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early ten years ago—long before most humanities scholars were concerned 
about teaching information literacy—Judy Segal argued that all internet 
health users, whether they were searching for solutions to urgent medical 
needs or furthering their knowledge of chronic conditions, must learn 

to “tell a good source from a bad one” (353). For Segal, a distinguished writing 
teacher and rhetorician of health and medicine, “good” sources were grounded 
in what most researchers consider to be “good” science: data from double-blind 
clinical trials that were conducted by biomedical researchers and published in 
peer-reviewed journals. As such, in her 2009 study, she examined a range of 
health-related websites, some of which she deemed “quite authoritative,” such 
as the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) website, others 
of which she deemed “less so,” such as Morethanmedication.com, a lifestyle 
website run by the drug company Pfizer (355).

Segal’s concern about what counts as a “good” source remains pressing in 
contemporary academic contexts. Rhetoric, composition, literacy, and technical 
communication scholars continue to be invested in what the Framework for Success 
in Postsecondary Writing terms “evaluat[ing] sources for credibility, bias, quality 
of evidence, and quality of reasoning” (O’Neill et al. 530). And yet, as Bruce 
McComiskey argues, we are living in a “post-truth” world in which language has 
“[become] a purely strategic medium” that is no longer related to “facts, truths, 
and realities” (6). Accordingly, negotiating the creation, circulation, and uptake of 
“bad” sources is perhaps the greatest challenge for twenty-first century research-
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ers and teachers. In the age of so-called alternative facts, students are caught 
in the digital deluge of ideological claims, misrepresented data, and fake news.

Although as scholars it is easy to dismiss “bad,” nonacademically validated 
sources about many topics, it is more difficult to do so when it comes to health 
and current events. For instance, when individuals are faced with chronic and 
contested health conditions, many of which are under-researched and inad-
equately addressed by typically “good” sources such as the CDC, they turn to 
“bad” sources—critically examining them for their framing, content, and overall 
rhetorical effectiveness in their search for answers. In moments of crisis, we, as 
the scholarly collective, use the symptom checker on WebMD to decide if we 
should go to the hospital, scan blogs for home remedies that might ease pain, and 
search for alternative healthcare providers when our complaints are dismissed or 
remain unsolved. Accordingly, as scholars, we must ask: How can we ethically 
engage sources that are not academically validated but seem to include incisive 
reasoning and high-quality evidence? More significantly, how do we guide 
students through this complex process?

In this essay, I contend that “bad” sources—which I term wildcard sources—
are worth examining in college English courses because they are rhetorically 
compelling sites that attract broad public audiences. Specifically, my argument 
demonstrates why they should be used to study health-related and current 
events-related topics in particular. With the rise in interdisciplinary undergradu-
ate research projects and coursework, these topics are becoming increasingly 
popular areas of study in writing, rhetoric, and technical communication classes. 
To make a case for the importance of wildcard sources, I begin by considering 
how and why scholars should approach nonacademically validated sources in 
the post-truth era and defining wildcard sources. Since there is little research 
about “bad,” nonacademically validated sources, I review recent scholarship on 
Wikipedia, which was at first deemed a “bad” source but is now widely used in 
writing classes. Then, in order to demonstrate the difficulty of evaluating wild-
card sources, I examine two popular source-evaluation checklists. While these 
checklists are meant to help students discern which sources are appropriate for 
academic research projects, I contend that they are too temporal and simplistic. 
As I discuss, these source checklists can prompt students to dismiss sources that 
might be useful and confuse students generally, since they are separated from 
specific rhetorical situations. Alternatively, I propose that instructors adopt 
Jordynn Jack and Jane Danielewicz’s streamlined, less temporal heuristic called 
the “rhetorical chart” to help students navigate wildcard sources. To make a 
case for the validity of the rhetorical chart, I offer a case study of two sources to 
show how it can be used to help students evaluate wildcard sources. By analyz-
ing the CDC website for Lyme disease, a chronic, contested health condition 
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that is diagnosed in 300,000 or more Americans each year, alongside one Lyme 
disease doctor’s clinical website, I show how both of these sources are integral 
to understanding Lyme disease. Through this work, I explain why students 
might eschew the clinical website in favor of the CDC website and explore the 
unique value of the clinical website. To conclude, I join with scholars such as 
Thomas P. Miller and Adele Leon, who argue that college English instructors 
are “powerfully positioned” to help students understand wildcard sources (21). 
For as McComiskey notes, “[t]he lines between true and false, real and fake, 
rumor and threat are hopelessly blurred,” so we must give students transfer-
rable, user-centered tools for contextualizing the bevy of available sources (15).1

