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Preface

In our combined 25 years of teaching composition, we have asked our students to
read the work of professional writers, as most instructors do, to help them improve
their own writing. But what does it mean to read in a writing course? What might
be a better way for student writers to read, one that would give students a clearer
sense of how to examine and practice reading as integral to writing, and writing, in
turn, as rhetorical? With these questions in mind, we developed the rhetorical
approach of A Closer Look to help composition students learn how to read as writ-
ers, so they develop the ability to read their own writing rhetorically. This text’s pri-
mary goal, then, is to teach students how to make more effective choices as writers
by teaching them how to look more closely (that is, rhetorically) at texts as read-
ers—in other words, to teach them how to examine and compare different rhetori-
cal strategies and effects.

We believe that this kind of rhetorical approach conveys to students an impor-
tant message about writing itself. Because we treat reading and writing as rhetorical
activities, we help students see that a written text is the result of complex choices
made by its writer—and that they, the student writers, have more choices than they
may be aware of when they sit down to write. By teaching students how to exam-
ine and compare different rhetorical strategies with different rhetorical effects, we
hope to heighten students’ awareness of the choices writers make, why they make
them, and how these choices inform what texts mean and do. Students can then
apply their rhetorical reading skills to their own writing, learning over time how to
predict and assess the effects of their own writing choices on readers. In sum, we
believe that helping students see the range of rhetorical options available to them
when they write will help them expand their rhetorical repertoire so they become
more agile and astute writers, writers who are better prepared to write effectively
and creatively in a range of situations, in school and beyond.

To achieve this book’s goal, we selected four essays by each of the 21 profes-
sional writers included in the book so students can see how the same writer made a
range of rhetorical choices in response to different rhetorical situations. The writers
we selected are among the most important of our time, and all but one (Stephen Jay
Gould, who, sadly, died while this book was in production) are currently living and
writing. The 84 essays by these writers, along with the 7 additional essays by student
writers (which appear in a section following the professional writers’ section), are
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presented within their rhetorical contexts: Substantial overviews introduce each
writer and extensive questions for reading and writing follow all but one of the four
essays by each writer. The apparatus is designed to encourage students to consider
the following key questions:

» What can we know about the writer and his or her rhetorical situation that can
help us understand why he or she wrote a given text the way it appears?

= What are the consequences, the effects, of the writer’s choices?

= What can we, as readers, learn about writing as a result of looking closely at how
and why the writer wrote a particular essay the way she or he did—why did the
writer make those choices?

® What other choices could the writer have made? How and why would the alter-
nate choices have been effective in the same rhetorical situation? (We provide
opportunities for students to practice such alternatives in their own writing.)

A Closer Look, therefore, focuses not only on what an essay means but also on how
the writer crafted its meaning in the context of a rhetorical situation.

HIGHLIGHTED FEATURES

Multiple Essays by 21 of Today’s Most important Writers

Four essays represent each writer, so that students can analyze how the individual
writer’s rhetorical choices change from essay to essay (that is, from rhetorical situa-
tion to rhetorical situation). The collected essays, organized alphabetically by the
writers’ last names, cover a wide range of audiences—from readers of Ms. magazine
to readers of Golf magazine—and a range of subjects—from breast implants to
political exile, from censorship to naps. The essays also represent various subgenres,
including personal, academic, and political essays. Rick Bass, Annie Dillard, Barbara
Ehrenreich, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Stephen Jay Gould, Barry Lopez, Salman
Rushdie, Amy Tan, John Updike, and Alice Walker are among the featured writers.

Essays about Writing

The first essay by each professional writer is about an aspect of writing (found
under the heading “[writer’s last name] on Writing”), so that students encounter
different ways of thinking about and discussing writing, as well as a context for
rhetorically analyzing the writers’ work.

