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The Rhetoric of Blogging: Writing for an Invisible, Interactive Audience 
 
SWC 200.001       Charlotte Boulay 
Fall 2009       cboulay@umich.edu 
M/W 10-11:30       office: 1132 SWC 
G444C Mason Hall      office hours: by appointment 

http://rhetoricofblogging.wordpress.com/ 
 
It’s hard to keep up with the internet: things appear and multiply and what’s considered current or 
“cool” changes with increasing speed. One form that has been around for awhile and that is growing 
quickly in both popularity and sheer number is the weblog. There are blogs on everything from 
sports to art to cooking. Some people use blogs as their personal diaries, while others use them to 
advertise their businesses, and still others use them to comment on everything from politics to 
gardening. Sometimes images are a large part of a blog, but most rely on writing to frame 
discussions, advance theories, or organize collections of material culled from around the web. 
Mainstream media outlets have begun to use blogs to focus on particular aspects of interest or 
breaking news, and to solicit reader feedback. In this course, we’ll investigate the specific form of 
the written public blog, that is, a blog that anyone can see and comment on, and that contains 
writing about a certain set of ideas or interests. You will each design your own blog using 
Wordpress, a free blogging tool.  
 
Over the semester we will attempt to answer the following questions:  

• How can a blog effectively communicate with its readers, and who are those readers? 
• How can blogs combine multimedia in ways that enhance the “reading” experience? 
• What are the assets and drawbacks to writing in public? How does the community of readers 

your blog attracts affect what and how you write, and how do you manage this community? 
• How are blogs organizing or “curating” the web? 
• Why and how are blogs changing the digital landscape, and the ways we consume 

information? 
 
 
what materials do I need? 
 
--the book Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder by Lawrence Weschler, available from local bookstores. 
--a way to back up your data (Mfile is fine, if you actually USE it) 
--to be able to print hard copies of some of the articles we will be discussing in class 
--a good dictionary and thesaurus. The ones that come with Microsoft Word aren’t good. See links 
to some better ones on my teaching blog. 
--a (free) gmail account. We’ll be working with Google Reader and other tools 
--you may want access to a digital camera. If you don’t own one or can’t borrow one from a friend, 
see me. 
 
 
what will we actually be doing? 
 
You will create a blog on the topic of your choice. We’ll discuss what might be good topics, but 
fundamentally you should choose any subject that passionately interests you. Your blog could be 
“about” an activity (ex: swimming), an issue (recycling), a genre (the American short story), or may 
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not be categorized quite so easily. We’ll look at examples of many other blogs and think about what 
makes them interesting, unique, and readable.  
 
You will write at least three posts per week on your blog, although you may write as many as you 
wish. The length and content of the posts is almost entirely up to you, although sometimes I will ask 
you to try a certain writing technique, to incorporate an image in a post, or to experiment with other 
rhetorical strategies. You must also comment on at least three of your classmates’ blogs each week.  
 
In addition to writing your own blog, you will read articles about blogging and respond to them on 
my teaching blog. My blog will substitute for the traditional CTools site attached to a course, and it 
will hopefully be more interesting as well. You will also evaluate existing blogs and post these 
evaluations to my teaching blog. By examining what other bloggers are doing, I hope you can learn 
about choices you want to make on your own blogs. 
 
In the second half of the semester you will do a group project exploring both your blog topic and 
how to create online community. More details to come.  
 
You will also each do a presentation in class introducing us to a new online tool. See my teaching 
blog for details. 
 
I hope that you will have fun in this course! I see our purpose as combining a topic you care about 
with a medium that can allow you to showcase your interest, while being thoughtful about how you 
do so. The writing skills we practice in this course are not just for “assignments,” they are skills you 
will be using to make yourself heard in the busy arena of the internet. 
 
 
what are blog evaluations? 
 
Blog evaluations the major assignment for this class other than your own writing on your own blog. 
You will do one every week in the first half of the semester, and I will specify whether I want you to 
evaluate one blog or two. When you evaluate a blog, I expect you to explore it pretty thoroughly—
the “about me” section is usually a good place to start. Make sure you read at least five posts, more 
if the posts are extremely short. Then, write a few good paragraphs (I define a “good” paragraph as 
one that contains at least 5 sentences) analyzing what the blog is doing and its effect on you, its 
audience. Since you will all be looking at the same blogs, there’s no reason to spend a lot of time 
summarizing here—dive right into the why/how. I will have an evaluation post on my teaching blog 
each week, and you’ll post your evaluations in the comments section. Read your classmates’ to see if 
they agreed with you or had a different perspective! 
 
 
to summarize 
 
For the first half of the semester you have several assignments each week for this class. 

1. Write at least 3 posts on your own blog. 
2. Substantively comment on at least 3 of your classmates’ blogs. 
3. Write a blog evaluation and add it as a comment to my teaching blog. Due by midnight 

Saturdays. 
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In the second half of the semester you will be working in small groups and experimenting with other 
blogging technologies like twitter and tumblr.  
 
grading 
 
At the end of the semester, you will submit a portfolio that will include the following: 
 
--Ten posts, and at least seven should be from different weeks of the course 
--Your blog evaluations 
--Your group project  
--A 5-6 page essay / self-evaluation 
 
I will grade your portfolio based on your use of the writing skills we discuss and practice over the 
course of the semester and your thoughtfulness in approaching assignments. In terms of grade 
breakdown, 70% of your final grade comes from the writing you do, and 30% from your 
participation both in class and with your classmates’ blogs. 
 
course policies 
 
My course policies are meant to be both practical and uncomplicated. Please use these course 
policies as a reference, but if you have any questions above and beyond them, please just ASK ME. 
You can always come to my office hours or send me an email.  
 

