SOAPSTone

SOAPSTone (Speaker, Occasion, Audience, Purpose, Subject, Tone) is an acronym for a series of questions that students must first ask themselves, and then answer, as they begin to plan their compositions.

The SOAPSTone strategy can be an effective tool making meaning from written text.  The strategy enables the reader to consider some of the relevant circumstances hat surround the creation of a n essay or speech and draw conclusions regarding the reasons why specific choices were made in the production of the text.  Each of the six features which are analyzed using SOAPSTone impact the way an essay might be read and understood.  The strategy may also be used to help a writer invent ways to compose and essay or speech.

The basic premise of an argumentative essay is that a writer wishes to take a definitive stand concerning a given topic.  The writer’s goal is to introduce the topic, describe a particular way a reader should respond to the topic, and finally, encourage the reader to adopt the writer’s philosophy or pursue the writer’s intended course of action.  The degree to which an argumentative writer is effective depends in a large way on the choices made in several six features analyzed using SOAPSTone.  If you know or can make inferences about the Speaker, Occasion, Audience, Purpose, Subject, and Tone of the text, you can reach educated conclusions based on how the text was planned.  The following explanation centers solely on argumentative writing although SOAPSTone may be used to analyze many different genres of writing.

Who is the Speaker?
The voice that tells the story.  The speaker of the argumentative text is the writer unless the strategy is being used to analyze the voice of a character in a fictional text.  Identifying the physical speaker, however, is not enough.  What is it that you know about a speaker that may impact an argument the speaker makes?  A speaker’s race, class, gender, nationality, sexual orientation, religious affiliations, or membership in any identity group may lead you to make inferences about the speaker’s argument.  Of course, more localized identity groups (jazz musician, football player, high school student) are just as important as larger identity groups like female or American.

What is the Speaker’s  Occasion?
The time and the place of the piece; the context that prompted the writing. Writing does not occur in a vacuum. All writers are influenced by the larger occasion: an environment of ideas, attitudes, and emotions that swirl around a broad issue. Then there is the immediate occasion: an event or situation that catches the writer's attention and triggers a response.  The occasion of an argumentative text refers to the circumstances that necessitated the writing of the text.  If you what incident or event motivated the writer to mount an argument, you have a great deal of information to guide your reading.  Does the argument respond to an unexpected death or trumpet some new beginning?  Is there some current event of which most of the audience would be aware that the writer subtly references?

 

Who is the Audience? 
The group of readers to whom this piece is directed. Audience is a significant element in understanding an argument.  Writers and speakers tailor their arguments to the interests of their perceived audience.  The evidence or support that a writer employs to make an argument might change based on the audience—even if the writer has made the same argument to a different audience in the past.  The reasons that a politician might give to support the same proposed law might differ greatly, depending upon if the audience is college-aged or elderly; yet to each audience, the politician advances the same argument.

What is the Purpose?
The reason behind the text.  Knowing the writer’s purpose is also important.  How does the writer want the audience to react?  Does the writer call for some specific action or is the purpose of writing to convince the reader to think, feel, or believe in a certain way?  The purpose of writing, like audience and tone affects what the writer will offer as support or evidence for her or his argument. 

What is the Subject? 
Students should be able to state the subject in a few words or phrases. The subject of an effective argument should be clear to the reader.  The reader should be able to describe the subject with a few words or phrases.  A clear subject ensures that the writing be focused and does not drift into commentary that detracts from the writer’s purpose.


What is the Tone?
The attitude of the author.   Tone is the final element in SOAPstone.  The degree to which an argument is effective may ultimately hinge upon the writer’s attitude toward the subject or audience.  Here again is an area where audience is significant.  Writers adopt different tones to further the same argument as the audience changes.   The presence of anger, sarcasm, fear, happiness, doubt or guilt can affect an overall argument significantly.


