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RHE309K: Rhetoric of Hacking 
 

 
From: https://twitter.com/Timcast/status/363754032784891904 

 
 
Instructor:  Beck Wise 
Email:  beck.wise@utexas.com 
Office:  PAR 408 
Office hours: Tuesday 2:30-4:30 p.m; Wednesday 5-7 p.m 
   and by appointment. 
 
Course unique:  44755 
Meeting:  Monday and Wednesday, 12:30 p.m to 2 p.m 
   FAC 7 
 
Course website: hackingrhetoric.wordpress.com 
Twitter: #hackrhet 
 

Course description 
From 1337 H4x0rs (‘elite hackers’) to script-kiddies, cyber-terrorists to government agents, 

hacktivists to trolls, hackers are an increasingly visible presence in modern society. Computer 
hacking has recently been called the greatest threat to the United States’ economic and national 
security, but it’s also been the driving force behind great commercial innovations and proved an 
effective weapon against hostile nations. Hackers are heroes and villains, white hats and black 
hats – and the most epic hacks quickly become legends. This course engages with the public 
rhetoric around hacking, hacking as a rhetorical practice and the rhetoric of hacked texts, asking 
questions like: How do hackers promote, justify and defend their practices? How do critics attack 
them? And how do hacks themselves act as rhetorical texts? 
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To answer these questions, we will survey the philosophy and culture of hacking, engage in 

rhetorical analysis of various hackers and hacked texts, and, ultimately, become hackers 
ourselves. We’ll begin the semester by examining the history and ethics of hacker culture, with a 
focus on gaining research and technical skills, as well as a shared vocabulary (‘Research’). We’ll 
then learn tools for rhetorical analysis, focusing on the way hackers use rhetoric through case 
studies (‘Analyse’). Finally, we will become hackers, putting into practice the ethics, politics and 
rhetorics we’ve studied as we engage in a selection of computer hacking processes (‘Make’). 
 
Texts 

Readings 
Your weekly readings are provided electronically on the course website. 
Required textbooks / references: 
They Say, I Say by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein (ISBN 978-0-393-93361-1) 
Easy Writer by Andrea Lunsford (ISBN 978-0-312-65031-5) 
* The University Co-Op has both new and used versions of the most recent editions of these 

books available now. I’ll be providing page references from these editions, but earlier editions are 
fine to use — there seems to be a minimal difference between the 1st and 2nd editions of TSIS 
(although I haven’t carried out a word-by-word comparison!), and it is also available in an 
extended version with additional readings. If you get an earlier edition of EW, please be aware 
that documentation and citation requirements have changed as technology has marched on 
(nobody anticipated in 2006 that we would be citing Twitter!), so you will need to refer to web 
sources for up-to-date information. Some of the earlier editions are available second-hand very 
cheaply online. Try half.com and Amazon, but be sure that you allow sufficient time for your 
books to arrive before classes resume. 

 
Course goals 

• identify and analyze context 
• identify a text’s purpose 
• analyze the various ways a text appeals to its specific audience 
• examine how a text contributes to an ongoing conversation or conversations 
• summarize multiple perspectives fairly 
• assess the credibility of sources, including Internet sources 
• think critically—invent, organize, and revise college-level thinking 
• read and write well-researched, college-level texts 

 
Assessment 

This course utilises the Learning Record (LR). You will determine your grade by monitoring 
your progress against the criteria below over the course of the semester, and documenting your 
development and achievements in a portfolio of work, frequent self-assessments, and a formal 
reflection on your work at midterm and the end of the semester. The portfolio and observations 
will provide the evidence from which you will build an argument about your performance in the 
class. After reviewing your argument, I will either agree with or revise your self-assessment based 
on the evidence provided in your Learning Record. We will discuss grades at midterm and the 
end of semester, but you are welcome to meet me in office hours anytime to brainstorm strategies 
for success in the course. 
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The work you will be assessed on in this course is: 
• Short research summaries 
• Annotated bibliography 
• Rhetorical analysis paper 
• Sandbox hack 
• Final paper 
• Course blog posts 
• Peer reviews — mandatory 
• Learning Record — mandatory 
• Participation — invaluable 
 
You’ll assess your work and progress within the following five Course Strands (broad-level 

goals that cover a variety of skills): 
• Composition 
• Research 
• Argumentation 
• Digital literacy 
• Creativity 
In almost every learning situation, there are multiple dimensions by which the learner’s 

experience can be gauged: 
• Confidence and independence 
• Knowledge and understanding 
• Skills and strategies 
• Use of prior and emerging experience 
• Reflection 
Your Learning Record reflections will discuss how your work measures on these dimensions 

in terms of the Course Strands. We’ll discuss the Learning Record in detail at the beginning of 
the semester, and we’ll have various conversations about compiling your portfolio as the semester 
progresses. 
 
