
Questions to Consider for Rhetorical Analysis 
Who Questions 
1. Who is the writer?   

• What do you know or can you assume about the writer’s background, background knowledge, experience, 
training or expertise with regard in the topic being discussed? 

• Where, when and how did the writer obtain knowledge about this topic? Has this author written other texts 
about this or on similar topics? How do you know this? 

• What do you know or can you assume about the values, beliefs, attitudes, feelings, and/or assumptions the 
writer brings to the discussion? How do you know this? 

 
2. Who is the intended reader? 

• What do you know or can you assume about this intended audience’s interests, concerns, values, attitudes, 
feelings, beliefs, etc.? Do you think this intended audience is receptive to what the writer is trying to say? 

• What do you know or can you assume about this audience’s background knowledge, training, and/or overall 
familiarity with the topic being discussed? Is this audience scholarly or expert? Is the audience relatively 
uninformed or novice? 

• Beyond the intended audience, what other readers do you think the writer might be trying to address? Who 
else might find this discussion useful or interesting? Who might find this piece challenging? 

  
3. Who is the editor, publisher, or entity responsible for making this piece available? 

• What do you know or can you assume about this persons’ interests, concerns, values, attitudes, feelings, 
beliefs, etc.? 

• Has this editor, publisher, or entity sponsored or produced other texts on this or similar topics? What are 
they? When? 

• Who has asked you to read this text, and what do you know or can you assume about the motives, values, 
assumptions and beliefs this person has? 

 
What Questions  
1. What is the main idea, major claim, or central set of concerns of this piece? 

• Does the writer state his or her argument directly and up front, or are the major points arrived at indirectly 
and over time?  

• Is the writer mainly trying to solve a problem, answer a question, report information, describe new findings 
or how something works, explain a concept, evaluate or criticize something,? 

• Does the writer ever address any counter claims, or attempt to account for or explain different interpretations 
or ways of thinking about the topic? 

 
2. What argumentative strategies and/or types of evidence does the writer use to support his or her ideas?   

• Does the writer move from the familiar to the unfamiliar? From the easy to the difficult? From the readily 
accepted to the controversial? From the weakest to the strongest? From the least dramatic to the most 
dramatic?  From the least important to the most important? From the general to the particular? From the 
particular to the general? From one step to the next? 

• Does the writer use factual evidence? Analogies or comparisons? Examples? Statistics? Anecdotes? Logical 
proofs? Axioms or general rules? Established authorities? 

• Does the writer seem to rely mostly on information or evidence supplied by others (secondary sources), or 
has the writer gathered most of the information him or herself? Does the writer explain how and where most 
of this information was gathered? Does this explanation occur in the text itself, in footnotes, in endnotes or 
citations? 

 
. 3. What is the writer’s style like?   

• How formal or informal does the writer sound in the text?   
• How important does the vocabulary, sentence structure, and punctuation are in producing the kind of style 

here?   
• Are there any notable shifts in formality or tone? Where?   
• What features of language contribute to the shifts?   
• What prompts the shifts?   

   



 

Where Questions 
1.  Where did this text originally appear? 

• Is this piece a book, a chapter from a book, an article from a journal, magazine, or newspaper? 
• If this piece comes from a larger work, what do you know or can you assume about the other material not 

contained in this piece? 
• Was this piece ever intended to be delivered in another form? Could it have been read aloud or given as a 

speech? Might it have been produced as a video, film, or appeared online? 
 

2.  What organization, institution, company, or entity sponsored the publication of this piece? 
• What do you know or can you assume about this organization’s interests, concerns, values, attitudes, goals, 

methods or beliefs?  
 

3.  Where and under what circumstances are you reading this piece now? 
• Are you reading this piece as part of a class, a particular unit, or in response to another text? If so, why do you 

think you were asked to read this piece at this particular time? 
 

When Questions 
1. When did the writer first compose this piece? 

• Does the text contain any clues or references to particular events, occasions or situations that give you a sense 
of when it was written?  

• What cultural values, beliefs, assumptions, traditions and/or practices do you think may have influenced the 
writing of this text, its style, content, or form? 

• What other events, trends, or social/political movements occurred at about the same time this text was written, 
and what effect—if any—might these have played on the way this text was written? 

 

2. When was the version of the piece you are reading created? 
• Does the version you are reading contain and notes or references to reasons why this text may have been 

publisher/republished or revised? Do you have any sense/reason to believe that this version of the text may 
differ from other versions the writer may have created? Why? 

 

How Questions 
1. How does the writer organize the piece?   

• What are the main parts of this text, and how do you know?   
• To what extent does the writer use devices such as headings, listing, spacing, indentation or other design 

elements to indicate important divisions? Where?        

2. How is the piece structured? 
• Does it use one of the following methods of development? Description? Narration? Enumeration? 

Comparison/contrast? Classification? Illustration? Definition? Analysis? Problem/solution? Cause/effect?       

3. How effective is the essay?   
• Given the intended audience and the writer’s purpose(s) as well as the limits of the genre and format, how successful is 

the text as a whole? Are some aspects more successful than others?   
• Given similar purposes but a different audience (you, for example) how successful is the text? Why? 
• What aspects would have to be changed, and in what ways, for this text to become more effective for you? What does 

this suggest about any differences between you and the intended audience in terms of values, beliefs, background 
knowledge, goals, etc.? 

 

Why Questions 
1. Why is the writer writing this piece? 

• What is the writer’s purpose or set of purposes in writing this piece?  
• What precisely is the writer trying to do to, for, or together with the intended audience?  
• Is the purpose or set of purposes explicitly stated? Where? If not, on what do you base your answer?      

2. Why would the target audience read this text? 
• What would this audience reasonably expect to get out of reading this text, and for what purpose? Why do you believe 

this to be the case? 
 

3. Why are you being assigned to study this piece? 
• What do you think you are expected to get out of reading this text, and for what purpose? Why do you believe this to be 

the case? 


