
RHE 315: Introduction to Visual Rhetoric  
Spring 2014: (45085) Tuesday/Thursday 9:30-11:00, FAC 7 

Instructor: Cate Blouke 
cate.blouke@utexas.edu, PCL 5.531 

Office hours: Tuesdays, 1:00pm-4:00pm and by appointment 
 
With the rise of new media and network television, Americans are exposed to thousands 
upon thousands of images on a daily basis. From our facebook streams to our television 
viewing choices to our personal email accounts, we are bombarded with images: of 
celebrities, of politicians, of consumer goods, of natural disasters, of… cats. And we must 
filter through it all in order to make sense of our world.  
 
In this course we will explore the ways in which images can be read, analyzed, constructed, 
and manipulated. We will interrogate how images inform our reading of historical and 
political events, of personal identity, of public and private spaces. We will think through 
issues of self-presentation: how our stylistic choices convey messages to the world around 
us, and how we interpret the choices of others. We will look at the spaces we frequent and 
consider the rhetorical effects of everything from the architecture to the furniture to 
lighting. In short, we will investigate how the visual (non-linguistic, non-textual) world 
conveys its messages. 
 
Because this course fulfills a writing flag requirement, however, it is a relatively writing-
intensive course. We will take images as our primary objects of analysis, but we will build a 
solid foundation of written analysis before moving into image creation.  
 
In this course you will learn how to: 

• Critically analyze how images change, affect, and produce debates 
• Provide appropriate citation/attribution when working with images, and to navigate 

the often murky waters of “Fair Use” 
• Navigate a number of digital media platforms and engage with online environments 

to create rhetorically aware arguments 
• Take effective photographs—considering elements of composition such as point of 

view, balance, and symmetry 
• Digitally manipulate images to achieve a desired rhetorical effect 
• Craft multimodal compositions using basic design principles to arrange visual 

elements effectively 
 
Required Texts and Materials: 

• Picturing Texts. Faigley, et al. New York: Norton, 2004. ISBN: 0-393-97912-1. 
• Students should own a college-level composition handbook that covers mechanics, 

usage, and documentation (such as The Little Penguin Handbook or Easy Writer) 
 
 



Recommended: 
• A digital camera (smart phone or otherwise) – various assignments will require that 

you take and post images. The DWRL has a limited number of cameras available for 
checkout, but this requires advance planning. 

• A digital environment for in-class writing exercises – this may take any number of 
forms, but I recommend a personal blog devoted to coursework. 

 
Aside from the required text, I will assign a variety of excerpts from other works, newspaper 
articles, blogs, and essays over the course of the semester. Whenever possible, I will 
provide you with digital copies of these supplementary readings, which you may decide to 
print out or read either on your computer or e-reader devices. These additional readings will 
all be posted to the course wiki and available for access/download well in advance of the 
due date.   
 
Coursework and Grading (The Learning Record): 
Unlike other English or composition courses you may have taken in the past, this course 
gives you the opportunity to self-evaluate based on evidence and observations that you 
collect over the semester. This means both an increase in agency over your own grade as 
well as an increase in personal responsibility. The goal here will be to demonstrate how your 
learning evolves as opposed to simply demonstrating an ability to regurgitate lectures and 
classroom discussions. Regardless of the skill-level or knowledge with which you enter this 
class, you will be graded/rewarded for your demonstrable progress. 
 
Your final grade will be determined by use of the Learning Record (LR), a system in which 
students are assessed holistically based on a final portfolio, rather than by assigning grades 
piecemeal. These portfolios present a selection of your work (both formal and informal) 
alongside ongoing observations about your learning. This evidence is then coupled with an 
analysis of your personal development (written by you) in terms of the six dimensions of 
learning and the specific learning objectives for this course (course strands). 
 
