
 

Rhetoric and Argument:  
Volodymyr Zelensky’s Rhetoric and the War in Ukraine 

 

Focus Standards: Texas Essential Knowledge & Skills, ELAR 
1. Developing and sustaining foundational language skills: listening, speaking, discussion, and thinking--oral 

language. The student develops oral language through listening, speaking, and discussion. The student is 
expected to:  

A. engage in meaningful and respectful discourse when evaluating the clarity and coherence of a 
speaker's message and critiquing the impact of a speaker's use of diction and syntax; 

5. Response skills: listening, speaking, reading, writing, and thinking using multiple texts. The student responds 
to an increasingly challenging variety of sources that are read, heard, or viewed. The student is expected to: 

A. describe personal connections to a variety of sources, including self-selected texts; 

B. write responses that demonstrate analysis of texts, including comparing texts within and across 
genres; 

C. use text evidence and original commentary to support an analytic response; 

D. paraphrase and summarize texts in ways that maintain meaning and logical order; 

E. interact with sources in meaningful ways such as notetaking, annotating, freewriting, or illustrating; 

F. respond using acquired content and academic vocabulary as appropriate; 

Focus STEM Mindsets: 
Research-based STEM Thinking:


D. Apply systems thinking to analyze and explain  the interaction and influence of related parts on each 
other, and on outcomes, supporting the analysis with evidence. 

Communication: 

B. Use evidence and logic to draw conclusions and support them purposefully in communication. 

Critical Thinking & Problem Solving


B. Frame questions, make predictions, 

Essential Question: 
How can rhetoric change history? How can rhetoric affect imbalances of power? 
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Summative Assessment: 
Analysis performed individually on President Volodymyr Zelensky’s address to Congress on March 16, 2022, in 
comparison with another speech. 

• Students will complete a comparative analysis of two speeches, one by President Zelensky and one by 
another leader speaking during war or conflict. 

• Assignment Sheet with Links to Speeches 

• Graphic Organizer for Comparative Analysis 

Questions:  
Contact Great Schools Partnership Senior Associates, Kate Gardoqui or Don Weafer 

DAY 1 

Learning Target Activity Formative Assessment/
Feedback

5(A) Describe personal 
connections to a variety of 
sources, including self-
selected texts 

5(E) interact with sources in 
meaningful ways such as 
note-taking, annotating, 
free-writing, or illustrating 

Critical Thinking & 
Problem Solving 
B. Frame questions

Bellringer 

1. Discussion - What do you know about this 
war? What questions do you have? Have 
students work together in pairs to list 
questions. 

2. Have students use the Question 
Formulation Technique to help each other 
improve their questions. 

3. Post the questions somewhere in the 
classroom. 

Lesson - Building background 

Scroll to the bottom of this page and watch the 
8-minute video called "Putin's War On Ukraine, 
Explained" with students. There are a few ads 
but it is the best short explanation of the war 
that I have found. 

Print copies of this note-taking guide so that 
students can take notes as they watch. Pause 
the video frequently to discuss how students 
are answering the questions on the note taking 
sheet. Encourage students to ask questions 
about what they are seeing; it is ok if you 
don’t have the answers. Encourage students to 
discuss the meaning in what is happening.

Students receive feedback on 
their questions & work to 
improve questions 

Note-taking guide could serve 
as exit ticket 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1O9cjKxe-V-_ekD3msSxhYt7XNbiWisM8ZWJ9doMyrI8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13Q8gxMz60HbwVGpzWKNWF6FayZmiwlbGmeo967vfB24/edit
http://kgardoqui@greatschoolspartnership.org
http://dweafer@greatschoolspartnership.org
https://rightquestion.org/what-is-the-qft/
https://www.vox.com/22970918/russia-war-in-ukraine-explained
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1d6sZzw_hnE9Q4JawrYBrQIDQT79vJFAxipxJrO8piHw/edit?usp=sharing


DAY 2 

Learning Target Activity Formative Assessment/
Feedback

5(E) interact with sources in 
meaningful ways such as 
note-taking, annotating, 
free-writing, or illustrating

Bellringer 

Use this activity to begin class. 

Lesson - Building background 

Give students paper copies of this article:How 
To Think About Ukraine in Maps and Charts 

Then have them use this guide to engage in 
reading and note-taking. I recommend printing 
the note-taking sheet and having them fill it out 
by hand, but you could also make a copy and 
have them fill it out online.