D e f i n i n g  W i l D c a r D  S o u r c e S

Scholars in our field who have studied “bad” sources have focused mainly on one 
source: Wikipedia. Although many people use Wikipedia as a starting place for 
researching new topics, instructors have long been concerned about students 
citing Wikipedia in their research projects. Because it is an open-access, crowd-
sourced, content-driven encyclopedia, Wikipedia entries may not always cite 
reputable sources nor provide reliable information about recent events (Leitch; 
McComiskey). Wikipedia is also shaped by its significant gender gap, in which 
men are the most common contributors and govern “what kind of writing and 
knowledge is valued (or even presented)” (Gruwell 118). However, in recent 
years, rhetoric, composition, literacy, and technical communication scholars 
have begun embracing Wikipedia and using it as a foundation for assignment 
design and research skill development (Barton and Cummings; Hunter; Purdy). 
In this vein, Matthew A. Vetter recently reviewed in the pages of this journal the 
literature on Wikipedia, which despite its initial “negative reception” in academic 
communities, has been found to help students understand public audiences, 
navigate collaborative authorship, and develop digital literacy skills, among 
other capacities (397). Wikipedia, then, is not really a “bad” source. Instead, it 
is simply limited by its genre—an open-access encyclopedia—and if students 
understand how to use it (for instance, for learning about well-established topics 
that may be new to them), it can be extraordinarily useful.

Thus, I propose the term wildcard sources to better capture the unpredict-
able nature of certain other “bad” sources. Wildcard sources are print or digital 
sources that offer information about emergent, contested, or underexplored 
topics. They are composed by an individual or group that claims expertise 
through a combination of scholarly credentials, personal experiences, and ex-
tensive research. Wildcard sources address the contested nature of the topic, 
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discuss the most commonly held perspectives about it, and provide alternative 
narratives, which are supported by a range of evidence. Unsurprisingly, wildcard 
sources cannot be easily validated by their domain name; they may be sponsored 
by corporations with a vested interest; they may use superlative statements to 
bolster their authority or claims; they may be—at times—factually erroneous. 
However, wildcard sources may also be accessible, valuable, and trustworthy.

Teaching students to engage with wildcard sources challenges them to read 
through a rhetorical lens, not merely for content. Students frequently encounter 
wildcard sources while conducting research about health and medical issues, 
as well as other contemporary topics. In some cases, wildcard sources are the 
only available means for studying new topics because the scholarly publishing 
process can take months or years. In other cases, particularly with contested 
health and medical topics, wildcard sources offer alternative perspectives that 
are not available in most scholarly sources. Students will encounter increasing 
numbers and variations of wildcard sources as they engage in undergraduate 
research.2 As students take interdisciplinary courses on topics such as the medical/
health humanities, digital humanities, and environmental humanities, many of 
which have significant research components, they will examine an increasing 
quantity of these sources. To take one example, as Singer and colleagues have 
suggested, medical/health humanities courses prompt students to study a range 
of topics, including aging, embodiment, health literacy, and the experience of 
living with chronic illness. Research questions that address these topics transcend 
the disciplinary boundaries between STEM and humanities fields, and students 
are developing novel research methods to address such topics. Through this 
work, students encounter peer-reviewed journal articles alongside personal 
blogs, memoirs, interviews, and newspaper and magazine articles, as well as 
social media posts, hashtags, and crowdfunding platforms. Many medical/health 
humanities programs are located in English, Professional and Technical Writing, 
and Rhetoric and Writing Studies departments, so English teachers have been 
identified as innovators in this area and stand at the forefront of these burgeoning 
areas for exploration (Gouge). Moreover, as undergraduate students publish and 
present this work, they reaffirm that they are not simply developing projects on 
incidental topics. Instead, they are charting new areas of scholarly inquiry and 
co-creating new outlets for sharing it.3

e v a l u a t i n g  W i l D c a r D  S o u r c e S

Issues of context and rhetorical situation become even more important as re-
searchers from across disciplines study current events, social media campaigns, 
and emergent digital genres. Today, peer-reviewed journal articles analyze 
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social media posts and government organizations use Twitter hashtags. As this 
public-professional overlap increases, students will need to draw from multiple 
scholarly and public sources in their research. In his recent book, Bruce Mc-
Comiskey notes that students might “get lucky” and find a source that is “known 
to be reputable,” such as Science or the New York Times (n.p.). However, these 
sources are only considered “good” in certain circumstances. It would be unusual 
for a peer-reviewed scientific journal article to cite a New York Times article, 
for instance. Or in a memoir about recovering from an illness, a Science article 
might not be an appropriate form of evidence. Accordingly, despite the uptick 
in increasingly ambiguous sources, source evaluation heuristics have not caught 
up and can leave students confused.

To date, there are many heuristics for helping students and researchers 
evaluate sources, including those about contemporary and health-related topics. 
Jacob W. Craig argues that, despite their limitations, source evaluation checklists 
are the most popular tools used for identifying validated sources. Specifically, 
Craig uses the list of guidelines published by Columbia University’s Millstein 
Undergraduate Library to show how these tools may not focus enough on 
the “varied nature of networked information,” leaving students unprepared 
to navigate the online “information ecosystem” (25). The Millstein Library’s 
guidelines are divided into six categories—Authorship, Publisher, Accuracy and 
Objectivity, Timeliness, Footnotes and Bibliographies, and Sponsorship—which 
prompt students to gain greater insight into the perspectives of the creators of 
the content and the content itself. In all, the Millstein Library’s guidelines and 
other source checklists aim to compare unknown sources to traditional scholarly 
sources, in which features such as authorship and citation information are always 
clearly evident.