The six dimensions of learning have been developed by teachers and researchers over the 
last several decades, and they represent what learners generally experience in any learning 
situation: 
1) Confidence and independence 
2) Knowledge and understanding 
3) Skills and strategies 
4) Use of prior and emerging experience 
5) Reflectiveness 
6) Creativity, originality, imagination 
  
In your Learning Record and final portfolio, you must convincingly demonstrate growth in 
the course strands listed below by providing concrete evidence that you collect over time. 
In the summary, interpretation, and evaluation statements you generate, you should explain 
how your evidence shows learning in the course strands, using the six dimensions of 



learning. The course strands and the dimensions of learning can be imagined as a matrix 
through which you and I will interpret the evidence presented by each of your individual 
Learning Records.  
  
We will discuss much of this in class (repeatedly), but I highly recommend you spend some 
time investigating The Learning Record website. It will ease any concerns and anxieties you 
may have as well as prepare you for the tasks ahead. This is an entirely transparent 
process/system, and the site will answer many questions that you are likely to have. 
  
Minimum requirements to pass this class (to obtain a “D”): 
In order to get a passing mark for the term, you must complete the following assignments 
to my satisfaction: several long writing assignments (each revised according to peer and 
instructor feedback), one final multimedia project including oral presentation, all 
components of the Learning Record (which comprise reflection on and self-evaluation of 
your work for the term), and brief homework assignments or discussion posts. Failure to 
complete any of the above assignments may result in a failing mark for the term.  
 
 
The course strands for RHE 315 are as follows: 
 
Visual Analysis 
Visual analysis includes the ability to assess the significance or meaning of the various 
elements related to a text, such as: historical and cultural contexts, style, medium, 
organization, design, subject, author, and audience. Student development in this learning 
strand should demonstrate an acquired ability to analyze the arrangement and persuasive 
material in an image as well as the ability to write persuasively about said analysis. 
 
Argumentation 
Argumentation includes the ability to present a convincing claim (incorporating evidence, 
connecting reasons and evidence, appealing to emotions, soliciting trust, demonstrating 
goodwill) and the ability to organize information in a convincing manner (arranging material 
so that it can be understood and so it conciliates and moves the audience). Student 
development in this learning strand should demonstrate an acquired ability to analyze the 
arrangement and persuasive material in an argument as well as the ability to write and 
arrange a persuasive argument.  
 
Digital Literacy 
Digital literacy includes the ability to locate, manage, synthesize, analyze, and share streams 
of information in electronic environments; to compose multimodal texts using digital 
technologies; and to participate in collaborative online spaces. Student development in this 
area should demonstrate a critical awareness of media and an improved ability to compose 
and analyze multimodal texts. 
 
 



The grade criteria for evaluating your learning record are as follows: 
 
A - Represents outstanding participation in all course activities, perfect or near perfect and 
punctual attendance (no more than one absence and few, if any, tardies), and all assigned 
work completed on time. Also represents very high quality in all work produced for the 
course. LR provides evidence of significant development across the five dimensions of 
learning. The Learning Record at this level demonstrates activity that goes significantly 
beyond the required course work in one or more course strands. 
  
B - Represents excellent participation in all course activities, near perfect and puctual 
attendance (no more than two absences and few, if any, tardies), and all assigned work 
completed on time. Also represents consistently high quality in course work. Evidence of 
marked development across the five dimensions of learning. 
  
C - Represents good participation in all course activities, minimal absences (no more than 
three absences), and all assigned work completed. Also represents generally good quality 
overall in course work. Evidence of some development across the five dimensions of 
learning. 
 
D - Represents uneven participation in course activities, uneven attendance (three to four 
absences), and some gaps in assigned work completed. Represents inconsistent quality in 
course work. Evidence of development across the five dimensions of learning is partial or 
unclear. 
 
F - Represents minimal participation in course activities, poor attendance (four to five 
absences), serious gaps in assigned work completed, or very low quality in course work. 
Evidence of development is not available. 
 
I - Work for the course is incomplete and the instructor will allow the student additional time 
to complete it. The amount of time allowed is at the discretion of the instructor. 
  
Major Assignments: 
Unit I: Visual Analysis of News Images 
For this unit, you write a 3-5 page essay analyzing the imagery related to a news event. You 
will be asked to compare the image selections of various news sources reporting on the 
same issue/event, making an argument about the message conveyed by one primary image 
in contrast to alternative selections.  
 
