
Understanding Rhetoric

Grade 8: Reading Benchmark

8.R.3.4: Explain how an author uses rhetorical devices to support or advance an appeal.
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Benchmark Introduction

Part 1



Benchmark:

Explain how an author uses rhetorical devices (such as 
figurative language) to support or advance an appeal (to 
logos, pathos, or ethos).



Rhetoric is the art or skill of speaking or writing formally 
and effectively, especially as a way to persuade or 
influence people.

When an author’s or speaker’s purpose is to persuade, they 
create a rhetorical appeal by carefully choosing details that 
will make an impact on the audience. These details could 
make the audience feel an emotion, think logically about an 
issue, or agree with an authority or shared values.

Definition of Rhetoric

Part 1



Aristotle, a Greek philosopher, defined three 
types of rhetorical appeals:

● Logos: An appeal to logical reasoning
● Pathos: An appeal to emotion
● Ethos: An appeal to a shared source of 

authority or values

Types of Rhetorical Appeals

Part 1



A rhetorical device is language used in a specific 
way to have an intended effect on the reader or 
audience.

Authors and speakers can use rhetorical devices 
to support or advance their rhetorical appeals.

Definition of Rhetorical Device

Part 1



Figurative language expresses something other 
than the literal, or actual, meaning of words.

Figurative language can be used as a rhetorical 
device.

Definition of Figurative Language
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Example of how figurative language can function 
as a rhetorical device to support an appeal

Part 1

In Chapter 10 of his Narrative, Frederick Douglass describes “a faint 
beam of hope, that flickered for a moment, and then vanished.”

● Douglass uses a metaphor to compare his hopefulness to a 
faint light that flickers before going out. He uses this figurative 
language as a rhetorical device to support an appeal to pathos. 
His language moves readers to feel sympathy for the moment 
when he almost lost hope.



Another type of rhetorical device is irony.

Irony is the use of words to express something other than 
(usually the opposite of) the literal meaning. 

When a speaker or writer uses irony as a rhetorical device, they 
invite the audience to join them in dismissing or scorning what 
someone else would say about a topic.

Definition of Irony
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Example of how irony can function as a rhetorical 
device to support an appeal

Part 1

In Chapter 4 of his Narrative, Douglass describes Mr. Gore as “a man 
possessing, in an eminent degree, all those traits of character 
indispensable to what is called a first-rate overseer.”

● Douglass uses irony when he describes Mr. Gore in such positive 
terms. As Douglass explains, Mr. Gore is considered to be a “first-rate” 
overseer because he is especially brutal and cruel—qualities that are 
not usually valued in society, but that were valued by slaveholders. 
Douglass uses irony as a rhetorical device to support an appeal to 
ethos and show how the values of slaveholders contradict the values 
of morality and justice that Douglass shares with his audience.



Another type of rhetorical device is a rhetorical question.

A rhetorical question is a question that the author or speaker 
asks their reader or audience in order to emphasize a point or 
make an effect. 

Sometimes an answer to a rhetorical question is given in a text, 
but often the reader is left to supply the answer in their own 
mind. 

Definition of Rhetorical Question
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Example of how a rhetorical question can function 
as a rhetorical device to support an appeal

Part 1

In Chapter 10 of his Narrative, Douglass asks, “O, why was I born a 
man, of whom to make a brute!...Why am I a slave?”

● Douglass uses a rhetorical question to convey the sense of 
injustice that he felt when he compared his enslavement to the 
freedom enjoyed by others. He uses this rhetorical question as 
a rhetorical device to support an appeal to ethos. His language 
moves readers to ask themselves whether it’s fair for some 
people to be enslaved while others are free.



Antithesis is a structure where an author uses 
opposite words in similar phrases to emphasize 
a contrast.

Antithesis can also be used as a rhetorical 
device.

Definition of Antithesis
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Example of how antithesis can function as a rhetorical 
device to support an appeal

Part 1

In Chapter 2 of his Narrative, Douglass describes the songs of 
enslaved people: “They would sometimes sing the most pathetic 
sentiment in the most rapturous tone, and the most rapturous 
sentiment in the most pathetic tone.”

● Douglass uses antithesis to emphasize the complexity of the 
emotions expressed in these songs. He uses this structure as a 
rhetorical device to support an appeal to pathos, moving 
readers to appreciate that the songs of enslaved people contain 
both the joy of the human spirit and the despair of suffering.



Benchmark Skill Routine

Part 2



Part 2

How to explain the use of rhetorical devices to 
support an appeal

Read closely, highlight, and annotate details that are 
used persuasively.

Notice: 
● Figurative language and allusions
● Irony
● Rhetorical questions
● Antithesis, repetition, or other notable sentence structures

 



Ask yourself: How are the speaker’s choices 
meant to affect the audience? What does the the 
speaker want the audience...

● to picture?
● to feel?
● to think about?

Part 2

How to explain the use of rhetorical devices to 
support an appeal



How to explain the use of rhetorical devices to 
support an appeal

Explain how the rhetorical devices support or 
advance a rhetorical appeal.

● What type of appeal is the speaker making (logos, 
pathos, and/or ethos)?

● How does the device support or advance the 
appeal?