However, building on Craig’s argument, traditional source checklists have 
four significant shortcomings. First, source checklists prompt students to dis-
miss wildcard sources too easily. Students are encouraged to dismiss a source 
that does not fit just one criterion, such as, in the case of the Millstein Library 
guidelines, “presents a biased view” or does not have a clearly identified author. 
This motivates students to simply move onto other sources instead of engag-
ing deeply with a source and figuring out what it could offer a research project. 
Second, source checklists prompt students to accept sources with traditionally 
“good” features too easily. To take just one example, one of the key features of 
most source checklists, including the Millstein Library guidelines—the principle 
that a “good” source” cites other sources—is no longer useful for evaluating the 
trustworthiness of sources. Breaking news stories from sources like CNN, for 
instance, often include hyperlinks to other sources. However, if the CNN article 
only cites other CNN articles, press releases, and other sources that interpret 
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original content (instead of the original content itself), the article is significantly 
less trustworthy. Third, source checklists have a limited capacity for evaluating 
wildcard sources because they misjudge or undervalue the rhetorical features 
of nonscholarly material. Perhaps this is because their criteria are temporally-
bound and cannot account for the fast-changing nature of source creation and 
circulation. Moreover, as the list of criteria for a “good” source grows longer, 
students will be less likely to engage it. The Purdue Online Writing Lab, for 
instance, offers a set of guidelines to help students identify appropriate sources 
(see Fig. 1). At fifteen bullet points long, this “Evaluation During Reading” list 
includes useful questions but is too cumbersome to use in practice. It is unlikely 
that a student would be able to quickly review this entire checklist upon finding 
a wildcard source. That student, instead, would return to their Google search 
and locate other materials, omitting a potentially valuable source.

Fourth, and perhaps most importantly per the genre of the checklist, 
source checklists imply that sources are either “good” or “bad,” which is simply 
inaccurate. Instead, sources may be considered “good” or “bad” within specific 
contexts. This is an especially challenging problem to address during the “fake 
news” crisis. In his recent open-access ebook, Web Literacy for Student Fact-

Figure 1 .  The Purdue Online Writing Lab’s “Evaluation During Reading” checklist
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Checkers, Michael A. Caulfield offers what he calls “four moves” to help web 
users “get closer to the truth”: look for “previous work” (including fact checks), 
go “upstream” and locate the original source of information, “read laterally” 
to see what others say about the source, and “circle back” with different search 
terms and a new research direction (n.p.). Caulfield urges students to check their 
emotions before responding to a web source, noting that content creators know 
how to “[get] past our filters” and purposefully post provocative claims, which 
may or may not be true (n.p.). Caulfield’s “moves” are analytical yet succinct—in 
theory, they are much easier to use than a lengthy checklist. But in practice, 
going “upstream” to figure out the origin of information can become its own 
research project, and students may be too exhausted to “circle back” afterward. 
Additionally, Caulfield’s moves are necessarily unbounded and decontextualized. 
Learning these moves is a worthwhile skill for students, who must negotiate the 
unconfirmed headlines that are splattered across their social media newsfeeds. 
However, if a student is researching an evolving issue, such as the removal of a 
confederate statue or the discovery of a groundbreaking medication, “fake news” 
stories may be important primary sources for their study.

With the uptick in these emergent, ambiguous digital genres, source 
checklists will quickly become unwieldy and outdated. Further, Caulfield’s well-
intentioned moves cannot be a long-term solution for helping students measure 
credibility because they do not address a specific rhetorical situation. Despite 
renewed efforts to teach information literacy skills, many students only learn 
about the topic during a so-called one-shot library information session that is part 
of a first-year composition course (Artman, Frisicaro-Pawlowski, and Monge; 
Blackman; Teagarden and Carlozzi). Although first-year writing programs are 
working to craft sustainable solutions, such as embedding librarians within classes 
and adding online information literacy training modules, these projects are still 
under development. One of the most important contributions of rhetoric and 
writing teachers, then, is that we are equipped to help students understand the 
context surrounding information. Even though a peer-reviewed journal article, 
physician’s website, personal blog entry, and social media post might deliver 
similar content, considering what perspectives inform the content and delivery 
of information is key to integrating it appropriately into research. As Paula Patch 
notes, this kind of rhetorical approach is particularly important when students 
engage with social media and other public sources that they, more often than 
not, “view through a decidedly noncritical lens” (278).

