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Becoming Critical Communicators 
 

The goals for FS 102 include developing students’ abilities to analyze and create persuasive 
messages.  Most students have done little work reflecting on the ways that communication works—
the choices that authors/speakers make, the strategies that communicators employ to increase the 
likely effectiveness, the processes of revision that successful texts go through.   
 
Urge them to consider what is common to all modes of persuasive communication: 
 
1.  The need to analyze and make choices appropriate for the specific audience. 

When asked who they are writing a paper or speech for, many students still respond, 
“everyone.”  Explore with students the ways that the texts you encounter in class are geared 
towards particular audiences—talk about ways the text would be different if it were adapted 
for a different audience.  

 
2.  The need to have a specific purpose. 

Many students confuse their topic with their purpose resulting in poorly focused speeches 
and papers.  Have students work to understand the way the specific purpose should serve as 
a guide to their communication. 

 
3.  The need to make clear, defensible claims (including a thesis if appropriate). 

Rarely do high school classes cover the concept of claims specifically.  Consider identifying 
the types of claims (fact, value, policy) with your students and having them locate claims that 
are made in their course readings.  This can help them to distinguish a claim from other 
types of statements and can allow them to use particular claims more consciously in their 
own work. 

 
4.  The need to organize material in a way suitable to the topic, audience, and format. 

Most students have some understanding of organizational strategies (narrative, 
chronological, etc.) but many fail to consider different patterns of organization for their own 
work.  Having students create reverse outlines of their own or others’ writings can be an 
effective tool to focus on organization.  Additionally, it can be helpful to ask students about 
the effects of authors’ choices—how did organizing the text this way contribute to its 
effectiveness? 

 
5.  The importance of creating an appropriate and effective persona as a communicator. 

As students begin to develop their communication skills, they often resort to a sort of 
default persona that they have not thought much about.  By highlighting the ways in which 
other authors/speakers create their personas (as historians, as experts, as peers, etc.) students 
can become more aware of the personas they establish in their own communication, and can 
make choices that positively impact their efforts. 

 
6.  The importance of using a suitable tone throughout your communication. 

One of the difficulties that new college students encounter is their lack of familiarity with 
creating texts that are appropriate for an academic audience.  It is important that instructors 
help students to recognize the elements that go into creating an academic tone—reading the 
work of other scholars or successful students and focusing the conversation on the tone of 
these works can help to reduce much of the mystery of academic writing. 
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Engaging with the Texts of the Class 
 
As you read texts in class, take the time to engage with the material not only at the level of its 
content, but also in terms of its rhetoricity.  You might ask students to discuss: 
 

1. What is the purpose of the text?  How do you know? 
2. Who is the audience for this text?  How do you know? 
3. What are the major ideas that the text is trying to communicate? 
4. What support is offered in the text to back up the main ideas? 
5. What linguistic choices did the creators of the text make? (level of formality, degree of detail, 

choice of metaphors, etc., etc.).  How did these linguistic choices contribute to or detract 
from the text’s purpose? 

6. How is the text organized?  Could another pattern have been effective? 
7. In what context did the text appear?  How does the context alter the text? 
8. What elements of the text make it particularly effective?  What elements do not work in the 

text?  Why? 
 
For texts that offer arguments, you might also have students answer: 

1. What is the thesis of the text? 
2. What are the major sub-claims in the text? 
3. What types of evidence is the text using? 

a. Is the evidence sufficient? 
b. Credible? 
c. Current? 
d. Well-combined? 

4. What persona does the author take on in the text?  How does this contribute to the 
argument? 

5. What is the tone of the text?  What impact will that likely have on the audience? 
 
Becoming more critical and reflective readers/listeners takes time and practice.  The more you can 
ask students to engage with questions like these, the more their skills will increase. 
 
These types of questions can also be used productively in peer review exercises as well as self-
reflection exercises.   
 
Such exercises are particularly important if you decide to link a paper/speech assignment so 
that students will be better able to think through the process of altering their 
communication strategies to fit different modes of communication. 
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In-Class Exercises: 
 
The following are specific classroom exercises that instructors have used to help students become 
more conscious communicators.  
 

1. Give students a short, informational reading.  Have them analyze the text in terms of its 
audience, language, and organization.  Then, in small groups, have the students transform 
the text into a brief oral presentation geared specifically for college students.  Analyze the 
changes that had to be made in the text to transform it into a successful presentation.  
Discuss either in small or large groups what changes worked and what did not.  Discuss 
what other options might have made the presentation more effective. 

 
2. Break the students into small groups.  Using a common topic that you have studied in the 

class, assign each group a specific audience (elementary school students, small business 
owners, etc., etc.) and have them craft a 1-2 minute introduction to a speech for that group.  
Do not let the groups know what audiences the other groups are speaking to.  Have the 
groups present their introductions and have the rest of the class guess who the intended 
audience is—analyzing what cues they picked up on that helped them make their 
determination. 

 
3. Have students bring in a draft thesis statement that they have created for an upcoming 

assignment.  Have each student put their thesis statement on the board.  Without identifying 
the author of each statement, have the class workshop a few or all of the statements to 
determine if they are concrete, specific, and defensible.  For those that are not yet in good 
form, discuss how to alter them to make them into an effective claim.  If time permits, 
discuss the type of evidence that would be needed to support the statements. 

 
4. Take a sample student paper (preferably an average one) and cut it into individual 

paragraphs. (You will need to do this for each small group). Make sure that you maintain one 
intact copy of the paper so that you know the proper order of the paragraphs. Shuffle the 
paragraphs and randomly number them. Place the numbered and loose paragraphs into an 
envelope, taking care not to order them in any way.  Break the class into groups and tell 
them this is a race (you could even offer a prize) for each group to assemble the essay in its 
proper order.  The first group to correctly order the paragraphs (or the group which gets the 
closest in the time allowed) wins.   

 
The most important part of this exercise is the debriefing of the contest—you can focus the 
debriefing period on focus, development, organization, transitions, or whatever you see fit.   
Ask students what made the reconstruction of this essay difficult. They will probably say 
“lack of focus” or “weak organization” or “poor transitions.” Have them assemble the paper 
in the proper order and read it straight through. What would have helped? What would have 
made the paper better?  

  
 