Grade criteria  
Grade criteria are as follows:  

A Represents outstanding participation in all course activities; all assigned 
work completed, with very high quality in all work produced for the 
course. Evidence of significant development across the five dimensions of 
learning. The Learning Record at this level demonstrates activity that 
goes significantly beyond the required course work in one or more course 
strands. All work must be submitted in a timely fashion. 

B Represents excellent participation in all course activities; all assigned work 
completed, with consistently high quality in course work. Evidence of 
marked development across the five dimensions of learning. 

C Represents good participation in all course activities; all assigned work 
completed, with generally good quality overall in course work. Evidence 
of some development across the five dimensions of learning. 

D Represents uneven participation in course activities; some gaps in 
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assigned work completed, with inconsistent quality in course work. 
Evidence of development across the five dimensions of learning is partial 
or unclear. 

F Represents minimal participation in course activities; serious gaps in 
assigned work completed, or very low quality in course work. Evidence of 
development is not available. 

Plus and minus grading will be employed when a student falls between these criteria. 
 
Revision: For each major writing assignment you will produce multiple drafts to be reviewed by 
both your peers and myself. The revisions made to papers in this course must be substantial. In 
other words, you cannot only edit, proofread, or correct for spelling and minor grammatical errors. 
You must also revise to change and enhance the overall structure of your arguments. I will be 
looking for revisions that focus on global aspects of writing, such as responding to the assignment, 
using appropriate and consistent tone, fair summary, good organization, effective argumentation 
and source use and critical thinking. 
 
If you do not revise the X.1 for the X.2 version or revise only minor, sentence-level details, it will be difficult or 
impossible for you to claim proficiency with the ‘composition’ Course Strand on the Learning Record. 
 
Class & Department Policies 
 
Behaviour 

This classroom should be a safe space for all members of our learning community where we 
can all engage in calm, cool, collected and courteous discussion and debate. To that end, we will 
all follow some basic codes of behaviour: 

No trolling: Do not engage in any communication (speech, email, physical behaviours, etc) 
which belittle or injure anyone in this class (or anyone). I have zero tolerance for sexual 
harassment, bullying and hate speech, and I will not hesitate to remove you from the classroom 
and, if necessary, from the course. 

Don’t hack anything that will get you arrested: We will be hacking some stuff in class and 
you’ll be expected to do some outside of class, too. I will not ask you to do anything illegal. If I 
come to understand that you’re engaging in anything illegal, it is my obligation to report you to 
the appropriate authorities. 

Don’t hack anything that will get me deported: See above two codes. 
 
Attendance 

It is department-wide policy that you cannot pass an RHE course if you miss more than two 
weeks of class. For us, that means that if you miss five or more class sessions, you will fail this course. There is 
no distinction between ‘excused’ and ‘unexcused’ absences, with the exception of religious 
holidays; please see the full DRW policy below for details. 

If you do need to miss a class, it’s helpful if you can let me know in advance so I can plan 
class accordingly. It’s your responsibility to catch up on any work or information missed. 

Partial absence: Days on which you attend less than 60 minutes of class (arriving 15 minutes 
late or leaving 15 minutes early) will be recorded. If this happens twice, it will be recorded as one 
absence from class. If you attend less than 45 minutes of class (arriving 30 minutes late or leaving 
30 minutes early), you will be marked absent for the day. Please be considerate of the other 
students in the class if you must enter the room late or leave early. 
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DWRL computers 

We are lucky enough to be in this awesome room with computers for your use during class 
time. Please limit your use to stuff that’s relevant to class. To protect the university’s investment, 
please keep food and drinks on the centre tables only. 

 
Personal electronics 

Laptops, tablets, e-readers and other silent, pedagogically-useful technologies may be used in 
class with permission or as directed by the instructor. Almost all of the time, they should be in 
your bag and turned off.  

Research suggests that using personal electronics in class is likely to reduce your grade. Other 
students’ laptop use is regularly reported as the single most distracting thing in the classroom. For 
your own good, and that of your peers in the class, please keep the personal tech out of sight. 