As the “social life” of information evolves, so too must our personal and 
professional understanding of credible sources (Fox and Duggan 3). In her 
chapter in the 2017 collection, Information Literacy: Research and Collaboration 
across Disciplines, Kathleen Blake Yancey conducts a “thought experiment” (86) 
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to highlight the difficulty of assessing the credibility of PatientsLikeMe, an early 
health information sharing platform (similar to AncestryDNA and 23andMe) 
funded by pharmaceutical companies. Yancey notes that this website is “im-
pressive” because it is one of the first sites that “compiles patients’ accounting 
of their own diseases” (88). PatientsLikeMe and other related websites, Yancey 
argues, are part of what she earlier calls the “new normal” in the internet era 
(77). And yet her thought experiment suggests that even highly esteemed heu-
ristics—like the American Council of Research Libraries’ Framework for Infor-
mation Literacy for Higher Education—cannot adequately assess wildcard sources 
like PatientsLikeMe. If such evaluation is difficult for scholars like Yancey, how 
are our students, with only minimal exposure to rhetorical thinking, to appraise 
the overabundance of information on the internet? The next section offers the 
rhetorical chart as one heuristic that might help students learn to contextualize 
and evaluate ambiguous sources.

e x a m i n i n g  W i l D c a r D  S o u r c e S

It is integral that students, first, learn to identify wildcard sources, and second, 
learn when it is acceptable to use them. Instead of trying to simply separate 
“good” sources from “bad” sources, we might ask: What counts as a “good” source 
and to whom? How is rhetoric used to frame different types of knowledge as 
authoritative? How do different types of authoritative knowledge work together 
within different genres? Students can answer these questions and formulate 
others by using a rhetorical chart. Jordynn Jack and Jane Danielewicz initially 
developed the rhetorical chart to help new first-year composition instructors at 
their institution design genre-based assignments. Since then, the rhetorical chart 
has become a required feature of first-year composition unit projects, functioning 
as an advanced organizer that helps unpack the rhetorical situation. The five 
sections—Genre, Purpose, Audience, Role, and Rhetorical Situation—place 
students at the center of a very specific rhetorical situation, urging them to “make 
informed decisions about which genre rules to follow and which ones to bend” in 
the composing process (8). As such, the chart cultivates the metacognitive skills 
of genre awareness, “identify[ing] and becom[ing] familiar with new genres,” 
and genre analysis, taking a “critical approach to [understanding] existing genres 
and their cultures” (7; see Table 1).

I propose, alternatively, that instead of using the rhetorical chart to provide 
information about a particular genre, instructors should adopt the rhetorical chart 
as a heuristic to help students identify and integrate sources into their research. 
There are many potential topics that cannot be researched using traditional 
scholarly sources. Since we want students to study fresh, pressing topics, we 
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need to help them figure out which sources exist and how to leverage those 
sources appropriately. The rhetorical chart is particularly useful when examining 
contemporary and digital sources, in which questions about audience, rhetoric, 
authority, and genre are often confusing. Such considerations can help challenge 
writers’ bias, for as McComiskey cautions, people “do not seek information on 
which to base their opinions,” but, instead, “seek opinions that support their 
own beliefs” (12). Such a dynamic is intensified when a student has a personal 
connection to a specific cause, as is often the case. In this type of situation, 
researching the topic might increase investment in a class project, for better or 
for worse. In the case of a contentious health and medical topic, for instance, 
a student might have a prior, vested interest in advocating for a certain type of 
treatment, promoting a particular healthcare provider’s services, or sharing an 
unusual side effect from a medication. The student may be involved in face-to-
face or online communities that circulate widely accepted and/or fringe health 
claims. With just a few clicks, the student can find personal stories rebuking 
debunked medical data, hyperbolic headlines proclaiming that a chronic ailment 
can be cured, and blogs recommending dangerous, unproven treatments. A 
heuristic is necessary, then, to help students make strategic choices about what 
sources to use and how to use them.

Such, at any rate, is my experience as both a teacher and scholar. In work-
ing with the rhetorical chart in my first-year writing classes, I discovered that 
it could be used as a heuristic for contextualizing and integrating sources. So 
too, as I wrote my dissertation about the rhetorics of Lyme disease, patient 
empowerment, and internet health information, I found that it was impossible 
to ignore wildcard sources and that doing so was detrimental to my research.4 
On the surface, Lyme disease appears to be a simple infection that humans get 
when they are bitten by deer ticks. However, although 300,000 or more people 
are diagnosed with it in the United States each year, Lyme disease remains a 
controversial condition for which the diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis are 
disputed. Those who do receive a diagnosis must often rely on their persuasive 
skills to prove their suffering and negotiate treatment plans, since they primarily 
experience fatigue, joint pain, headaches, sleep disturbances, and other so-called 
invisible, subjective symptoms. While some heal after taking antibiotics for a 

Table 1 .  A copy of the rhetorical chart in Jordynn Jack and Jane Danielewicz’s The 

Tarheel Writing Guide (2015–2016) . 

Genre Purpose Audience Role Rhetorical 
Situation
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few weeks, 10 to 20 percent of patients struggle with a chronic exacerbation of 
their symptoms (Rebman et al.). Some clinicians refer to this variation of the 
disease as chronic Lyme, but other clinicians deny that this variation exists. Thus, 
Lyme disease is a prime example of a chronic, contested health condition about 
which there are many conventional and wildcard sources. While I began my 
research by reading peer-reviewed journal articles, I found that it was impos-
sible to learn about the extent of the controversy or patients’ perspectives about 
Lyme disease by reading these traditional scholarly sources alone. I turned to 
social media and blog posts, memoirs, healthcare providers’ clinical websites, 
and journalistic articles in search of alternative viewpoints. Used in this way, the 
rhetorical chart helped me figure out how to leverage these wildcard sources and 
put them in conversation with other sources in my inquiry, ultimately offering 
a more expansive view of my research topic.

