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Importance of Rhetoric in Tutoring

I proposed this topic because in my opinion this is a hard aspect of the practice of tutoring writing. In fact, rhetoric goes away from grammar or syntax concepts and is connected to the understanding of English language and its stylistic tendencies. In other words, rhetoric is related to language’s logic process and culture. In addition, problems with English rhetorical are common to ESL tutees. Being a former ESL student, I know by myself the difficulties that international students experience facing American rhetoric, which is different from the rhetoric of other languages. My goal is to clarify the concept of rhetoric and to find ways tutors could help their tutees with this issue in order to be more effective in their work.

Rhetoric: Term’s Definition and Problems


To most people, rhetorical concerns only interested great rhetors and thinkers of ancient Greece and Rome like Aristotle, Plato, Protagoras, Cicero and Quintilian, who studied persuasive and argumentative discourse. But this idea narrows the true dimension of rhetoric, which goes beyond argument and persuasion. Flower and Hayes (1980) define rhetorical problems as “any concern that a writer might need to negotiate, including development, purpose, organization, support, ethical stance, logic, audience expectations, sentence structure, punctuation, spelling, and even deadlines.” In brief, rhetoric includes relationships among writer, reader, and subject; so, if as some authors asset, “writing is simultaneously a social, psychological, and linguistic process for making meaning,” (Johnson, Roen, 168), rhetoric is a basic component in writing process. 

Clarifying the concept

In order to make specific examples and to clarify the concept of rhetoric related with our work as tutors in a writing center, I want to emphasize rhetoric links with thinking activity, in other words, to the way students present their thoughts. Some researchers asset that “Language, oral or written, is predictable.” (Harste, Burke, & Woodward, 1982; Smith, 1978) [In Johnson/Roen, 168]. Their opinion is supported by the idea that each language has its rule-governed systems that can be predicted. Hence, rhetoric works in the realism of probability; there are in each language lines of argumentation that connect premise to a conclusion. Johnson and Roen note something important: “In written language, these cueing systems are the graphic and graph phonic, the syntactic, the semantic, and the pragmatic system. They work together and are both interactive and interdependent. (Johnson/Roen, 168) In conclusion, each language expresses ideas differently according to the structure of their sentences, paragraphs, and entire essays. (“The importance of Understanding Differences in Rhetoric”) 

For example, what may be considered coherent in an English essay may not be clear when translated into another language. Each discourse possesses a unique logic, which leads to the structure and the coherence of the writing. In the article “Cultural Thought Patterns in Inter-Cultural Education”, Kaplan presents examples of different languages.

1) Native speakers of Semitic languages construct their ideas in writing very different than native speakers of English do. Paragraph development is based on a complex series of parallelisms, both positive and negative. The thought of the first part of a statement is balanced with the second part, and the two parts and connected by a conjunction. Example:

His descendants will be mighty in the land and the generation of the upright will be blessed (Kaplan, 404)

2) Oriental writing is characterized by indirection. The development of the paragraph in this mode of writing can be described as “turning and turning in a widening gyre.” (Kaplan, 406) The subject is presented from a variety of tangential views, never directly, and the subject is based in what is not, rather than what is. Kaplan included in his article a Korean student’s response about differences in composition. The subject of the essay was college education: 

College is an institution of an higher learning that gives degrees. All of us needed culture and education in life, if no education to us, we should go to living hell. One of the greatest causes that while other animals have remained as they first man along has made such progress is has learned about civilization. The improvement of the highest civilization is in order to education up to date. So college education is very important thing which we don’t need mention about. (Kaplan, 406)    

In this example, the first sentence talks about college and not college education, which is the subject of the essay. The second sentence is a general statement concerning education. The third sentence talks about man opposed to other animals. In the fourth sentence, the writer relates high civilization with education. The final sentence is partially a topic sentence.   

3) Romance languages such as French, Italian and Spanish contain more digressions than English. For example, in the following passage, a native speaker of Latin American Spanish talks about the differences between raising a child in America versus raising a child in a Latin American country

In America, the American children are bought differently from the rest of the children in other countries. In their childhood, from the first day they are born, the parents give the children the love and attention they need. Hey teach their children the meaning of religion among the family and to have respect and obedience for their parents. (Kaplan, 408)   

In romance languages, there is more freedom to deviate from the topic of the composition. Digressions may be interesting, but there are not substantial to the subject. However, a Spanish speaker expresses that in his culture (he is from Ecuador) English rhetoric is felt as impolite and rude because they are used to speak and write with commentaries and digressions. (Writing Across Borders, CD Written and Directed by Wayne Robertson, Oregon State University, 2005)

How Can Tutors Help ESL Students

One important method tutors can use is “heuristic method”, the processes of discovery through questions that aware student of correct ways to express his/her thoughts. This method asks for creativity, flexibility, and intuition. In other words, it’s necessary to make heuristic procedures through a series of questions, operations, and perspectives to guide the inquiry.

Well managed, the heuristic method permits tutors to trigger possible new understanding. “Heuristic procedures are thought to engage memory and imagination and are able to be taught and transferred from one situation to another.”(Janice M. Lauer, Definitions)

In conclusion, acknowledging rhetoric as an important concept that varied along time, tutors can use it to teach more creatively and intuitively. Language has to be thought as a whole that ESL students enrich with their cultural heritage, and rhetoric as a tool to guide them toward the English discourse. 
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