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Project Two: Review Essay 
 
One of the “ways of inquiry” that we have been discussing this semester is evaluation, which can be 
described as a process through which people come to form judgments about something, and to discuss 
and support these judgments in turn. Indeed, Ballenger argues that while exploration and evaluation are 
both rooted in a writer’s emotional response to a subject (“How do I feel about this?”), they differ 
radically in purpose: exploration aims at discovering what a writer thinks about something, whereas 
evaluation aims at proving to someone else that they should share the writer’s judgments about a thing. In 
this way evaluation is considered a form of argument, in that writers of evaluations seek to systematically 
convince their readers to share their views through the use of reasoning and evidence. 

In this second project, you will further practice the process of evaluating by writing a review of a 
movie, book, television series, recently released CD or DVD, musical or theatrical performance, art 
exhibit, restaurant, or other public event, service or artistic performance.   

 
While you will certainly begin the process of writing by exploring what you personally think and 

feel about the thing/event in question, you will also need to carefully consider standards/criteria that are 
appropriate given your rhetorical situation, as well as the attitudes, beliefs, assumptions and/or values 
your audience will bring to the topic. Indeed, because evaluation begins with the writer’s own feelings 
and judgments about the thing being discussed, one can easily get sidetracked into a very personal and 
highly opinionated discussion of the topic. But it is crucial to remember that reviews are a form of 
argument; and as such, they must be persuasive, meaning that they must present criteria and examples that 
seem reasonable and appropriate for their respective contexts and audiences. 

 
For example, many people might find the subject matter and approach of the recent film Pineapple 
Express to be morally and personally offensive; but in evaluating this movie for someone else, a good 
reviewer would want to consider the audiences who would even be interested in seeing and reading a 
review of the film in the first place. Pineapple Express is rated R, and has been advertised and promoted 
as an adult-themed comedy from the writers and producers of Superbad, Knocked Up and The 40 Year 
Old Virgin. Thus, conservative or staunchly religious audiences, or those seeking family-friendly fare, are 
not likely to be drawn to Pineapple Express to begin with, so writing about and evaluating the film using 
religious or moral standards would probably not be very effective. Instead, an appropriate treatment of 
this film might begin by placing the movie in context: a raunchy summer comedy in the tradition of Team 
America, Animal House and American Pie. Next, a reviewer might seek to establish criteria that are 
appropriate to “raunchy summer comedies” as a genre, and the people who tend to be drawn to them. 
Indeed, it may very well be that by definition, “raunchy summer comedies” intentionally use offensive, 
vulgar, and/or ridiculous situations and language as a major focus for their humor.  
 
Again, while movie-goers with children might seek films that are sweet or have some sort of moral or 
lesson, people drawn to films like Pineapple Express may want to be shocked, titillated and/or see things 
lampooned or criticized. (In other words, precisely the things that might make some people despise a 
work might make those for whom it was made absolutely love it.) Thus, a fair evaluation of any film 
would need to assess whether the film succeeds or fails in terms of its context (as compared to other films 
in its genre, the relevancy, scope and treatment of various themes, characters, etc.) and its would-be 
audience (taking into account the values, attitudes and beliefs of those who might be tempted to see the 
film in the first place.)  

Thus, whatever thing you choose to review, you will need to spend some time not only exploring 
and analyzing your own reactions, ideas and feelings to the topic, but thinking carefully about the 
intended audience and context of the thing you are reviewing. You will then need to define standards that 
are appropriate for this rhetorical situation, and to explain and support your judgments in a way that your 



audience will not only appreciate, but find persuasive. Finally, because the purpose of this assignment is 
to write to real people about a real object or event, the issue of timeliness is very important – you need to 
pick a product/object/event/performance that is currently available or recently released/re-released, and 
about which someone might realistically be persuaded to see or try, or to avoid, as the case may be. 
 
Audience: Someone who might potentially be interested in the thing/event/performance you are 
reviewing, but may have little or no experience or knowledge of the topic.  
 
Purpose: To inform someone about a thing/event/performance, and to persuade them that they should 
share a particular judgment about it.  
 
Requirements: The thing you choose must be current and timely; meaning, there must be a genuine need 
for a review of this thing/event/performance.  
 
Format: Your essay should be typed, double-spaced, with standard one-inch margins. Your essay should 
have an original title that supports the main theme/points you are trying to make. Number your pages! 
 
Length: 3-4 pages (approximately 750 - 1000 words) 
 
Due Date: Tuesday, October 30th.  
 
Student Learning Outcomes: After successfully completing this project, you should: 1) have a better 
understanding of how audience shapes what you say and how you go about organizing a written 
discussion; 2) have a clearer sense how persuasiveness depends on making clear claims and supporting 
them with evidence (reasoning + examples); and 3) understand that successful evaluation depends on 
establishing clear criteria appropriate to situation and audience. 
 
 


