
Name Rhetoric, Writing, and Public Discourse Department: Live Chat with Faculty and Students
WC: Madison Hollenbeck Hi all, thanks for joining us today! We'll get this officially started here in about 10 minutes or so!

WC: Madison Hollenbeck

Thanks for joining us for the Deep Dive: Rhetoric, Writing, and Public Discourse chat. We have two 
professors here and students, Cameron Conner '20 and Dana Walden '22. Professor Lydia McDermott is 
the Director of the Center for Writing and Speaking, and Professor Kaitlyn Patia.

WC: Lydia McDermott

Hi everyone, I am Professor Lydia McDermott and I am currently the Chair of the Rhetoric, Writing, and 
Public Discourse department. I've been at Whitman for seven years. I teach in RWPD as well as Gender 
Studies and I teach writing-focused classes. 

WC: Cameron Conner '20

Good morning all! My name is Cameron and I'm a Senior at Whitman double majoring in Rhetoric 
Studies and Politics. My interests, broadly speaking, include the rhetoric of the War on Terror, mass 
incarceration, and workplace democracy. 

WC: Kaitlyn Patia
Thanks, Madison. Hello! I'm Professor Kaitlyn Patia. I've been at Whitman for 4 years and teach in the 
Rhetoric, Writing, and Public Discourse department. 

WC: Dana Walden '22

Hi y'all! My name is Dana and I am a sophomore rhetoric major from Chattanooga, Tennessee. As for my 
studies, I've been particularly interested in disability rhetoric and activism rhetoric, and I like to tackle 
rhetorical issues through creative writing.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia We're more than happy to answer any questions you may have!

WC: Lydia McDermott We're excited to "meet" you!

Odin Happy to "meet" you all too! What would a course in this major be like?

WC: Lydia McDermott
The courses are pretty varied, but they look generally at how we make meaning in the world and how 
we understand it.

WC: Lydia McDermott I'll let others give some specifics

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Thanks for your question, Odin. A lot of courses in our department focus on the role of language in 
shaping meaning in the world. This might look like courses on topics such as Rhetoric and Social Protest 
or Rhetorics of Surveillance (to cite some recent courework/classes).

WC: Kaitlyn Patia Other courses focus on developing skills like writing and public speaking.

WC: Cameron Conner '20
From a student perspective: Your usual rhetoric course is a combination of analyzing arguments, public 
speaking and/or other applied elements, and studying dynamics of power as the function in society.

Odin Thank you all! Thats sounds really interesting!

WC: Cameron Conner '20 Thank you! :D

WC: Lydia McDermott Thanks, Odin!

Chaney How is this class structured? What does the average assignment or project look like?

WC: Lydia McDermott
Hi Chaney, they also vary according to professor. We all generally require some analytical writing and 
some presentations.

WC: Lydia McDermott
I know some of us also assign some more creative kinds of assignments. In Rhetorical Bodies, my 
students create a "Body Map" which can be multi-media.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia
In our introduction to the major course, Rhetoric and Public Culture, we focus on exploring concepts that 
help us make sense of public discourse and then applying these concepts to examples or case studies. 

Chaney Okay great, thank you!

WC: Lydia McDermott You're welcome, Chaney!

Odin
Do a lot of students minor in this? Does minoring in RWPD help with public speaking/arguing for your 
major?

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

We are a mid-sized major on campus, I would say, with usually about 20-30 majors at a given time. It is a 
popular minor, too. Some of our students (like Cameron!) choose to double-major in complementary 
majors such as Politics, Sociology, etc.

Holden Dana, Why did you choose Rhetoric, instead of English?

WC: Lydia McDermott
To add to Prof. Patia's answer and echo Holden's question a bit, we've also had English minors in the 
major, and English majors take some of the courses.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Also, Odin, to answer the second part of your question, I teach our public speaking course quite a bit and 
I have heard from students coming from across the college that it is helpful in preparing for things like 
senior thesis defenses and other presentations



WC: Dana Walden '22

Thanks for that question, Holden! I like to write, but I'm much more interested in how we use language 
to construct meaning and communicate on a political and social level. The English major tends to be 
more literature-based.

WC: Lydia McDermott
I have to pipe in as Director of the Center for Writing and Speaking (COWS) that the courses really 
focused on writing help across all majors.)

WC: Cameron Conner '20

Odin, to build on to Professor Patia's answer - I think rhetoric is a great compliment to other majors! The 
study of Rhetoric is fundamentally about looking at the symbols (text, speech, images, memes, body 
language, etc.) that people use to communicate.

Odin Great, thank you!

WC: Lydia McDermott

Great answer, Dana. I'd add, Holden, that disciplinarily Rhetoric exists across English and 
Communications Departments in the U.S. So there is quite a lot of overlap. My own background was in 
English and Creative Writing before I dove into Rhetoric

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Holden, that's a great question. Rhetoric is an interdisciplinary area of study that sometimes exists in 
Communication or English departments at bigger schools, but at a small liberal arts college like Whitman, 
it gets to shine in its own department :)

Lee
Do you have any in class debates or rhetoric discussions either made by students for an independent 
project or over the assigned readings?