 
Late Work 

All assignments are due on the days listed in the Course Calendar. Late work will negatively 
affect your Learning Record Assessment. 

If you submit late work, plan on receiving it back with my feedback in the next ‘grading 
cycle’ — ie, when the next assignment is returned. For peer-reviewed major assignments, be 
aware that peer revision is a required part of the assignment and you must have a full draft ready 
to work with on the due date to complete peer review. The assignments in this course build on 
each other and you will produce multiple drafts of the major assignments. Falling behind on the 
assignments means that you will get less useful feedback from your peers and myself, and you will 
have less time to revise your work. This will quickly put you at risk of failing the course. If you are 
having trouble with an assignment and believe that you cannot produce a complete assignment 
by the due date, please let me know as early as possible, no less than 24 hours before the assignment is due 
so we can discuss your situation. 

Late work turned in after December 1 will not be guaranteed feedback. I will not accept work 
turned in after Tuesday, December 10 (last day before the exam period). 

 
	  

Department	  of	  Rhetoric	  &	  Writing	  
RHE	  Course	  Policies	  Statement,	  2013-‐14	  

	  
ATTENDANCE	  POLICY	  
	  
Rhetoric	  &	  Writing	  has	  established	  this	  attendance	  policy	  for	  all	  RHE	  courses.	  Any	  questions	  
or	  appeals	  concerning	  this	  policy	  must	  be	  made	  directly	  to	  the	  department	  Associate	  Chair.	  
You	  are	  expected	  to	  attend	  class,	  to	  arrive	  on	  time,	  to	  have	  prepared	  assigned	  reading	  and	  
writing,	  and	  to	  participate	  in	  all	  inclass	  editing,	  revising,	  and	  discussion	  sessions.	  Should	  you	  
miss	  the	  equivalent	  of	  five	  TTH	  or	  MW	  class	  sessions	  or	  seven	  MWF	  sessions	  this	  semester,	  
excused	  or	  not,	  you	  will	  fail	  the	  course.	  If	  you	  find	  that	  an	  unavoidable	  problem	  prevents	  
you	  from	  attending	  class,	  you	  should	  contact	  your	  instructor	  as	  soon	  as	  possible,	  preferably	  
ahead	  of	  time,	  to	  let	  him	  or	  her	  know.	  
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You	  will	  not	  be	  penalized	  for	  missing	  class	  on	  religious	  holy	  days.	  A	  student	  who	  misses	  
classes	  or	  other	  required	  activities,	  including	  examinations,	  for	  the	  observance	  of	  a	  religious	  
holy	  day	  should	  inform	  the	  instructor,	  in	  writing,	  well	  in	  advance	  of	  the	  absence,	  so	  that	  
alternative	  arrangements	  can	  be	  made	  to	  complete	  work.	  If	  you	  know	  you	  will	  have	  to	  miss	  
class(es)	  for	  this	  reason,	  provide	  your	  instructor	  with	  the	  date(s)	  as	  early	  as	  possible.	  Please	  
note	  that	  the	  University	  specifies	  very	  few	  other	  excused	  absences	  (e.g.,	  jury	  duty).	  
	  
When	  you	  must	  miss	  a	  class,	  you	  are	  responsible	  for	  getting	  notes	  and	  assignments	  from	  a	  
classmate.	  	  
	  
SCHOLASTIC	  HONESTY	  
	  
Turning	  in	  work	  that	  is	  not	  your	  own,	  or	  any	  other	  form	  of	  scholastic	  dishonesty,	  will	  result	  
in	  a	  major	  course	  penalty,	  possibly	  failure	  of	  the	  course.	  This	  standard	  applies	  to	  all	  drafts	  
and	  assignments,	  and	  a	  report	  of	  the	  incident	  will	  be	  submitted	  to	  the	  Office	  of	  the	  Dean	  of	  
Students	  and	  filed	  in	  your	  permanent	  UT	  record.	  Under	  certain	  circumstances,	  the	  Dean	  of	  
Students	  will	  initiate	  proceedings	  to	  expel	  you	  from	  the	  University.	  	  
	  
So,	  take	  care	  to	  read	  and	  understand	  the	  Statement	  on	  Scholastic	  Responsibility,	  which	  can	  
be	  found	  online	  at	  
http://www.utexas.edu/cola/depts/rhetoric/firstyearwriting/plagiarismcollusion.php.	  If	  you	  
have	  any	  doubts	  about	  your	  use	  of	  sources,	  ask	  your	  instructor	  for	  help	  before	  handing	  in	  
the	  assignment.	  	  
	  