Unit II: Style (Representing Ourselves and Others) 
This unit will delve into the ways we read style, fashion, and various aspects of self-
presentation. As such, the major assignment for the unit will be an autobiographical sketch 
composed of a combination of images and written narration. 
 
 



Unit III: Place (Constructing Reality) 
In this unit we will explore architecture and the rhetoric of place, looking at the ways in 
which spaces are designed for particular rhetorical effects. For this unit, you will create an 
image gallery that tells a story of a place/space that holds some significance for you. This 
will be paired with a reflective essay that articulates your goals in image composition and 
selection. 
 
Unit IV: Advertising (Picturing Argument) 
For the final unit of the course, you will craft a satirical/parody ad campaign – advocating a 
particular rhetorical position. In this unit we will discuss design principles and (the ethics of) 
image manipulation, and you will be given in-class access to and introductory instruction in 
Adobe photoshop. You will then present your campaign to the class. 
 
Final “Project” – Learning Record Portfolio 
Given that this is a visual rhetoric class, it seems only appropriate that your final Learning 
Record portfolio be presented in visual form. You will be given a lot of freedom to choose 
your design platform, and your LR C1 may take the form of a Prezi, Powerpoint, mind map, 
timeline, infographic, or heretofore unimagined option (though you’ll be asked to obtain 
approval for your chosen format prior to designing your portfolio). 
 
Plagiarism and Collusion: 
The writing and digital composition you do in this course must be your own. All images you 
use in this class must be attributed to their sources – regardless of the formality of the 
assignment. We will spend plenty of time in class covering copyright and fair use guidelines, 
but it’s important to understand that the same rules apply to both linguistic and visual 
composition. 
 
Regardless of intention, passing off the work of others as your own can be either plagiarism 
or collusion. Both are scholastic offenses that I will not tolerate. Plagiarism is a serious 
offense, and students caught plagiarizing will not receive any credit for the given 
assignment (meaning they cannot meet the criteria to obtain a “C” in the course). If the 
offense is egregious or flagrant, however, students risk failing the course outright. 
 
The Department of Rhetoric and Writing's Statement on Scholastic Responsibility offers 
detailed explanations of acceptable and unacceptable forms of quotation and paraphrasing. I 
will provide you with citation guidelines for images, but the fundamental principle is: always 
provide attribution.  
 
Absences and Tardy Policy: 
The Department of Rhetoric and Writing has a very strict absence policy. This is a 
departmental policy, and no exceptions will be made. Any questions or appeals concerning 
this policy must be made directly to the department Associate Chair. You are expected to 
attend class, to arrive on time, to have prepared assigned reading and writing, and to 
participate in all in-class editing, revising, and discussion sessions. Should you miss the 



equivalent of FIVE class sections, you will fail the course. However, the grading policies 
above explain the effects of absences on your grades. If you find that an unavoidable 
problem prevents you from attending class, you should contact me as soon as possible, 
preferably ahead of time, to let me know. 
 
When you must miss a class, you are responsible for getting notes and assignments from a 
classmate.  
 
At the beginning of each class period, I will pass around a sign in sheet. You are responsible 
for the record of your attendance. If your signature is not on that day’s attendance sheet, 
you will be counted absent. Once the sheet has circulated around the room, I will collect it. 
Arriving after the sheet has been collected will result in your being counted late (tardy) for 
the day, and it is still your responsibility to ask to sign in at the end of class. Three tardies will 
count as one absence. 
 
Religious Holy Days: 
By UT Austin policy, you must notify me of a pending absence at least fourteen days prior 
to the date of observance of a religious holy day. If you must miss a class, an examination, a 
work assignment, or a project in order to observe a religious holy day, I will give you an 
opportunity to complete the missed work within a reasonable time after the absence. 
 