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Hi, Lee. Yes, that is a common in-class activity in some of my seminar classes. For instance, in my seminar 
on Rhetoric and Violence last fall, students debated whether or not online platform should have the 
responsibility to regulate harmful or offensive content and language.

Holden
Very good. Thank you all for answering, and for understanding that I was not asking just a rhetorical 
question.

WC: Lydia McDermott Ha Ha, Holden!

Lee Thanks.

Odin What do students go on to do after graduation?

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Some of our recent graduates have gone on to careers in law, government, journalism, education, 
museums, and communication or advocacy roles at businesses and nonprofits. As you can see from that 
list, it's pretty diverse. Our major prepares students for a lot of different careers and fields.

Mia What are the internship opportunities like in relation to English/rhetoric majors?

WC: Kaitlyn Patia
Mia, it is pretty diverse! One of our senior majors just interned with the sustainable / socially-conscious 
shoe company, Nisolo, this past summer. She worked on their marketing and communications team.

WC: Cameron Conner '20
Hi Mai, as a Rhetoric Major I've taken on work for different non-profit groups, private companies, and 
our local City government! More info coming...

Mia That's really cool! Are internships easily accessible?

WC: Cameron Conner '20

Being a Rhetoric Major is also a leg up because people aren't quite sure what it is ;) So as someone 
studying symbolic action and you get to define that according to the situation and present the most 
persuasive answer!

WC: Kaitlyn Patia
Other majors have taken advantage of Whitman's program that allows students to spend a semester in 
Washington, D.C. pursuing internships there as they take courses.

Lee What is the most popular or well-liked aspect of this major?

WC: Cameron Conner '20

I would say internships are readily available if you know where to look. I've spent a ton of time with 
Whitman's Student Engagement Center, and not only have they helped me find internships, but they've 
provided the funding I've need to actually afford to do the internships.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

We also work a lot with the Student Engagement Center at Whitman. They are great about providing 
opportunities both locally (in Walla Walla) and nationally to match students with internship and job (and 
volunteer) opportunities.

Mia Thanks for answering my questions!

WC: Lydia McDermott Hey Lee, I'll let the students weigh in on that one!

WC: Cameron Conner '20

I think one of most popular aspects of the major is its emphasis on civic engagement. Across the board, 
students and faculty spend a ton of time working on issues beyond the classroom on campus, in Walla 
Walla, and around the region.

WC: Lydia McDermott Thanks, Cameron. Good answer!



WC: Dana Walden '22

Hi Lee! My favorite things about the major are the class discussions and readings. The readings I've done 
for my classes have really changed the way I look at the world, and have helped me become a better 
communicator. Also, all kinds of students/majors take classes in the department so there are many 
different perspectives in the classes.

WC: Lydia McDermott Thanks, Dana!

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

To answer your question, Lee, I think that from the perspective of a professor, I think that students like 
that they get to explore big questions and issues that they are excited about in their research, that they 
feel like matter to them and make a difference.

WC: Cameron Conner '20
Just to add onto my earlier answer: Topics that spring to mind are mass incarceration at the Washington 
State Penitentiary and immigrant's rights

Mia
This isn't completely related to this topic, but have students ever felt like living in Walla Walla was a bit 
limiting compared to city life?

Lee
Thank you for your answers. About the reading, do you focus more on current issues or do you also go 
over past public dicourses and/or historical figures?

WC: Lydia McDermott Mia, I'll have to let students answer that. I love living in Walla Walla.

WC: Lydia McDermott Hi Lee, we look at the past and the present in our reading sand discussions!

WC: Lydia McDermott They are always linked.

Lee Thank you.

WC: Lydia McDermott You're welcome, Lee!

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Hi, Mia. Good question! Speaking for myself (as a professor), life in a smaller town was an adjustment (I 
lived in Minneapolis for 4 years and loved it), but there's so much to love about living in Walla Walla. 
There's a sense of community that I don't think exists in bigger cities.

Mia Thanks Kaitlyn!

WC: Dana Walden '22

I come from a medium sized city, and while I sometimes miss having constant things to do and places to 
go, I really appreciate living in a smaller town while completing my studies. There are always things to do 
on campus, so I'm never bored.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

There's a lot of great opportunities for community engagement, too, such as opportunities to get 
involved with local businesses and non-profits. Some students have been able to get great connections 
in the non-profit world or learning about the business work people in the community are doing.

WC: Cameron Conner '20

Hmm... I think that was one of my biggest concerns coming to Whitman as well. It took me most of the 
first semester to realize what an incredible opportunity it is to be in a place like Walla Walla. Not only do 
you get to know the town way better and build relationships, but you get to have a large impact.

