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General Catalog Description & Prerequisites 
 
Intensive exploration of a major issue, era, author, or text, culminating in the writing of a substantial 
scholarly essay. Fulfills WID. Prereq: ENG 280, 299 with a C or better, senior standing, or consent of chair. 
 
Specific Description & Goals 
 
In America and internationally, the 2010s have brought what often feels like an unprecedented level of 
political tension. Debates around race, gender, sexuality, class, religion, and nationality have grown 
regularly virulent—sometimes for good reason. However, today’s threats to democratic institutions are 
not occurring in a void; they have grown out of previous conflicts, some of which stretch from our 
nation’s beginnings. Nor are our visions of overthrowing tyranny cut entirely from fresh cloth. They 
repurpose the fictional and actual efforts of preceding decades to transform immigration, public health, 
environmental care, education, and wealth distribution. 
 
This course juxtaposes historical and literary developments in this pattern, revealing both that America 
has been in similar places before and that there are unique factors in our present deadlocks. In working 
to imagine better futures, we will juxtapose the second half of an unapologetically unorthodox history 
of our country, Howard Zinn’s A People's History of the United States (1980; reissue 2015), with novels 
from across the last century. In the course’s first half, after sampling Sinclair Lewis’s It Can’t Happen 
Here (1935) and Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962), students will write short 
argumentative research papers on the revolutionary hopes of Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed 
(1974). In the second half, they will expand these into longer comparative papers that engage Omar El 
Akkad’s American War (2017) and/or Charlie Jane Anders’s The City in the Middle of the Night (2019).  
 
Beyond the course’s three quizzes and students’ regular contributions to discussion leadership, this 
cumulative writing project will be the course’s constant focal point. As with our conversations in class, 
these projects might examine evolving performances of gender and sexual identity, the psychology of 
scapegoating and compliance, humanity’s ecological destructiveness, the endurance of racism and 
nationalism, systemic problems of (non)representation, the nature of meaningful work, the value and 
costs of marriage and other romantic relationships, or the conditions that foster terrorism. They could 
also attend to the mechanics of revolution itself: who can and cannot see enormous changes coming, 
the sparks and tipping points that make reform insufficient, revolution’s cultivation and opposition by 
various forms of religion, its renegotiations of the individual and the collective, its bloodiness or 
peacefulness, the danger of the vacuums it can create, or the manner in which it actually enables or is 
undercut by successive governmental structures. Whatever the topic, students’ work on this essay and 
in this course should represent the culmination of their skills as English majors.  
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Reading & Assignment Schedule 
 
PLEASE NOTE: 
~“READING,” “VIEWING,” or “WRITING” = watch, read, or complete in full BEFORE class 
~“IN CLASS” = no preparation required 
 
Part 1: Imagining Revolution Yesterday  
 

1st WEEK, JAN 17TH: WHAT WAS NEW ABOUT 2016—AND WHAT WASN’T 
 
IN CLASS: ~Excerpt, Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Talents (1998) 

~Introductions (using introductory survey handout) 
~Syllabus review and discussion of goals and assignments 

 

2nd WEEK, JAN 24TH: HAS TYRANNY HAPPENED HERE? 
 
READING: ~Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 15-16 (pp. 377-442) 
 ~Sinclair Lewis, It Can't Happen Here (1935), ch 1-5 (1-43) 
 
IN CLASS:  ~Defining “revolution” 
 ~Timothy Snyder’s On Tyranny (2017) 
 

3rd WEEK, JAN 31ST: WHAT IF IT HAPPENED DIFFERENTLY? 
 
READING: ~Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 17-18 (pp. 443-501) 
  ~Philip K. Dick, The Man in the High Castle (1962), ch 1-3 (3-44) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Imagination as political engagement: holding together WWII and Vietnam 
 

4th WEEK, FEB 7TH: AN AMBIGUOUS UTOPIA 
 
READING: ~Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 19 (pp. 503-539) 
 ~Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed (1974), ch. 1-4 (pp. 1-125) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Quiz #1 
  ~Second-wave feminism and the multifaceted imagination of Ursula K. Le Guin 
 

5th WEEK, FEB 14TH: POLITICS, PHYSICS, AND PARTNERSHIP 
 
READING: ~Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 20 (pp. 540-562) 
  ~Le Guin, The Dispossessed, ch. 5-8 (pp. 126-270) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Interdisciplinary thinking for understanding the 1970s—and today 
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6th WEEK, FEB 21ST: OPENINGS IN THE WALLS 
 
READING: ~Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 21 (pp. 563-600) 
  ~Le Guin, The Dispossessed, ch. 9-13 (pp. 271-387) 
 
WRITING:  ~Short Paper, Step 1: 2+ pages of rough notes/outline/plan/key questions/initial thesis  
  due on Western Online under “Discussions” by 11 am (before class) 
 