Substantial Editorial Apparatus

Each writer’s section opens with an introduction that discusses the writer’s life, body
of work, the essays that follow, and initial rhetorical considerations to keep in mind.
A contextualizing note with questions for reading (“At First Glance”) precedes each
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selection, and “Double Take” questions for discussion and writing follow the first
three essays. Each writer’s section concludes with “A Closer Look at [writer’s
name]” discussion and writing questions that address all of the selections by that
writer; “Looking from Writer to Writer” questions that address other writers in the
text in addition to the writer immediately at hand; and “Looking Beyond,” brief
listings of publications by the writer.

One Essay by Each Writer without Reading
and Writing Questions

The last essay by each writer appears with only an “At First Glance” note, so stu-
dents can be challenged to read closely and write on their own.

Seven Essays about Writing by Student Writers

Essays by seven student writers are included in the text, appearing after the last pro-
fessional writer section. All the student essays have writing as their topic and each
one is preceded by a brief note about the student writer, as well as an “At First
Glance” note to guide students’ reading. Each student essay is followed by “Double
Take” questions, just as the professional writers’ essays are.

General Introduction That Includes a Brief History
of the Essay

The general introduction prepares students for the work ahead by providing key
information. It covers the importance of connecting reading and writing; concepts
of rhetoric and the rhetorical situation; the nature of rhetorical choices; an overview
of A Closer Look’s structure and editorial apparatus; and a brief history of the essay,
including a detailed portrait of the contemporary essay.

PRINT AND ELECTRONIC SUPPLEMENTS
Website to accompany A Closer Look at
www.mhhe.com/Dobrin

Offering abundant links relevant to the authors, their rhetorical choices in the book’s
selections, and their topics, and organized to follow the book’s alphabetical order, this
site provides online resources for student projects, including research papers.

Resources for Teaching A Closer Look

This substantial instructor’s resource manual, available both in print and online, pro~
vides further background information for the writers and the essays, sample answers
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to the questions, sample syllabi for both 10- and 16-week courses, and additional
activities/considerations.

Teaching Composition Faculty Listserv at
www.mhhe.com/tcomp

Moderated by Chris Anson at North Carolina State University and offered by
McGraw-Hill as a service to the composition community, this listserv brings
together senior members of the college composition community with newer mem-
bers—junior faculty, adjuncts, and teaching assistants—through an online newsletter
and accompanying discussion group to address issues of pedagogy, both in theory
and in practice.

PageOut

McGraw-Hill’s own PageOut service is available to help you get your course up and
running online in a matter of hours—at no cost. Additional information about the
service is available online at http://www.pageout.net.

Webwrite

This online product, available through our partner company MetaText, makes it
possible for writing teachers and students to, among other things, comment on and
share papers online.

For further information about these and other electronic resources, contact your
local McGraw-Hill representative, visit the English pages on the McGraw-Hill
Higher Education website at www.mhhe.com/catalogs/hss/english/, or visit McGraw-
Hill’s Digital Solutions pages at www.mhhe.com/ catalogs/solutions.
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2 L INTRODUCTION: A CLOSER LOOK AT A CLOSER LOOK

This book is about writing. It is designed to give you the opportunity to examine
other writers’ essays and to consider the choices they made in writing them. Unlike
other collections of readings that you may have used, this book not only focuses
on what writers write about, but also on how they write about those subjects—the
strategies writers use to communicate their subjects. By this, we mean that this book
asks you to consider not just what subjects writers write about, but the historical and
political contexts in which those subjects are addressed, the words through which
writers address those subjects, the ways in which writers position themselves in their
writing, the structure of their writing, the logic of their arguments, the audiences that
might read these essays, and all of the other factors that shape why and how writers
write about various subjects. In asking you to consider not only how to interpret the
meanings of the essays gathered here but how these meanings have been produced,
this book encourages you to begin seriously considering how you can produce mean-
ing in your own writing. Throughout this text, we will ask you to pause and think
about why the writers whose work is represented here have made the choices they
have and how those choices affect their writing, and we will ask you to consider how
similar choices affect your own writing, both academic and public.