Accordingly, in what follows, I show how the rhetorical chart can be used as a 
heuristic to evaluate sources. I analyze one conventional source and one wildcard 
source that are integral to understanding Lyme disease: first, the CDC Lyme 
disease website, and second, Dr. Joseph Jemsek’s clinical website, a business site 
that provides information about his medical practice. My work shows how both 
sources are differently useful to understanding the Lyme disease controversy. 
Further, I argue that it is impossible to conduct adequate rhetorical research 
about conditions like Lyme disease without studying wildcard sources.

c D c  l y m e  D i S e a S e  W e b S i t e

When someone Googles “Lyme disease” for the first time, one of the first sources 
to pop up is the CDC Lyme disease website. Most students would quickly identify 
the CDC website as a “good source” because it is run by a government agency. 

Table 2. A rhetorical chart for the CDC Lyme disease website.

Genre Purpose Audience Role Rhetorical 
Situation

Website Promote safe 
and healthy 
behaviors 
and protect 
Americans from 
health problems

The  
general  
American 
public 

Scientist CDC scientists 
composed the 
Lyme disease 
page to inform 
the American 
public about 
the risks, 
diagnosis, and 
treatment of 
the condition.
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Generally, researchers can depend on US government agencies to provide vali-
dated information in a plain language format. Therefore, the design and delivery 
of the website shows that the CDC rhetorically focuses on the disease itself and on 
prevention (see Table 2). These choices align with the CDC’s core mission, val-
ues, and “Pledge to the American People,” which include “protect[ing] America 
from health, safety and security threats, both foreign and in the [United States]” 
and “[p]romoting healthy and safe behaviors, communities and environment[s]” 
(“Mission, Role, and Pledge”). On the homepage, viewers immediately notice 
one image—a series of four ticks increasing in size, situated on top of a coin 
for scale—and a block of explanatory text (see Fig. 2). The paragraph of text, 
which is only eight sentences long, provides a summary of Lyme disease. In these 
brief sentences, it discusses what causes Lyme disease as well as its symptoms, 
diagnosis, tests, treatment, and prevention. Embedded hyperlinks encourage 
readers to click on additional pages and seek more information.

For readers who are simply curious about what causes Lyme disease, this 
page is sufficient. However, for readers who are sick but awaiting a diagnosis, 
experiencing chronic Lyme disease symptoms, or who hope to gain a bit of 
expertise in advance of a doctor’s appointment, this page is deeply unsatisfac-
tory. For these readers, the single paragraph at the top of the page is rather 
sterile. Although it acknowledges that Lyme disease can “spread to joints, the 
heart, and the nervous system,” when it is “left untreated,” it emphasizes that 
“[m]ost cases of Lyme disease can be treated successfully with a few weeks of 
antibiotics,” which implicitly dismisses the increasing number of chronic cases 
(“Lyme Disease”). The paragraph also focuses on prevention, steps of which 
include “using insect repellent, removing ticks promptly, applying pesticides, 
and reducing tick habitat,” which puts the onus on future sufferers to avoid and 
correctly remove ticks instead of on healthcare providers to administer adequate 
treatments. Those seeking urgent information about how to remove a tick, for 
instance, must look through a large set of beige blocks for the “Tick removal 
and testing page.” The “Helpful Links” section, which is set apart on the right 
side of the page, is of little help. Of the five links, the first one is a video called 
“Feeling Worse After Treatment? Maybe It’s Not Lyme Disease,” and two of 
the others are clearly meant for physicians (a video of a grand rounds session and 
a link to the treatment guidelines). At best, this website provides adequate basic 
information about Lyme disease, but it is difficult to navigate and the design is 
not particularly user-centered.

The CDC’s language choices are also significant. Although there are brief 
references to chronic Lyme, the term chronic Lyme does not appear on the page. 
Since chronic Lyme is the colloquial term for long-term Lyme disease symptoms, 
this omission might confuse readers. Instead, information about chronic 
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symptoms is located inside the blocks within the two columns: the first block in 
the first column is titled “Signs and Symptoms of Untreated Lyme Disease” and 
the second block in the second column is titled “Post-Treatment Lyme Disease 
Syndrome.” When readers click on these blocks, they learn about how untreated 
Lyme disease can have severe consequences, resulting in facial paralysis and 
arthritis, but also that treatments for chronic Lyme disease symptoms can cause 

Figure 2. The CDC Lyme Disease Website, 31 October 2019, cdc.gov/lyme/ 

index.html.  Screenshot by author.
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“serious, sometimes deadly complications” (“Post-Treatment Lyme Disease 
Syndrome”). While the website does, in fact, acknowledge that Lyme disease 
can cause chronic symptoms, the choice to bury this information within a block 
of miscellaneous text makes it seem unimportant. The choice to avoid using the 
term chronic Lyme is strategic. A reader seeking information about persistent 
symptoms must work hard to find it.