IN CLASS: ~The enduring specters of the Cold War 
 

7th WEEK, FEB 28TH: SOBER HOPE 
 
READING: ~Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 22-23 (pp. 601-641) 
 
WRITING:  ~Short Paper, Step 2: 4+ pages rough draft due on W.O. under “Discussions” by 11 am  
 
IN CLASS: ~A history of critical responses to The Dispossessed 
  ~Draft workshopping 
 

8th WEEK, MAR 7TH: HANGING CHADS 
 
READING: ~Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, ch. 24-25 (pp. 643-682) 
 
WRITING:  ~Short Paper: final version due on W.O. under “Assignments” 
 
IN CLASS: ~Quiz #2 (covering material since Quiz #1) 
  ~Nostalgia for the nineties 
 
TH 3/14: NO CLASS (SPRING BREAK) 
 
Part 2: Imagining Revolution Today  
 

9th WEEK, MAR 21ST: WHOM DOES GOVERNMENT SERVE? 
 
READING: ~Omar El Akkad, American War (2017), books I-II (prologue + ch. 1-8, pp. 1-172) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Quick primer on climate science and America’s history of climate in/action 
 

10th WEEK, MAR 28TH: HOW DO WE BRIDGE DIFFERENCE? 
 
READING: ~Charlie Jane Anders, The City in the Middle of the Night (2019), parts 1-3 (pp. 1-147) 
 
WRITING: ~Long Paper, Step 1: 1-page response to my comments about your Short Paper, plus any 

initial ideas about revision and expansion of your argument for Long Paper, due on 
W.O. under “Discussions” by 11 am 

 
IN CLASS:  ~The evolving work of LGBTQ fiction 
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11th WEEK, APR 4TH: THE PURPOSE OF PROPHECY 
 
READING: ~El Akkad, American War, books III-IV (ch. 9-16, pp. 173-333) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Reimagining the South 
 

12th WEEK, APR 11TH: STARTING OVER 
 
READING: ~Anders, The City in the Middle of the Night, parts 4-7 (pp. 151-363) 
 
WRITING: ~Long Paper, Step 2: 250-300-word paper proposal due on W.O. under “Discussions” by 

11 am (be very economical with your word usage; zero fluff; explain your thesis and any 
subarguments; point to a couple of specific kinds of evidence you will marshal; and more 
than anything, make clear what is at stake in your argument’s success—i.e., why does it 
matter and why do you care?) 

 
IN CLASS: ~Quiz #3 (covering material since Quiz #2) 
 

13th WEEK, APR 18TH: GETTING IT OUT 
 
WRITING: ~Long Paper, Step 3: half-length draft due on W.O. under “Discussions” by 11 am 
 
IN CLASS: ~Consulting theoretical toolboxes and evaluating secondary text options 
 

14th WEEK, APR 25TH: WRITING AS DISCOVERY 
 
WRITING: ~Long Paper, Step 4: full-length draft due on W.O. under “Discussions” by 11 am 
 
IN CLASS: ~Reverse outlining and reconceiving the whole 
 

15th WEEK, MAY 2ND: TALKING IT THROUGH 
 
WRITING:  ~Long Paper, Step 5: mock conference presentations in class 
 

FINALS WEEK, MAY 9TH: THE JOYS OF ENDLESS REVISION (REALLY) 
 
WRITING: ~Long paper: final version due on W.O. under “Assignments” 
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Required Texts 
 
PLEASE NOTE: 
*Prices below are rounded from recent amazon.com new prices—that site has free 2-day shipping for 
students. In many cases, used copies can be purchased less expensively (also try bookfinder.com). 
*I am happy for students to use complete electronic versions of texts so long as they use appropriate 
citation methods when writing papers and can accept occasional challenges in finding a given passage. 
 

~Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States. Harper, $18. ISBN: 978-0062397348. 
~Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed. Harper, $7. ISBN: 978-0061054884. 
~Omar El Akkad, American War. Vintage, $12. ISBN: 978-1101973134. 
~Charlie Jane Anders, The City in the Middle of the Night. Tor, $21. ISBN: 978-0765379962. 

 
A Very Incomplete List of Additional 20th- & 21st-Century Novels of Revolution 
 
Upton Sinclair, The Jungle     Joseph Conrad, Nostromo 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland    Jack London, The Iron Heel 
Yevgeny Zamyatin, We     John Dos Passos, The 42nd Parallel 
Adolph Huxley, Brave New World    William Faulkner, Absalom! Absalom! 