STUDENTS	  WITH	  DISABILITIES	  
	  
Any	  student	  with	  a	  documented	  disability	  who	  requires	  academic	  accommodations	  should	  
contact	  Services	  for	  Students	  with	  Disabilities	  at	  512-‐471-‐6259	  (voice)	  or	  1-‐866-‐329-‐3986	  
(video	  phone)	  as	  soon	  as	  possible	  to	  request	  an	  official	  letter	  outlining	  authorized	  
accommodations.	  More	  information	  is	  available	  online	  at	  
http://www.utexas.edu/diversity/ddce/ssd.	  
	  
EMAIL	  ACCOUNTS	  
	  
Email	  is	  an	  official	  means	  of	  communication	  at	  UT-‐Austin,	  and	  your	  instructor	  will	  use	  this	  
medium	  to	  communicate	  class	  information.	  You	  are	  therefore	  required	  to	  obtain	  a	  UT	  email	  
account	  and	  to	  check	  it	  daily.	  All	  students	  may	  claim	  an	  email	  address	  at	  no	  cost	  by	  going	  to	  
http://www.utexas.edu/its/services/email/.	  
	  
EMERGENCY	  INFORMATION	  
	  
Occupants	  of	  buildings	  on	  The	  University	  of	  Texas	  at	  Austin	  campus	  are	  required	  to	  
evacuate	  buildings	  when	  a	  fire	  alarm	  is	  activated.	  	  Alarm	  activation	  or	  announcement	  
requires	  exiting	  and	  assembling	  outside.	  	  
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Familiarize	  yourself	  with	  all	  exit	  doors	  of	  each	  classroom	  and	  building	  you	  may	  occupy.	  	  
Remember	  that	  the	  nearest	  exit	  door	  may	  not	  be	  the	  one	  you	  used	  when	  entering	  the	  
building.	  
	  
Students	  requiring	  assistance	  in	  evacuation	  shall	  inform	  their	  instructor	  in	  writing	  during	  the	  
first	  week	  of	  class.	  
	  
In	  the	  event	  of	  an	  evacuation,	  follow	  the	  instruction	  of	  faculty	  or	  class	  instructors.	  
	  
Do	  not	  re-‐enter	  a	  building	  unless	  given	  instructions	  by	  the	  following:	  The	  University	  of	  Texas	  
at	  Austin	  Police	  Department,	  or	  Fire	  Prevention	  Services	  office.	  
	  
Other	  important	  Emergency	  Information:	  http://www.utexas.edu/safety/preparedness/	  
 

 
 
 

Campus Resources 
 

Academic resources 
Undergraduate Writing Center (UWC): http://uwc.utexas.edu/ 

Meet with expert writing consultants for help with any writing you do while you’re an 
undergraduate at UT, from class assignments to job applications. 

DWRL Open Lab: http://www.dwrl.utexas.edu/content/open-lab 
Open computer lab where you can work on computer-based projects outside of class 
time.  

Information Technology Services (ITS): http://www.utexas.edu/its/ 
Help with Blackboard and university email, as well as some of your personal computer 
issues (backups, updates, etc), among many many other things that you probably won’t 
need. 

UT Libraries: http://lib.utexas.edu 
 
Mind and body resources 
Counselling Center: http://cmhc.utexas.edu/ 
Health Center: http://healthyhorns.utexas.edu/ 
Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD): http://ddce.utexas.edu/disability/ 

 
Course Calendar 

This calendar is subject to change. We’ll be working together to agree on some readings and 
deadlines in the last third of the semester, and I may shuffle some items around depending on the 
progress and interests of the class. Any changes will be communicated in class and via email, and 
changed on the online course calendar. 

Please note: the bulk of your workload will shift over time. The course is reading-heavy to 
start, doing-heavy to end.  
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Week 1 August 28 Introductions.  

Just show up! 
Week 2 September 2 No class. 