Communication and E-mail Policies: 
E-mail is an official means of communication at UT-Austin, and I will frequently use this 
medium to communicate class information. You are therefore required to obtain a UT email 
account and to check it daily. All students may claim an email address at no cost by visiting 
the UTMail website. 
 
My email policies are as follows: 

• All emails must contain both a salutation (addressing me as Professor Blouke) and a 
closing in which you identify yourself. 

• I will check my email between 9:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. Monday-Friday and will 
generally respond within 48 hours. 

• I strongly encourage you to email me with questions and concerns, but if your 
question is a lengthy one (about writing, digital media, etc.), I may ask you to visit my 
office hours instead of responding via email. 

• If your question relates to technical issues with any of the various programs/digital 
platforms we will be using in the class, I expect you to investigate the 
website/program’s online tutorials, instructions page, FAQ page, or to google your 
issue before contacting me. Your email should include an acknowledgement that 
you’ve tried to find a solution and an explanation of what you still need help with. 

• I will not respond to emails asking questions that I feel can be answered by looking at 
the syllabus or schedule. 

• I will not respond to emails that I deem impertinent or disrespectful. 



Office Hours: 
Each week, I will hold regularly scheduled office hours set aside for helping you with issues 
related to the course. Coming to my office hours ensures you will receive individual 
attention and support that I cannot provide in class. While you may drop by my office hours 
without prior notice, this does not a guarantee I will be available or sufficiently prepared to 
assist you. Depending on your concern, I may, therefore, ask you to make an appointment 
to return. 
 
Making an appointment to come speak with me ensures that I will be present and ready to 
help with your issue. Appointments can be made for times during my office hours, or I am 
also amenable to making appointments outside of office hours if my office hours conflict 
with your schedule. If you do make an appointment with me, however, I expect you to show 
up, on time, and with any necessary materials.  
 
Students with Disabilities: 
The University of Texas at Austin provides upon request appropriate academic 
accommodations for qualified students with disabilities. For more information, contact 
Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD), at (512) 471-6259 [voice] or (866) 329-3986 
[video phone]. 
 
Undergraduate Writing Center:  
Getting feedback from an informed audience is a normal part of a successful writing project; it 
demonstrates an active involvement in the writing process, and a desire to go beyond the minimum 
course requirements (hint, hint). As such, I strongly encourage you to use the Undergraduate Writing 
Center, FAC 211 (the second floor of FAC, down the hallway on the right). The UWC offers free, 
individualized, expert help with writing for any UT undergraduate, by appointment or on a drop-in 
basis. Any undergraduate enrolled in a course at UT can visit the UWC for assistance with any writing 
project, and although our course will deal heavily in images, writing is nevertheless a component of 
every assignment.  
 
The UWC’s services are not just for writing with "problems." Consultants help students develop 
strategies to improve their writing - in any stage of the process. The assistance they provide is 
intended to foster confidence and independence (a dimension of learning), as well as offering skills 
and strategies (another dimension) for particular aspects of the writing process. Each student 
determines how to use the consultant's advice, and what the consultation will cover. The consultants 
are trained to help you work on your writing in ways that preserve the integrity of your work. 
 
EMERGENCY INFORMATION: 
Occupants of buildings on The University of Texas at Austin campus are required to evacuate 
buildings when a fire alarm is activated.  Alarm activation or announcement requires exiting and 
assembling outside. 
  
Familiarize yourself with all exit doors of each classroom and building you may occupy.  Remember 
that the nearest exit door may not be the one you used when entering the building. 
 



Students requiring assistance in evacuation shall inform their instructor in writing during the first 
week of class. 
  
In the event of an evacuation, follow the instruction of faculty or class instructors. Do not re-enter a 
building unless given instructions by the following: The University of Texas at Austin Police 
Department, or Fire Prevention Services office. 
  
Other important Emergency Information: http://www.utexas.edu/safety/preparedness/ 
 
Schedule: 
While I will rarely (if ever) disrupt your schedule by moving the due dates of major assignments, all 
readings and short homework assignments are subject to change. The class will evolve based on 
your interests and participation. As a result, occasional juggling of readings may occur from time to 
time, so check the online course schedule regularly for up-to-date reading assignments. 
 