WC: Lydia McDermott I agree, Kaitlyn and Dana. There is actually a lot going on in Walla Walla too.

Mia That's really cool! Thanks for answering my question :)

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Lee, to jump back to your question, too. I am definitely the history nerd of the department, in some 
senses :) I'm teaching a course right now on the Rhetoric of the Black Freedom Struggle and we started 
with the 1830s and are going through the present.

WC: Cameron Conner '20 ^And it's a very good class! (I'm in it :)

Lee That sounds very interesting, thank you.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia There's also a great arts and music scene locally, too.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia Are there any other questions you all have about our department or life in Walla Walla / at Whitman?

Lee Within the course or available in the school?

Lee *Redarding the previous comment on "music scene"

WC: Lydia McDermott Hey current students! Any other tidbits you'd like to share about your experience in the major?

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Lee, do you mean what I said about the music and arts scene? I meant at Whitman and in Walla Walla. 
For instance, Whitman brings bands like Waxahatchee (just naming one I went to, I'm sure the students 
have others). There was also a music festival held in town a few years ago that brought some big 
headliners to town.

Chaney This is definitely a broad question, but what might a typical school day in one of these courses look like?

WC: Kaitlyn Patia Also, there is an organization called ArtWalla that hosts lots of events for artists

Lee Thanks for the conrimation.



WC: Lydia McDermott

Hi Chaney, most courses meet wither 2 times a week or three, though there are occassionally evening 
classes once a week. So your schedule on any day might differe quite a bit from the next day. We try to 
pace the workload out.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Hi, Chaney. In my courses, typically we begin by reviewing what we covered in the last class to make sure 
we're all on the same page, then we might work through some concepts or a particularly interesting 
example together, and then engage in some in-class activities and discussions.

WC: Dana Walden '22

From a student perspective, we usually come to class having read the material for the day, and we 
engage everything from small lectures to large and small group discussions. Most classes I've been in 
incorporate some form of student led discussion or presentation.

WC: Lydia McDermott
Chaney, I'd also venture that most RWPD courses are not lecture-based. We tend to be discussion-based 
seminar courses.

Chaney Love it! Thanks for the insight.

WC: Cameron Conner '20

Just to add on, the earlier classes are more skills development focused, with 100 and 200 level courses 
being led by the Professor so that students transitioning into college can learn about expectations at the 
collegiate level and gain the necessary tools for when they get into higher level courses.

Holden

Is it possible in a student project to work with other languages than English in some way? Kaitlyn 
mentioned symbols, for example, but what about another spoken language, like French, or connections 
between languages?

WC: Lydia McDermott

Great question, Holden! We did have a thesis not long ago that looked at Japanese calligraphy. I 
personally, am quite interested in multi-translingualism. I taught a course in China with Whitman 
students specifically on this topic and on the colonial relationships.

WC: Lydia McDermott
Holden, there is a whole field of Rhetoric dedicated to the comparison of rhetorics across cultures and 
languages!

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Great question, Holden. In addition to what Prof. McDermott said, I know of other majors who have 
used their language backgrounds to inform their research (e.g. bringing in study abroad experiences into 
a class paper or project).

WC: Madison Hollenbeck

Hi all, it looks like questions are slowing down. We'll stick around for a few more minutes to answer any 
last questions. Otherwise, definitely check out our Deep Dive Chats for Politics and Psychology 
happening later today! Thank you all for your great questions.

WC: Kaitlyn Patia

Great questions, everyone! It was nice chatting with you. Please feel free to follow up with me via email 
if you have any other questions: patiakg@whitman.edu. You can also check out our department website 
at: https://www.whitman.edu/academics/departments/rhetoric-writing-and-public-discourse

Holden Great answers, too! Thank you.

WC: Lydia McDermott We'd love to talk with any of you more individually too. Please email us: mcdermlm@whitman.edu

Odin Thank you, this was really informative!

WC: Lydia McDermott Thank you all for asking excellent questions!

WC: Kaitlyn Patia
If there are other questions right now, I think we can stick around for a few more minutes and would be 
happy to chat.

WC: Cameron Conner '20
Hooray! That's great to hear Olin, thanks for the support. I'm also happy to chat if need. My email is 
Connercn@whitman.edu

WC: Dana Walden '22 Thank you everyone!! I'm also happy to chat and answer questions: waldend@whitman.edu

WC: Kaitlyn Patia
As a "PS," we also will have a new faculty member joining us in the fall whose area of expertise is in 
rhetorics of health and medicine.

WC: Lydia McDermott Thanks, Kaitlyn! Important news!

WC: Lydia McDermott Bye everyone!

WC: Kaitlyn Patia Goodbye. Thanks, again!

WC: Madison Hollenbeck
Thank you all! If there are any othe questions I can help with as well, please feel free to email to 
hollenmc@whitman.edu


