
 

 

The Rhetorical Analysis Essay 

Overview 
The Rhetorical Analysis Essay is the second of three essays on the AP Language 
and Composition Exam. You will have to dissect a piece of nonfiction writing. 
From there, you’ll be asked to identify the main argument along with specific 
rhetorical devices that the author uses to fortify his or her writing. 

The Rhetorical Analysis Essay is out of 6 points: 1 point for a strong, defendable 
thesis; up to 4 points for evidence, incorporated information or commentary; and 
1 point for demonstrating a complex understanding of the topic. The official AP 
rubric for the Rhetorical Analysis Essay is located at the bottom of this document 
with a sample rhetorical analysis essay. 

Tips 

Before Writing: 
• Read the selection twice and don’t forget to annotate 

• 1st read for understanding, 2nd identify and categorize important parts that 
contribute to the main argument 

• Look for patterns or shifts in tone or content 

• Writers build up their argument through a variety of strategies such as 
tone, style of diction, rhetorical modes (examples, comparisons, narratives, 
descriptions), and rhetorical devices (anaphora, repetition, antithesis) 

• If you are stuck, remember that a writer either utilizes emotion or logic. 
Build your response upon that knowledge. 

Introduction: 
In your introduction, you will need to include information on the speaker, 
purpose, audience, context, and exigence. An acronym is SPACE. 



 

 

Speaker: Who is talking? What do we know about this author? How does this 
contribute to his or her argument? 

Purpose: Why is the author writing this piece of literary work? 

Audience: Who is the author’s intended audience? Who are they addressing? 
What do they assume about their audience? 

Context: What is happening in the world when this text was produced? What are 
the biggest issues on the speaker’s mind, which they might be directly or 
indirectly addressing? 

Exigence: Why is the author addressing this topic right now? What was the 
spark that moved the speaker to act out? 

A Sample Paragraph Incorporating SPACE: 

In 1975, amid the women’s rights movement, author and social critic Susan 
Sontag wrote “Beauty: Put Down or Power Source.” Targeting Vogue readers – 
mainly women concerned with their physical appearance – she discussed how 
the concept of beauty has been diminished and, therefore, denigrates women. In 
her essay, she employs               and                   to convince her audience that 
society should work to elevate beauty to its prior status as part of the human 
ideal.  

*Your introduction paragraph should only be 3 sentences. 

Thesis: Place this as the last sentence of your introduction paragraph. Don’t 
forget to include the rhetorical devices that the author uses, which can serve as 
your controls or topic sentences for each body paragraph. Lastly, at the end of 
the thesis include the specific argument the author is prompting.  

The prompt will give you a general argument and information on exigence or 
context. However, analyze who wrote the piece of writing and the time it was 
published to achieve a deeper understanding. For example, if the work was 
published in 1780, using your APUSH knowledge, you know that the American 
Revolution was occurring. How could that impact this piece of work? Who wrote 
the piece, was it a patriot or loyalist?  

 



 

 

Body Paragraphs: 
Topic Sentences: These will be the skeleton of your body paragraphs. Use those 
strong verbs listed within our website to fortify your response. Your goal for this 
sentence is to introduce the rhetorical device, mode, or other strategies that you 
will be analyzing in this respective paragraph. Clearly state the argument this 
strategy supports and the target audience. 

Picking and Introducing Quotes: 

• As you are reading the source a second time, pinpoint the places where 
you want to quote from. You want to strive for at least 2 strong and 
relevant quotes that buttress your response.  

• These quotes should not be very long as you want your body paragraph to 
be filled with your thoughts and not words from the given text. 

• When you are introducing the quote, utilize transitions to help one idea 
flow into another. 

• Additionally, introduce the quote. Give background on who is talking or 
what is occurring before injecting the quote. 

• Do not reveal the message of the quote prior to quoting it and cite the 
paragraph number from where you got the quote from 

• Build towards your strongest evidence 

Commentary 

• This should be the bulk of your essay but unlike the synthesis and 
argument essay this is a formal piece of writing. Thus, do not use personal 
pronouns 

• Do not critic the author, your job is to analyze what the author is arguing 
and how he or she supports the argument 

• After stating each respective quote, discuss: 
o The importance of the passage and what it is discussing 
o The contributions to the overall argument and the most important 

words of the quote 
o How the passage reveals an idea within the greater argument 



 

 

o Does the author inject ethos, pathos, or logos? How does this effect 
the target audience? 

o If you pick pathos, explicitly state what emotion the author is trying 
to trigger 

o How does this passage resonate given the circumstances (context or 
exigence)? 

o Apply knowledge from SPACE to elaborate on the impact of the 
quote 

• As you write your body paragraphs, recognize that you should build 
momentum towards your strongest point. Move swiftly through those 
initial paragraphs and save time for the big finish. The last paragraph 
should be the one with the most important evidence and deepest analysis. 

 

Conclusion: 
• Given the limited amount of time, you may not be able to squeeze in a 

conclusion. 

• However, if you do get to a conclusion, transition from your last topic 
before restating in different words the techniques, audience, and 
argument inherent in the given piece of work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 


