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Teaching Persuasion and Critical Thinking
Using the State of the Union Address

bv Claire C. Robinson May,

ike many law professors, [ like to encourage my

first-year students to be politically aware and

engaged. 1 also want them to develop their critical
thinking skills. [n addition, as a legal writing protfessor,
every spring it is my job to teach them the art of persuasive
writing. I use the president’s State of the Union Address as
a teaching tool to do all three.

[ tell my students that the State of the Union Address is
an advocacy piece, not simply an objective report on the
state of the nation. The United States Constitution provides
that the president “shall from time to time give to the
Congress [nformation of the State of the Union, ad
reconnmend (o their Consideration such Measures us he
shall fudyge necessary and expedient ... U8, Const, art,
2. § 3 (emphasis added). Tn keeping with the nature of the
speech, the president and his speechwriters use a multitude
of persuasive writing techniques to convince Congress and
the American people to support the president’s agenda for
the country.

For my first class assignment in the spring semester., 1
ask my students to watch the televised State of the Union
Address. [fthey can’t watch or record the speech, [ ask
them to read the transcript the next day in the newspaper or
on-line. As they watch or read the speech, students must
make a list of the persuasive writing techniques they
recognize. These could be phrases intended to trigger
certain emotions and historical comparisons (such as the
~Axis of Evil”), rhythmic devices in speech {rhyme or
repetition. short, staccato phrases, or other such devices
affecting how the speech sounds}), the order in which topics
are discussed, or any other technique they think the
president uses to make his case.

When we meel. | ask the students Lo list the persuasive
techniques they found. and we review some of the ex-
amples on video. Then we evaluate whether cach techmique
“worked.” Did the president go too far or just fur enough in
his atlempts at persuasion?

We discuss the use and effectiveness ol persuasive
wriling lechniques ranging from large-scale organization
and sentence structure, metaphor and analogy, to rhythm
and diction. The students recognize for themselves thal
there is room for crealivily in persuasive writing, but that it
is also possible to overdo it. They sce that there are legiti-
mate (and ot so legitimale) ways to shade the facts in order
to lead your audience to the conclusion vou want. They get
exciled aboul learning and practicing the art of persuasive
wriling.

In addition, the excereise pushes students to think
critically about the political issucs of the day. First of all.
they have W walch the Stale of the Union Address itsell.
which experiencee tells me many would not otherwise do.
By analyzing the use of language in the speech. students
begin lo reflect on the political issues, ohjectives, strengths.
and vulnerabilitics the chosen language serves. More
broadly, the students develop and exercise their ability o
delve beyond soundbites, hyperlinks, and headlines in their
thinking.

Claire Robinson Ment iy a Legal Writing Professor of
Lenw et Cleveland-Marshall College of Lew, Cleveland State
iniversity

he Law Teacher encourages readers o submit brief

articles explaining interesting and practical ideas to
help law professors become more effective teachers.

Acrlicles should be 500 to 1,500 words long. Fool-
notes arc neither necessary nor desiced. The deadline for
articies 10 be considered for the next issuc is August 1.
2006. Send vour article via e-mail, if possible. After

Submit articles to The Law Teacher

revicw, all accepted manuscripts will become the property
ol the Institute for Law School Teaching.

The Institute’s address is: [nstitute for Law School
Teaching. Gonzaga University School ol Law, P.O.
Box 3528, Spokanc, WA 99220-3528; c-mail:
ilstigglawschool.gonzaga.edu.

For morc information, call {(509) 323-3738.
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