choice. However, regardless of which option you choose, do remember to be consistent. Here
are three nouns which already end in s and their corresponding possessive forms:
James
Jones
class

James’s
Jones’s
class's

James’
Jones’
class'

Finally, the apostrophe is used in one other way. Although the apostrophe is never used to make
a word plural, it is used to make letters and numerals plural:
Although I received C’s and D’s in many of my college classes, I always received A’s in my
business classes.
My sister received straight A’s throughout her college career.
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My ROTC marksmanship score showed that I had six 5’s and three 4’s.
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