Consequently, this combination of rhetorical choices focuses more on 
providing general information about Lyme disease rather than alleviating 
human suffering for those who might have chronic Lyme. The problem with 
the CDC website, then, is that patients (and potential patients) are one of its 
main audiences. Although the CDC relies primarily on scientific empirical 
knowledge, which is generally thought to be key to trustworthy sources, people 
who are suffering from persistent Lyme disease symptoms may find the CDC 
website dismissive and inaccurate. The rhetorical chart clarifies the CDC’s 
mission, and in turn, its position on Lyme disease. With its focus on the American 
public and purpose of sharing general information about disease, it is clear why 
some Lyme disease patients would argue that this website does not match nor 
represent their experiences.

D r .  J o S e p h  J e m S e k ’ S  c l i n i c a l  W e b S i t e

Depending on their Google algorithms, someone seeking information about 
Lyme disease will likely come upon Dr. Joseph Jemsek’s clinical website after a 
brief search. Healthcare providers like Dr. Jemsek, an infectious disease specialist, 
use rhetorical strategies that place the focus on patients. Undoubtedly, healthcare 
providers’ clinical websites serve to advertise their healthcare services. However, 
because clinicians have a certain professional ethos—a combination of traditional 
scientific training and hands-on experiences with treating patients—their web-
sites serve multiple purposes for Lyme disease sufferers. Healthcare providers’ 
clinical websites bridge the public/professional divide through a combination 
of generic features, including personal testimonies, interpretations of scholarly 
research, plain language descriptions of complex diseases, reference lists, fre-
quently asked questions sections, and descriptions of provider qualifications. 
Accordingly, Dr. Jemsek’s clinical website is a wildcard source. It includes the 
qualities of both traditional scholarly sources, such as reference lists and discus-
sions of other scholarly sources, and “bad” sources, such as personal testimonies.

Unlike peer-reviewed journal articles, which are only available to users 
with access to university databases, healthcare providers’ clinical websites are 
accessible to anyone who can use the internet. As such, they are crafted to meet 
a Lyme disease patient’s or advocate’s complicated needs: to access competing 
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Table 3. A rhetorical chart for Dr. Joseph Jemsek’s cl inical website.

Genre Purpose Audience Role Rhetorical 
Situation

Website Recruit 
prospective 
patients; offer 
information 
about Lyme 
disease

Ill people 
seeking 
Lyme disease 
information 
or treatment; 
Dr. Jemsek’s 
patients 

Doctor Dr. Joseph 
Jemsek is a 
healthcare 
provider who 
specializes in 
Lyme disease 
diagnosis and 
treatment. His 
website adver-
tises his services 
and provides 
information 
about the 
debates around 
Lyme disease, 
potential treat-
ments, and 
resources for 
current and 
future patients. 

scientific literature about Lyme disease, to receive care from qualified providers, 
to access different kinds of potentially effective treatment, to learn about the latest 
Lyme disease research, and perhaps most importantly, to have their experiences 
of suffering acknowledged and affirmed, since there is no definite cure. In this 
way, healthcare providers’ clinical websites can be a platform for articulating 
perspectives about how contested health conditions should be categorized, 
defined, diagnosed, and treated. For patients whose needs remain unmet by the 
CDC Lyme disease website and other similar scientific genres, Dr. Jemsek and 
other healthcare providers’ clinical websites are integral sources. On the CDC 
website and others like it, there is plentiful procedural scientific information 
about tick removal and lists of antibiotics used to treat Lyme disease. But as the 
rhetorical charts make clear, for Lyme disease patients who are suffering from 
persistent symptoms, reading about the experiences of other patients can help. 
Since chronic Lyme disease symptoms are so difficult to diagnose and treat, this 
may prove to be even more important than the typically important scientific 
information. Reading personal stories may give patients new treatment ideas, 
suggestions for good healthcare providers, and overall recommendations for 
living with Lyme disease.

Most healthcare providers coming from a western medical tradition believe 
that data from clinical trials is the primary form of authoritative knowledge. But 
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many patients searching for information, particularly those with ambiguous 
conditions like Lyme disease, who feel that traditional healthcare providers have 
dismissed their suffering, disregarded their symptoms, and/or dodged questions 
about the efficacy of clinical trials, may stop believing that this data is authori-
tative. Accordingly, these patients seek out alternative resources—especially 
healthcare providers’ clinical websites—that offer different types of credible 
knowledge, affirm their suffering and stories, and articulate different narratives 
about Lyme disease.

As such, Dr. Jemsek’s website introduces the doctor and his practice, 
acknowledges and contests the CDC’s Lyme disease narrative, explains the 
complexity of the condition, and shares interpretations of complex scientific 
literature that justify the range of perspectives about diagnosing and treating 
Lyme disease. Dr. Jemsek’s website uses multiple rhetorical appeals and, like any 
decent technical communicator, he appears to center his main audience: Lyme 
disease patients. His motto, “Choose Life Over Lyme,” featured on the center 
of the homepage, is clearly meant to attract ill people searching for relief (see 
Fig. 3). Key terms such as flexibility, individuality, and compassion would stand 
out for Lyme disease patients, who have been ill for a long time and are seeking 
a personalized treatment approach. Dr. Jemsek frames his work as part of the 
“Jemsek Protocol,” which makes it appear credible. Multiple, easily navigable 
tabs such as “Team,” “Innovations,” and “Testimonials” provide detailed-yet-
accessible information for current and prospective patients.  