Part 2



Remember
Part 2

1. Read closely, highlight, and annotate details that are 
used persuasively.

2. Consider how the speaker’s choices are meant to 
affect the audience.

3. Explain how the rhetorical devices support or advance 
a rhetorical appeal.



Benchmark in Action: Example of how to explain the use of rhetorical devices to support an appeal
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Get ready to read two passages in 
“9/11 Address to the Nation” by George W. Bush.

Open the Library app. Type “Great 
Speeches from US 
History” into the 
search bar. Click on 
the title of the book 
to open it.

Click on the Table 
of Contents.
Find and click on 
“President George 
W. Bush 2001.”

Read paragraphs 3–5 
in “9/11 Address to 
the Nation.”

1. 2. 3. 4.

https://ereader.learning.amplify.com/#/reader/a8f7106c-6524-4d2d-95fc-1b1ed3f56519


“9/11 Address to the Nation”

Context for Passage 1

On September 11, 2001, terrorists linked to a group called 
al-Qaeda perpetrated four separate attacks on the United 
States, killing 2,977 people and harming more than 25,000. 
That evening, President George W. Bush made a live televised 
statement. In his statement, Bush condemned the attacks, 
offered comfort and assurance, and described some of the 
government's emergency response plans.

Part 3



Part 3

Read paragraphs 3–5 in “9/11 Address to 
the Nation.”

As you read...
● look for details that are used persuasively.
● consider how the speaker’s choices are meant 

to impact the audience.
● think about how the rhetorical devices support 

or advance a rhetorical appeal.



Part 3

Practice Step 1

Read closely, highlight, and annotate details that are 
used persuasively.

Notice: 
● Figurative language and allusions
● Irony
● Rhetorical questions
● Antithesis, repetition, or other notable sentence structures

 



Highlight key details of the speaker’s 
description.

“A great people has been moved to defend a great nation.”

“Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest 
buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of America.”

“These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent the steel of 
American resolve.”

“We’re the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity...no 
one will keep that light from shining.”

“the very worst of human nature...the best of America”

Practice Step 1
Part 3



Annotate to identify the type of device.

“A great people has been moved to defend a great 
nation.” repetition

“Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our 
biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the 
foundation of America.” antithesis

“These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent 
the steel of American resolve.” antithesis, 
metaphor

“We’re the brightest beacon for freedom and 
opportunity...no one will keep that light from 
shining.” metaphor

“the very worst of human nature...the best of 
America” antithesis

Practice Step 1
Part 3



Part 3

Practice Step 2

Ask yourself: How are the speaker’s choices 
meant to affect the audience? What does the the 
speaker want the audience...

● to picture?
● to feel?
● to think about?



Practice Step 2 Examples:
Part 3

● Bush uses repetition to remind the audience that America is a 
“great nation” with “great people.”

● He uses antithesis to emphasize a contrast between the terrible 
nature of the attacks (“the very worst of human nature”) with 
the greatness of the people who have stepped up to help out 
(“the best of America”).

● He uses a metaphor comparing the United States to “the 
brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the world” to 
make his audience feel proud of their country.



Part 3

Practice Step 3 

Explain how the rhetorical devices support or 
advance a rhetorical appeal.

● What type of appeal is the speaker making (logos, 
pathos, and/or ethos)?

● How does the device support or advance the 
appeal?



Practice Step 3 Examples:

Bush appeals to pathos and ethos to inspire his audience to feel 
strong and united and not give up hope.

● He uses many instances of antithesis to separate the intention 
behind the attacks from the result. By contrasting the attackers’ 
goal to “shake the foundations of our biggest buildings” and 
“shatter steel” against their inability to “touch the foundation of 
America” or “dent the steel of American resolve,” he appeals to 
pathos and inspires a sense of strength and unity.

● He makes an appeal to ethos by using figurative language that 
reminds the audience of America’s value as the “brightest beacon 
for freedom and opportunity” that “no one will keep...from 
shining.”

 

Part 3



Remember
Part 3

1. Read closely, highlight, and annotate details that are 
used persuasively.

2. Consider how the speaker’s choices are meant to 
affect the audience.

3. Explain how the rhetorical devices support or advance 
a rhetorical appeal.



Independent Practice

Part 4



Benchmark:

Explain how an author uses rhetorical devices (such as 
figurative language) to support or advance an appeal (to 
logos, pathos, or ethos).



Part 4Now read paragraphs 11–13 in 
“9/11 Address to the Nation.”

https://ereader.learning.amplify.com/#/reader/a8f7106c-6524-4d2d-95fc-1b1ed3f56519


“9/11 Address to the Nation”

Context for Passage 2

In the final paragraphs of his speech, Bush offers 
comfort to the grieving and resolves to move 
forward triumphantly.

Part 4



Part 4

Practice reading to explain the use of rhetorical devices 
to support rhetorical appeals.

Step 1 
Read closely, highlight, and annotate details that are used to persuade 
the audience.

Step 2
Consider how the speaker’s choices are meant to affect the audience.

Step 3
Explain how the rhetorical devices support or advance a rhetorical appeal.



Check for Understanding
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1. 

Part 5

Share and Discuss

Read closely, highlight, and annotate details 
that are used persuasively.



2. 

Part 5

How are the speaker’s choices meant to 
affect the audience? 

Share and Discuss



3. 

Part 5

Explain how the rhetorical devices support or 
advance a rhetorical appeal.

Share and Discuss