		 Date	 Reading	 Due	
Tues	 14-Jan	 Welcome	to	class!	 		
Thurs	 16-Jan	 Picturing	Texts	-	Introduction	 		

Tues	 21-Jan	

Picturing	Texts	-	Ch.	1	-	up	through	Stevens	
essay	(p.	20-65);	BagNewsNotes	"Reading	the	
Pictures"	 LR	A1/A2	

Thurs	 23-Jan	

Picturing	Texts	-	Ch.	2	(p.	98-115),	
BagNewsNotes	"Shooting	Boehner,"	"Robert	
Hariman	on…	Taksin	Square,"	"Rolling	Stone	
Boston	Bomber,"	 		

Tues	 28-Jan	

No	Caption	Needed	"Aesthetics,	Morality,	
Politics	and	Disaster;"	"It's	All	in	the	Eyes	of	
the	Beholder;"	and	"Photography,	Beauty,	and	
Disaster"	 		

Thurs	 30-Jan	 no	reading	for	today	 Unit	1	project	

Tues	 4-Feb	
Picturing	Texts	-	Ch.	3	(p.	152-172);	Brummett	
-	preface-p.32	 		

Thurs	 6-Feb	
Ewen	"Images	Without	Bottom"	and	"Goods	
&	Surfaces"	 		

Tues	 11-Feb	

Salon.com	"Meet	the	Metrosexual,"	Styleite	
"Goths	Not	Happy,"	CNBC	"Ancient	Skills	Are	
Keeping	Hipsters	Busy	as	Bees";	Beyond	
Words	Ch.	5.2	(p.	300-316)	

come	to	class	dressed	in	a	
style	that	you	do	not	
consider	your	own,	bring	
in	an	article	related	to	
(that)	style	

Thurs	 23-Feb	 Ewen	"Chosen	People"	

bring	in	(or	be	able	to	
access)	several	photos	
you	would	like	to	edit	

Tues	 18-Feb	
Picturing	Texts	-	Ch.	4	(p.	228-261),	and	Ch.	7	
(p.	432-463)	 		



Thurs	 20-Feb	
We	will	be	meeting	at	the	Blanton	Museum	of	
Art	on	this	day	 Unit	2	project	

Tues	 25-Feb	 Crimp	"The	Museum's	Old"	 		
Thurs	 27-Feb	 no	reading	for	today	 		
Tues	 4-Mar	 Beyond	Words	-	Chapter	4	 LR	B1/B2	
Thurs	 6-Mar	 LR	Conferences	-	no	class	 		
Tues	 11-Mar	 Spring	Break	-	no	class	 		
Thurs	 13-Mar	 Spring	Break	-	no	class	 		
Tues	 18-Mar	 The	World	is	a	Text	-	Chapter	7	 		
Thurs	 20-Mar	 no	reading	for	today	 		
Tues	 25-Mar	 Picturing	Texts	-	Ch.	5	 Unit	3	images	
Thurs	 27-Mar	 Reading	Culture	-	Chapter	5	 Unit	3	project	

Tues	 1-Apr	
Picturing	Texts	-	Ch.	6;	Mulvey	-	"Visual	
Pleasure	and	Narrative	Cinema"	 		

Thurs	 3-Apr	 The	World	is	a	Text	-	Chapter	8	 		

Tues	 8-Apr	
Adbuster;	Demo	"The	Geurilla	Girls	Comic	
Politics	of	Subversion"	 		

Thurs	 10-Apr	 McCloud	"The	Vocabulary	of	Comics"	 		
Tues	 15-Apr	 no	reading	for	today	-	work	day	 		
Thurs	 17-Apr	 presentations	 Unit	4	project	due	
Tues	 22-Apr	 work	day	 		
Thurs	 24-Apr	 work	day	 		
Tues	 29-Apr	 work	day	 		
Thurs	 1-May	 work	day	 		
Friday	 2-May	 		 LR	C1/C2	due	by	midnight	

 