The title of this book, A Closer Look, suggests a visual metaphor, one of looking
at, examining, viewing. Throughout this book, we turn to this idea of viewing and
ask you to take several glances and several in-depth looks at the kinds of choices writ-
ers make. This kind of close looking at writing is not unlike other kinds of inquiry
you already know how to do. We come to know and act in the world through shared
processes of inquiry, which involve the examination of what things and phenomena
are, what they do, how they work, what they mean, and what eftects they have. For
instance, when you were a child and your parents showed you objects and told you
what they were, they were teaching you how to make sense of them and how to use
them. At school, teachers showed you ideas, facts, concepts, phenomena, and, along
with others, you came to understand, question, and eventually apply them. The same
holds true for writing. We can observe, speculate on, and examine the act of writ-
ing. We can discuss it with others. By doing so we learn what writing is and how to
be effective writers. Then we put that knowledge to work, becoming more effective
writers by producing writing. This book asks you to look closely at the writing of
others, to discuss and consider that writing, so that you can consider the choices you
make when you produce your own writing.

CONNECTING READING AND WRITING

Writing is about making choices. Among the various choices they have to make,
writers frequently have to decide how to begin their texts; how to organize their
ideas; what content to include, what to exclude, and how to order it; what sorts of
examples to use and how to present them; how to structure different sentences; what
tone to use; and which words to choose. Writers make decisions and these decisions
have consequences. The more appropriate these decisions are, the more likely it is
that readers will respond favorably to the writing—the more likely, that is, that they
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will be convinced by the writer’s argument or that they will have the kind of reac-
tion that the writer had intended or that they will perform the action the writer is
requesting. In this book, we will help you learn how to make more effective choices
as a writer by showing you how to look more closely at texts as a reader. The more
critically you are able to read and recognize the decisions other writers make in
their writing, the more likely you will be able to make effective decisions in your
own writing.

The choices writers make when they write are called rhetorical choices.
Rhetoric, as it was defined by the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, refers to the
art of persuasion, to the way writers and speakers use language to get something done,
whether it be to change someone’s mind, to persuade someone to see your side of
things, or to get someone to do something. Rhetoric, then, is the deliberate use of
language to create some kind of effect. But since rhetoric is an art, as Aristotle was
aware, there really isn’t a precise formula that writers and speakers can use to help
them communicate effectively in every situation and with every audience. Rather,
rhetoric involves the art of making choices. It involves having to decide the best
way to communicate in this given situation, on this given subject, and for this given
audience. The decisions writers and speakers make when they are trying to accom-
plish something with language constitute their rhetorical choices.

Every time we communicate, we make rhetorical choices. We have to decide
what tone to use in addressing our audience, what examples to use, what words to
select, and so on. We do this all the time. Think, for example, about the rhetorical
choices you make when you are talking to your best friend compared to the rhetor-
ical choices you make when you are talking to your boss or even your parents. The
choices you make and the way you act depend on the situation you are in and on
the subject you are addressing. Certainly, you are likely to communicate and act dif-
ferently at the gym from the way you communicate and act as a student in class, and
how you communicate and act will depend on the subject you are addressing. Some
subjects demand more serious treatment than others, while others require the use of
specific words—what is referred to as jargon—as in academic and professional set-
tings. The more appropriate your rhetorical choices are to your situation and subject,
the more effective you will be in using language to communicate and accomplish
what you want.

The same holds for writers. Writers make rhetorical choices and their choices
shape the way their writing is read. But how do writers make these choices? How
do they know which way to begin, how to organize their ideas, what examples and
words to use? Although there is no exact formula you can use to answer these ques-
tions, there are strategies you can learn that will help you make your writing more
appropriate and effective. If there is one thing we can say with certainty, it is that
the choices writers make are not made randomly or arbitrarily. Effective writers, in
other words, do not guess. Rather, they make calculated rhetorical decisions. Some-
times, of course, they make wrong decisions, even after multiple revisions; as a result,
their writing does not succeed the way they had hoped. But more often than not,
effective writers are making thoughtful decisions as they write and it is those deci-
sions that ensure their writing will be successful.