• attendance: Come to class. You are allowed TWO unexcused absences. Any additional 
absences will result in a one-third deduction from your final grade. I will generally excuse 
absences for illness with a doctor’s note, or for legitimate family emergencies. Please talk to 
me as soon as possible if you’re having exceptional problems coming to class. 

 
 Class begins at 10:10 sharp, meaning you should be unpacked and ready to go by that time.   
 Be on time. Coming to class late is disrespectful and disruptive. I treat two late 
 entrances as one absence.  
 
 If you are absent, it is your responsibility to find out what you have missed by 
 contacting a classmate for notes or by visiting me during office hours. If you miss a  class  

you are still responsible for getting me that day’s work on time. 
 

• email: I check email between 9AM and 6PM. This means that if you email me with a 
question, there’s a fair chance I’ll get back to you the same day. I’m more than happy to 
answer questions via email. If it’s urgent, though, you’re probably better off contacting a 
classmate. I consider email an important form of writing. For this reason, although your 
emails to me can certainly be informal, they should use sentences, not text-message-speak. 

 
• due dates: It is up to you to keep up with your blog posting. For your final portfolios, I will 

not accept late work unless there is a special circumstance that you and I have discussed in 
advance.  
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plagiarism: is passing off someone else’s work as your own. My attitude about this is very simple: 
do not plagiarize anything, ever. We’ll talk in class about the difference between paying homage to a 
favorite writer and ripping off their ideas and sentences. The first is interesting; the second illegal. 
Blogging has some special plagiarism challenges: if you borrow material (text, image, audio, 
whatever) from another site, you MUST give them credit by linking to the source. We’ll be talking 
about the creative commons license and how to abide by its rules. 

If you are unclear on what constitutes plagiarism, talk to me. Also please be sure to read the 
University’s official policy on plagiarism available on the English Department Web site at 
www.lsa.umich.edu/english/undergraduate/plagNote.asp.  I will not tolerate plagiarism. It could 
result in your failing this course and, potentially, your expulsion from the University of Michigan. 

 
 

course schedule—subject to change 
 
 
W 9/9   introduction to blogging: who are you online? 
 
assignment: read: Andrew Sullivan, “Why I Blog”; NY Times article “Blogs Falling in an Empty 
Forest”; submit comment with names of blogs you read (or would like to read) 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 9/14  exploring the blogosphere 
 
assignment:  read Cabinet of Wonders, pp. 1–top of 25 
***attend Lawrence Weschler’s talk on Tuesday, September 15 at 4:30 pm at the Power 
Center 
 
W 9/16  the big ol’ interweb & the blog as curator 
 
assignment: read Heather Armstrong: Bloggers on Blogging; Rebecca Blood, “Finding Your  
     Voice” 
     evaluate Dooce; Boing Boing  
***attend Richard Barnes’ talk Thursday, September 17, 5 pm at the Michigan Theater 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 9/21   working on writing thoughtfully: what lasts online? 
 
assignment:  read Weschler 25–68 [don’t totally ignore the notes!]; listen to Jason Kottke interview 
      brainstorm & write up a draft blog proposal 
 
W 9/23   small-group workshops of blog proposals 
 
assignment: finalize blog proposal for Friday, 5 pm  
     evaluate BLDGBLOG; Kottke.org  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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M 9/28  starting your blog 
 
assignment: read Bloggers on Blogging: Scott Rosenberg; Rebecca Blood: “Weblog Community and     
     Etiquette” 
 
W 9/30   Creative Commons; citing sources 
 
assignment: evaluate Maira Kalman’s The Principles of Uncertainty, StrangeMaps 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 10/5   visual rhetoric; Google Images  
 
assignment:  using images assignment 
 
W 10/7  more multimedia: working with sound & video 
 
assignment: evaluate 1000awesomethings; thisisindexed; Sarcastica 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 10/12   returning to authority, voice, tone, anonymity…and publishing? 
 
assignment:  read Kenneth J. Gergen “Self in the Age of Information” 
 
W 10/14  blogging and journalism 
 
assignment: evaluate White House blog; New York Times blog, Gladwell.com      
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 10/19  fall break—no class 
 
W 10/21  the company blog 
 
assignment: evaluate a grab bag: Go Fug Yourself, Smitten Kitchen; Orwell Diaries; Largehearted Boy 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 10/26  working with twitter: microblogging 
 
assignment:  set up a twitter feed on your blog 
 
W 10/28  building community: to what purpose? 
 
assignment: evaluate: you tell me—what are you reading?  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 11/2  working with tumblr 
 
assignment: group project brainstorm & proposals due Sat. by midnight 
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W 11/4  Museum field trip 
 
assignment:  read Weschler 71—109  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 11/9  invention; bringing the outside in 
 
assignment:   
 
W 11/11 
 
assignment: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 11/16 
 
assignment: 
 
W 11/18 
 
assignment: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 11/23 
 
assignment: 
 
W 11/25—turkey day break—no class 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 11/30 
 
assignment: 
 
W 12/2   
 
assignment: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
M 12/7  group project presentations 
 
assignment:  blog, work on group projects, work on portfolios 
 
W 12/9   group project presentations 
 
assignment: blog, work on group projects, work on portfolios 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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M 12/14    final portfolios due 
 
 
 