Students receive feedback on 
whether they have understood 
and accurately summarized 
these sources. 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1van5uk98Xq9bhH8JpuN6kc9Z0gmvXazMm8sgY2uL_aY/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/02/25/opinion/russia-ukraine-invasion-maps.html?unlocked_article_code=AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAACEIPuomT1JKd6J17Vw1cRCfTTMQmqxCdw_PIxfs9gGPzNiGeVTdcwqNPW9LavB-XIvA-INwr3jKaQ9kGKqI0X_17i_JcJUVsTQTto52akY8EJCNwrIurRSU2w5fJF_gewAPdU1OYeq151aHt-FWHNiS9G_SOlC1lcBBgoMFifQz922gDlKuTDuJ02NZh1PkmU4QpEDpXYiaLvaG5WU5uKZ7ROEGnnwo2W-9ZUD3TmMfNqO5TNVUPVi-VCS938m0-69hDOd4IPK6ZLhQofMr2gr15GXU_Zc7yRMV3H96I4u0s5b3dqhWMy960w-E1FMhWvrDDumW6NDU_WWcEXnbTr-cJzjGQzq164BA&smid=url-share
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1uRij5xcCXlCJvvRp1tymaatdrAvyX1k7LYHxib-hsC0/edit?usp=sharing


DAY 3 

Learning Target Activity
Formative 
Assessment/
Feedback

5(E) interact with sources in 
meaningful ways such as 
note-taking, annotating, 
free-writing, or illustrating;  

Apply systems thinking to 
analyze and explain  the 
interaction and influence of 
related parts on each other, 
and on outcomes, 
supporting the analysis 
with evidence. 

Critical Thinking & 
Problem Solving 

B. Frame questions

Bellringer 

Have students watch this video on Americans who have 
traveled to Ukraine to help fight against the Russians.  

1. Have them respond by thinking of two questions 
about what they learn in the video, and making one 
connection between these volunteer fighters and 
anything that they have ever learned about in history, 
seen in a movie, read in a book, or experienced 
themselves. 

2. Have students use the Question Formulation 
Technique to help each other improve their 
questions. Then make space for discussion of what 
they think about the video. 

Lesson: Effects of the War:  

Split students into groups of 4 or 5 and give each group 
one article. 

1. Effect of The War in Ukraine on Texas Oil Exports 

2. Effects of the War In Ukraine on Food Prices 

3. Effect of the war in Ukraine on Gas Prices 

4. Effect of the war in Ukraine on Ukrainian civilians 

5. Effect of the war on the world's poorest people 

Students will have 20 minutes to create a short set of 
slides for the class. In their slides, they need to:  

• Summarize the most important points from the 
article 

• Use a diagram to explain how factors related to 
the war are leading to effects  

• Teach the class three vocabulary words from their 
article.  

Each student in the group should create and present at 
least one slide 

Students present slides to the class. Collect the 
vocabulary words and add them to a list with the words 
from the video on Day One

Students receive 
feedback on their 
summaries of 
sources and their 
explanations of 
unfamiliar vocabulary 
words. 
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https://www.cbsnews.com/news/russia-ukraine-war-american-joins-fight-vs-putin-tells-cbs-news-why/
https://rightquestion.org/what-is-the-qft/
https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/energy-environment/2022/03/29/422134/russias-invasion-of-ukraine-has-prompted-an-increase-in-crude-oil-exports-from-texas-ports-analysts-say/
https://www.axios.com/wheat-prices-surge-russia-ukraine-middle-east-80b49d7d-9227-4786-946d-5012b8d8f373.html
https://www.axios.com/gas-prices-biden-russia-ukraine-42f3aa55-dce0-4ae6-8133-b6c5e02f63d1.html
https://abcnews.go.com/International/civilians-war-amid-ukraine-conflict/story?id=83178098
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/4/5/the-ukraine-effect-on-the-worlds-poorest-and-most-vulnerable


DAY 4 

Learning Target Activity
Formative 
Assessment/
Feedback

5(F) respond using 
acquired content and 
academic vocabulary as 
appropriate

The vocabulary of rhetorical analysis Bellringer:  
Introduction to Word Choice  

(If you can go to a hardware store and get a bunch of 
paint sample cards, you could have students do the 
final exercise by writing words on the cards, which 
would be more fun.) As students think of these word 
spectrums, remind them that they are not necessarily 
creating spectrums from one opposite to another: the 
word “devious” and the word “wise” are BOTH used to 
convey that someone is intelligent, but they have very 
different connotations. 

Lesson & Do Now: 

Explain to students that one of the most powerful tools 
that Ukraine has had to use in order to fight back 
against Russia has been rhetoric - the art of making 
powerful arguments. Russia has more soldiers, more 
guns, more tanks, more missiles, more planes, more 
wealth. It may seem crazy that rhetoric could help you 
fight against a huge and well-supplied army. But the 
rhetoric of Ukraine’s president, along with other leaders, 
has inspired countries and individuals all over the world 
to come to Ukraine’s support. 

In our next few classes, we will be analyzing President 
Zelenky’s speeches to see what rhetorical tools he is 
using in order to make his words powerful. 