Figure 3. Dr.  Joseph Jemsek’s Clinical Website Homepage. 31 Oct. 2019,  

jemsekspecialty.com/. Screenshot by author. 
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When I show Dr. Jemsek’s website to students in my first-year composition 
courses, they tend to focus on the validity of the patient testimonies. To be sure, 
healthcare providers’ clinical websites leverage these testimonies to convince 
prospective patients that someone will listen to them, and that by paying close 
attention, they will figure out innovative ways to ease suffering. My students are 
eager to point out that such testimonies are likely to be, in their terms, “biased.” 
They often suggest that Dr. Jemsek’s entire website is rendered invalid because 
of them. However, as we discuss, while many of the testimonies included on 
healthcare providers’ clinical websites venerate the healthcare provider, others 
speak to the broader complexities of dealing with a contested chronic illness 
and realistic treatment options. Students sometimes offer their own perspec-
tives about dealing with difficult health conditions, noting that learning about 
other patients’ experiences was more valuable than speaking with their doctors, 
who sometimes oversimplified or overcomplicated explanations of their condi-
tions. These contributions echo Abigail Bakke’s recent research about ethos 
and online health forums, which suggests that “peers, in sharing the experience 
of chronic illness, may be seen as trustworthy in ways that physicians are not” 
(157). Moreover, we must consider Catherine Schryer and colleagues’ argu-
ment that testimonies are essential (and ultimately very valuable and persuasive) 
when the so-called gold standard of scientific research—“the hypothesis-driven 
experiment”—has failed (218). Using the rhetorical chart to contextualize Dr. 
Jemsek’s website (Table 3) allows students to make sense of the testimonies and 
make strategic choices about how to integrate them (and other information from 
his website) into their research projects.

When I show the same website to students in my upper-level technical 
communication and plain language course, they tend to focus on Dr. Jemsek’s 
“Innovations” page. This page describes the “Lyme Wars” in which patients 
are entrenched and includes twenty-one hyperlinks. After reviewing multiple 
scientific journal articles about Lyme disease, students lament that they should 
have read Dr. Jemsek’s “Innovations” page first, as it is much more palatable. 
While I empathize with students about the challenge of reading scholarly articles, 
I also ask: What would Lyme disease patients miss if they only read Dr. Jemsek’s 
website and did not review other scholarly sources? Although, rhetorically, a 
list of twenty-one hyperlinks looks impressive, when I require students to check 
each source individually, they find that most link back to other pages of Dr. 
Jemsek’s website instead of to his scholarly articles. Further research shows that 
Dr. Jemsek has, in fact, published many articles with various research teams, 
but that other research teams are forwarding competing claims. The rhetorical 
chart, in this case, serves as a framework for investigating how plain language 
communication is functioning rhetorically on Dr. Jemsek’s website, offering 
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students an opportunity to consider the multiple, conflicting possibilities for 
interpretation without the constraints of traditional source checklists.

By contextualizing the debates and explaining intricate scientific concepts, 
Dr. Jemsek acknowledges patients’ expertise as well as the dearth of knowledge 
that guides Lyme disease diagnosis and treatment. The rhetorical chart can 
help students use information from Dr. Jemsek’s website while accounting for 
its possible problems, such as Dr. Jemsek’s desire to recruit patients and his 
controversial Lyme disease treatments. While Dr. Jemsek’s website appears to 
inform patients about Lyme disease, he is also—arguably—asking them to buy 
his services for an extraordinary fee. Patients must pay out of pocket to see Dr. 
Jemsek, who does not accept insurance. If patients read carefully, they will note 
that Dr. Jemsek’s practice has been closed down, reopened, and investigated by 
the North Carolina Medical Board several times for inappropriately treating 
patients. Dr. Jemsek argues that these infractions reflect his commitment to 
helping Lyme disease patients at any cost. However, they also remind patients 
that treating Lyme disease is a risky business.

In all, student researchers are forced to make sense of the CDC’s and Dr. 
Jemsek’s websites inside and beyond our classrooms. And—most significantly—
students must puzzle out the sources’ competing perspectives. Based on these 
sources, how is Lyme disease best understood? Is one source better than the 
other? What is each source missing? Lyme disease patients who have lived with 
chronic pain and fatigue for months or years may feel that their only choice is to 
use Dr. Jemsek’s website. For student researchers, however, it may not feel like 
a choice at all: without prompting, most student researchers would disregard 
Dr. Jemsek’s website in favor of the CDC website and other “good” sources.

r e c l a i m i n g  W i l D c a r D  S o u r c e S

Our challenge as instructors is to give students opportunities to evaluate tra-
ditional scholarly sources and wildcard sources. I propose that college English 
teachers encourage students to examine a range of sources—including an array 
of public, professional, and hybrid genres—in their first-year composition and 
upper-level writing, rhetoric, and technical communication classes. Teachers 
can help students determine the rhetorical tactics used in various rhetorical situ-
ations and the values esteemed by different discourse communities. We might, 
for example, highlight that scientific articles illustrate the rhetorical values of 
contemporary science; likewise, seemingly authoritative sites such as the CDC’s, 
which attempt to translate medical and scientific research for the general public, 
may tell us more about the values of research and scientists than the public audi-
ences they are attempting to reach. Therefore, investigating nontraditional or 
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wildcard sources such as healthcare providers’ clinical websites can bolster our 
understanding of contemporary healthcare and literacy. As seen here, this ap-
proach can be adapted for topics beyond health, challenging students to consider 
the varying facets of current political and social events in real time.