Labor Day holiday. Plan on working on your LR self-
evaluation this weekend 

 September 4 What is rhetoric? What is hacking? 
READ: Excerpt from Everything’s an Argument 
DUE: LR self-evaluation. 
TOOL: Basic WordPress functions 

Week 3 September 9 Library resources and effective summarisation 
READ: Levy, Hackers and TSIS Ch.2 
EXPLORE: Serindipomatic 

 September 11  
 

Hacking X Making. Incorporating and citing sources. 
READ: O’Dell, “The maker movement isn’t just for hackers”; 
Doctorow, Makers pp.11-22; TSIS Ch.3. 
REVIEW: EW pp.206-251 

Week 4 September 16 Women and Hacking. 
READ: GeekMom, “The Hacker School Experience”; 
Toulmin, “Feminist Hackerspaces as Safer Spaces?” 
DUE: Summary 1 

 September 18 Hacking Objects. What is an annotated bibliography, 
anyway? 
READ: Toilet Hacking; Car Hacking (Youtube link; watch 
the video and read the Forbes article linked in the 
description); Car Hacking — from the source 
TOOL: Timeline JS 

Week 5 September 23 Hacking You. 
READ: Any eight (8) articles from Lifehacker that appeared 
in the past week. They’re mostly short and you can cherry-
pick short ones if you like.  
Come prepared to discuss, explain, illustrate, demonstrate, 
share. 
DUE: Summary 2 

 September 25 What is hacking … again? Hacking Text / Hacking School. 
READ: Burton, “Dear Students”; Hacking the Accident, 
“Introduction”; Hacking the Accident, “Dear Stunts”. 
TOOL: Creative Commons; Fair use 

Week 6 September 30 Intro to Unit 2: “Analyse”.  
What makes an argument effective? Understanding audience. 
READ: Nothing! Spend your time on your annotated 
bibliography. 
DUE: Annotated bibliography 

 October 2 Ethos: Hacking Zuckerberg. 
READ: Ethos — Everything’s an Argument pp.60-65. 
Zuckerberg — Ahmed for background; Shreatah (primary 
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source); Feinberg on the aftermath. 
Optional but interesting: ycombinator discussion 
TOOL: Fancier WordPress and basic html 

Week 7 October 7 Ethos 2: Wikileaks and Chelsea Manning.  
READ: Readings TBC (as the decision got handed down 
immediately before the semester!). 
DISCUSS: Expectations for mid-term Learning Record. 

 October 9 Pathos: Visual rhetoric with Anonymous. Video links TBC. 
READ: TSIS Ch.12. 
TOOL: Popcorn Maker. 
DUE: Summary of a hack 

Week 8 October 14 Pathos 2: Hacker humour. 
READ: Coleman, Hacking Freedom Ch 3, and poke around 
XKCD a bit 

 October 16 Hacking Season Opens. 
READ: Rosen, “Security Questions are a Joke”; Honan, 
“How Apple and Amazon Security Flaws Led to My Epic 
Hacking”. 
REVIEW: Top 25 Passwords; Good Security Questions. 
DUE: Hacked summary 

Week 9 October 21 Evidence: Introducing Logos 
What is Logos? READ: Everything’s an Argument pp.78-100. 
Other readings TBC, but centred on Snowden, NSA 
surveillance, hacking and whistleblowing (another story in 
progress as we begin the semester!). 

 October 23 Logos 2 
Readings TBC. 
DUE: LR mid-term self-evaluations. 

Week 10 October 28 TBA — catch-up day 
 October 30 Workshop day: Hackasaurus 

Before class, revisit your basic html. 
Week 11 November 4 Workshop day: Analysis paper peer review. 

No assigned reading. 
 November 6 TOOL: Hack This Site 

DUE: Analysis paper version 1. 
Week 12 November 11 Individual paper conferences 
 November 13 Intro to Unit 3: “Make”. 

Making an argument effective: picking your moment. 
DUE: Analysis paper version 2. 

Week 13 November 18 Hacking Season Closes 
Making an argument effective: audience 2. 

 November 20 Workshop day: Final project peer review. 
Week 14 November 25 Workshop day: Wikipedia. 

READ: About Wikipedia (focus on ‘Strengths and 
Weaknesses’ and ‘Contribute to Wikipedia’). 
Before class, please sign up for a Wikipedia account. 
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Last day for Sandbox Hack blog post 
 November 27 Open Workshop for those still in town — bring anything you 

want to work on. 
DUE: Final project version 1. 

Week 15 December 2 Maker Faire: show off your work, teach your peers, learn 
something. 
Mandatory end-of-semester conferences this week — come 
prepared to talk about your final assignments and your 
portfolio prep. 

 December 4 Maker Faire: show off your work, teach your peers, learn 
something. 
Course evaluations. 
Farewells! 

Post-
semester  

December 6 Last day of classes university-wide. 
DUE: Final project version 2. 

 December 9 DUE: LR final evaluation. Any last late papers. 
 