To get ready, we need to make sure that we know the 
language of rhetorical analysis (studying what an author 
did in a speech). Hand out the Glossary either online or 
on paper and give students a chance to ask questions 
about any of the words. 

Give students time to study and practice these words 
using this Rhetorical Terms Quizlet 

Homework/Classwork (depending on time) Challenge 
students to find an example of each of these devices in 
song lyrics, a book they enjoy, a comic or magazine 
article, or in any other kind of text or media they enjoy. 
(Remind the students that if there are inappropriate 
words in a song, they need to leave those out.)

Through the Quizlet, 
students get 
immediate feedback 
on their word 
knowledge. 

The song lyrics 
challenge enables 
them to get valuable 
feedback on whether 
they understand these 
devices well enough 
to recognize them. 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WaXl5CcioCsqRJu7NDj2kylx5YtpoUzamEtQkVC8XWo/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1J1yUjrbOjcbUsJpKxSxqUuztl31fcpj3QamOS2WhKbk/edit?usp=sharing
https://quizlet.com/_bee18o?x=1qqt&i=4dyd68


DAY 5 
Learning Target Activity Formative 

Assessment/
Feedback

5(F) respond using 
acquired content 
and academic 
vocabulary as 
appropriate

Tone Words Bellringer:   

Have students do quizlet games with the Rhetorical Terms Quizlet. 

Lesson (We Do): 

Tell students that when we are analyzing rhetoric, one of the most 
important things that we can do is to describe the tone or 
attitude that the author is communicating about their subject. This 
will be conveyed through many rhetorical devices - imagery, 
metaphors, etc.—but most of all through the author’s word 
choices.  

Read out loud this excerpt from Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have A 
Dream” speech: “And so let freedom ring from the prodigious 
hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty 
mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening 
Alleghenies of Pennsylvania. Let freedom ring from the snow-
capped Rockies of Colorado. Let freedom ring from the 
curvaceous slopes of California. But not only that, let freedom ring 
from Stone Mountain of Georgia. Let freedom ring from Lookout 
Mountain of Tennessee. Let freedom ring from every hill and 
molehill of Mississippi.” 

Point out to students that King names or describes lofty 
mountains in every state, until he gets to Mississippi, where he 
chooses the words “hill and molehill.” Ask them, what tone or 
attitude towards Mississippi does he create through that word 
choice? (Have them look at the list on page 2 of this document to 
find a good word to describe it.) 

Another good question to ask: List on the board all the adjectives 
that King uses for mountains in the Northern states. What tone 
does he convey by using those adjectives? What subtle shift in 
tone happens when he does not use any adjectives for mountains 
in formerly slaveholding states? 

Do Now: Give all students a printed copy of page 2 of this 
document. Working in groups of three or four, have them cut the 
words & definitions into strips, so each word & definition is on its 
own little rectangle of paper. Give each group a poster board and 
tape or glue, and have them organize these tone words into at 
least three (or more) labeled categories. For example, “words that 
are positive” or “words about anger.” When they are done, each 
group explains its organization system to the class.  

Through the 
Quizlet, students 
get immediate 
feedback on their 
word knowledge.; 

In the 
categorization 
exercise, students 
will get feedback 
from peers and the 
teacher about 
whether their 
categories make 
sense. 
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https://quizlet.com/_bee18o?x=1qqt&i=4dyd68
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1J1yUjrbOjcbUsJpKxSxqUuztl31fcpj3QamOS2WhKbk/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1J1yUjrbOjcbUsJpKxSxqUuztl31fcpj3QamOS2WhKbk/edit?usp=sharing


DAY 6 

Do Now: Ask students how many of them have seen the famous 
Will Smith slap at the Oscars. Do NOT play the video, there is no 
need, as almost every student, if not every student, will have 
already seen it many times. Have a student describe the incident 
for anyone who has not viewed it;  then ask students to list as 
many words as they can think of to describe the tone of Will’s 
action and the word he shouted from the audience. Then have 
them read and analyze the speech he gave later that night. (If this 
does not fit in Day 5, you could  use it as a Bellringer on Day 6.)

Learning Target Activity
Formative 
Assessment/
Feedback

Evaluate the clarity and 
coherence of a speaker's 
message and critiquing 
the impact of a speaker's 
use of diction and syntax; 

(B) write responses that 
demonstrate analysis of 
texts, including comparing 
texts within and across 
genres; 

(C) use text evidence and 
original commentary to 
support an analytic 
response; 

Communication: 
B. Use evidence and logic 
to draw conclusions and 
support them purposefully 
in communication. 

Bellringer:   

Have students choose one of the tone words and 
create an illustration of it. The illustration should 
include a speech bubble in which someone is saying 
something that actually has the tone they have chosen 
to illustrate. (It would be good to draw an example on 
the board.) 