Students are not insiders in the academic discourse community. As David 
Bartholomae noted, they are always in the process of “inventing the university” 
(4). In turn, most students turn to a generic Google search when they wish to 
learn more about a topic. Without significant training, students do not know the 
difference between that and a more tailored Google Scholar search. Accordingly, 
I am advocating for a cultural change and challenging scholars to think about 
other ways to introduce students to the academic community through examin-
ing and evaluating wildcard sources. Since students tend to use wildcard sources 
whether or not we officially permit them to do so, I offer four recommendations 
for integrating wildcard sources into assignments by way of the rhetorical chart:

 1. Encourage students to choose contemporary and/or contested topics to 
research. Studying current events or puzzling health conditions that have currency 
in students’ lives may help them feel more engaged in their work. However, remind 
students to pay attention to their own perspectives and orientations; they, too, are 
part of a rhetorical situation and should be mindful about how their biases (and 
algorithms) will impact their research.

 2. Put students in a “role” in their writing assignments. Instead of asking students 
to write an “essay” or “paper,” engage a rhetorical situation beyond the classroom. 
A real rhetorical situation will give students a chance to research and practice 
evaluating wildcard sources in real time. Using a “role” can help students transition 
beyond the position of “student,” in which they are forced to find a certain number 
of scholarly sources to meet an assignment’s criteria, into that of a policymaker, 
science journalist, archival researcher, or literary critic—someone who seeks out a 
range of sources to enrich their (and their audience members’) understanding of a 
topic.

 3. Offer additional time for conducting research. Generating a constellation of 
conventional and wildcard sources can be tricky, and students will need additional 
time to figure out how, for instance, a personal blog, government website, social 
media page, and peer-reviewed journal article frame a particular topic. Students 
may be wary about using wildcard sources in their academic work, since they have 
likely been warned to avoid such sources, and they may benefit from additional 
encouragement as they experiment with these sources.

 4. Adapt the rhetorical chart to fit your assignment, class, and institutional 
context. The rhetorical chart is a flexible heuristic that is useful to introductory 
and advanced students in a range of courses. For example, in a first-year writing 
class, students might work in small groups to fill out a rhetorical chart for a few 
preselected wildcard sources. Then, in a larger class discussion, students might 
share their charts and discuss their findings, noting what kinds of written, oral, and 
digital genres might call for these particular wildcard sources. Alternatively, in an 
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upper-level English elective course, students might compose versions of professional 
genres such as grant proposals and scholarly articles, which would be enhanced by 
integrating traditional and wildcard sources. While conducting research indepen-
dently, these students might use rhetorical charts to organize and categorize their 
sources and figure out how they are connected.

As students learn the values of the scholarly community, if they are given a chance 
to experiment with sources that seem trustworthy to them, they may be more 
convinced of what standard scholarly sources can offer. Rather than pretend-
ing that wildcard sources do not exist, English teachers have an opportunity to 
engage these sources—for students’ and their own benefit. Scholars must con-
sider the crucial role that wildcard sources play in the public’s understanding of 
contemporary culture and teach students how to use these sources accordingly.

n o t e S

1. The author wishes to thank the two anonymous College English reviewers for their incisive 
feedback on this essay. She is also grateful for Jane Danielewicz, Jennifer Edwell, Tiffany Friedman, 
and Jordynn Jack, who read and responded to multiple versions of the manuscript.

2. Undergraduate research is a growing area in the humanities, particularly in rhetoric, com-
position, literacy studies, and technical communication. Individual institutions and professional 
organizations are recommending that students study fresh topics and aim to share their work with 
broad audiences. For example, the Conference on College Composition and Communication’s 
recent Position Statement on Undergraduate Research in Writing: Principles and Best Practices 
contends that students’ projects should “[h]ave exigence, addressing a research question of pressing 
interest and importance to the student researcher and the field” and “concrete and realistic goals 
for dissemination” (n.p.). 

3. Two articles in the most recent volume of Young Scholars in Writing: Undergraduate Research 
in Writing and Rhetoric, the most well-recognized undergraduate journal in our field, examine 
Scottish medical education rhetoric (Wiles) and rhetorics of internet health information (Rayfield). 
Additionally, the Health Humanities Journal, which released its first issue in Fall 2016, publishes 
creative and scholarly work about interdisciplinary health topics. 

4. For a more in-depth discussion of the rhetorical problems governing Lyme disease diagnosis, 
treatment, and discourse, see my dissertation: The Empowerment Paradox: Rhetorics of Lyme Disease 
and the Future of Chronic Illness.
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