Or have students practice the words using this Quizlet. 

Lesson & Do Now: 

Today we will be using our terms for rhetorical and 
literary devices to analyze how Zelensky and other 
speakers have tried to make their speeches 
compelling. We will begin with a short speech 
Zelensky made at the Grammys. Use this link to play 
the video of the speech for students, while having 
them follow along with the transcript: 

Volodymyr Zelensky’s speech at the Grammy Awards 

After students have listened to and read the speech, 
have them use this organizer to identify tools that 
Zelensky is using: 

Zelensky Speech Analysis 

Zelensky Speech 
Analysis 
Performed with support 
from the teacher if 
needed on the Grammys 
speech. As students 
work, circulate and give 
them feedback on their 
analysis. 
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https://quizlet.com/_bfr1x1?x=1qqt&i=4dyd68
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/grammys-john-legend-volodymyr-zelenskyy-ukraine/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gKRFYRxLGIylkHGF0Ba2y672yCBpJHxxu0dQ-vePBt0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gKRFYRxLGIylkHGF0Ba2y672yCBpJHxxu0dQ-vePBt0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YzyUszMWqo6du7QtS8oWcxsBJ_a3W7gWPIu6BwfjuYA/edit?usp=sharing


DAY 7 

DAY 8/9 

Learning Target Activity
Formative 
Assessment/
Feedback

[same as Day 6] Analysis performed individually on address to 
Congress on March 16, 2022 in comparison with 
another speech. 

• Students will take the next day or two days 
(depending on how much time is available) to 
complete a comparative analysis of two speeches, 
one by President Zelensky and one by another 
leader speaking during war or conflict. 

• Assignment Sheet with Links to Speeches 

• Graphic Organizer for Comparative Analysis

Summative Assessment

Learning Target Activity Formative 
Assessment/
Feedback[same as Day 6] [continuation of Day 7] Summative Assessment

Google Form feedback for students at the end of 
the unit. 

Suggested questions: 

• What will you remember from this unit? 

• What did you find interesting? 

• How could we make this unit better for students 
next year? 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1O9cjKxe-V-_ekD3msSxhYt7XNbiWisM8ZWJ9doMyrI8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13Q8gxMz60HbwVGpzWKNWF6FayZmiwlbGmeo967vfB24/edit?usp=sharing


Resources 
1. New York Times: Teaching Resources to Help Students Make Sense of the War in Ukraine: Articles, maps, 

photos, videos, podcasts and more, as well as suggestions for using them in your classroom. 

2. Volodymyr Zelensky’s speech at the Grammy Awards 

3. Graphic Organizer for reading/analyzing rhetoric. 

4. Website with all of Zelensky’s speeches: Full text of Zelensky’s speech to Congress on March 16; Video with 
translator 

5. I have a Dream, Martin Luther King Jr., full text 

6. Resources for teaching about the war in Ukraine - Illinois Civics hub 

7. BBC - Why has Russia Invaded Ukraine and What Does Putin Want? 

Possible Additional Lessons 
Critical Thinking & Problem Solving 

B. Frame questions 

Have students read the first two sections, “What Was Putin’s Goal?” and “Has Putin Changed His Aims?” from 
this BBC article - Why has Russia Invaded Ukraine and What Does Putin Want?  

Response: Have students work in small groups and list at least 6 questions about each section. They should 
include 3 simple identification questions (like “Where is Moldova?“) and 3 more open-ended questions (“What 
would happen if….?”) 

Have groups share their questions; note on the board the questions that come up more than once (or questions 
that you think are excellent questions). For homework, have each student choose one or two of these questions to 
research or learn about. 

Unit Developed by Kate Gardoqui, Great Schools Partnership, with contributions from  
Ms. Cora Garner and Mr. Jorge Medina, DeSoto High School.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/16/learning/lesson-plans/teaching-resources-to-help-students-make-sense-of-the-war-in-ukraine.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/16/learning/lesson-plans/teaching-resources-to-help-students-make-sense-of-the-war-in-ukraine.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/16/learning/lesson-plans/teaching-resources-to-help-students-make-sense-of-the-war-in-ukraine.html
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/grammys-john-legend-volodymyr-zelenskyy-ukraine/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gKRFYRxLGIylkHGF0Ba2y672yCBpJHxxu0dQ-vePBt0/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/speeches?date-from=06-04-2021&date-to=06-04-2022&page=3
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/03/16/text-zelensky-address-congress/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-9pTrFJj8tE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-9pTrFJj8tE
https://www.nps.gov/common/uploads/teachers/lessonplans/INDE%20Liberty%20Bell%20Group-1-Handout.pdf
https://www.illinoiscivics.org/news/classroom-resources-to-teach-about-war-ukraine/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-56720589
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-56720589