John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath     Graham Greene, The Power and the Glory 
Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls   B.F. Skinner, Walden Two 
George Orwell, Animal Farm, Nineteen Eighty-Four  Isaac Asimov, I, Robot 
Ray Bradbury, The Martian Chronicles, Fahrenheit 451 Alejo Carpentier, The Kingdom of this World  
Rosario Castellanos, The Book of Lamentations   Boris Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago 
Carlos Fuentes, The Death of Artemio Cruz   Frank Herbert, Dune  
Robert Heinlein, The Moon is a Harsh Mistress  Nadine Gordimer, Burger's Daughter 
Philip K. Dick, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?  Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 
Walker Percy, Love in the Ruins     Joanna Russ, The Female Man  
Ernest Callenbach, Ecotopia      Salman Rushdie, Midnight's Children 
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale   Alan Moore & David Lloyd, V for Vendetta 
Sheri Tepper, The Gate to Women's Country   Kim Stanley Robinson, Red Mars 
Karen Tei Yamashita, Tropic of Orange    Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis 
Philip Roth, The Plot Against America    Alexis Wright, The Swan Book 
Nathaniel Rich, Odds Against Tomorrow   G. Willow Wilson, Alif the Unseen 
Gene Luen Yang, Boxers and Saints    Naomi Alderman, The Power 
 
Grading Criteria 
 
I will figure final grades using the university scale (A, B, C, D, or F, with pluses/minuses) and the 
values below (with minor adjustments as needed). Please note the “My Grades” function on the course 
website, which lets you track assignment grades and estimate your current overall grade at any point. 
 

30%  Quizzes (3 x 10% each) 
20%  Short Paper (including 2% each for Steps 1-2 being on time and thorough) 
50%  Long Paper (including 2% each for Steps 1-5 being on time and thorough) 
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Assignment Descriptions 
 
Quizzes: These will neither be picky, insignificant-detail interrogations, nor such easy affairs that one 
could prepare sufficiently by reading summaries. The idea is that most people who recently covered all 
assigned reading and viewing with good comprehension will average 70-80% of the points available 
(i.e., earn a “B” or better). Please keep in mind that each quiz only covers material since the previous 
one and will focus more heavily on primary than secondary texts. Students sometimes worry about the 
quizzes initially, but generally agree they provide valuable accountability during the course and allow 
for higher-quality, greater-depth discussions. My best advice is to get the reading and viewing done 
well in advance, then go back over it, your journals and in-class notes, and my “discussion notes” or 
other handouts. Checking your understanding and comparing reactions in outside-class conversations 
with classmates can also be very helpful. 
 
Short Paper: A short (1500+ word, usually ~6+ pp.), carefully revised argumentative research paper 
that (a) defends a provocative claim about The Dispossessed; (b) engages at least three worthwhile 
secondary texts (including essays by Le Guin, literary criticism about this novel or the literature of 
revolution more broadly, etc.); and (c) clearly takes advantage of insights about the preceding and/or 
subsequent history of the United States derived from Zinn and our class discussions. 
 
Long Paper: A more extensive (3000+ word, usually ~12+ pp.), carefully revised comparative 
argumentative research paper that (a) defends a provocative claim engaging at least two of our main 
three novels: The Dispossessed, American War, and The City in the Middle of the Night (with advance 
permission, it could also examine It Can’t Happen Here, The Man in the High Castle, or another novel 
from the list on p. 5); (b) engages at least five worthwhile secondary texts (keep in mind that very 
recent novels are unlikely to have much literary criticism published about them, but provocative angles 
may be found in pieces about related earlier texts); and (c) clearly takes advantage of insights about the 
preceding and/or subsequent history of the United States derived from Zinn and our class discussions. 
 
For both papers, please utilize the argumentative essay checklist on p. 10 regularly and rigorously! J 
 
GRADUATE STUDENT(S) IN COURSE: Please note that course expectations do not involve greater paper 
lengths so much as additional quality (precision of thesis) and depth of engagement (e.g. with secondary texts); 
graduate students may also expect opportunities to develop skills co-leading discussions. 
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PLEASE NOTE: 
The following is part of all of my syllabi. Please read it carefully, but keep its generality in mind. 
 
My Teaching Philosophy and Expectations of Students 
 
The better we understand each other’s expectations, the more quickly we can develop a good working 
relationship. Here are a few key elements of my teaching philosophy: 
 
~I want students to engage me and each other authentically and maturely. I hope this course will spark 
your curiosity in many ways, and that happens best when students honestly and tactfully share 
reactions to controversial topics. I intentionally raise such issues because a public university classroom 
is a uniquely valuable setting in which to explore and learn from frank, respectful disagreement. I aim 
for us to develop a classroom community that everyone appreciates and that extends beyond its walls. 
In these conversations, I aim to make room for all and to dignify every perspective insofar as possible; 
at the same time, I will not pretend complete neutrality is possible or even desirable, and there are 
times when it is my job to emphasize facts and offer insights that emerge from relative expertise. 
 
~Just as critically, I expect students to be professionally responsible. You should approach this course as 
you might a challenging, rewarding job, one with tasks that are yours alone. I well understand that it is 
very hard to balance multiple classes, paid work, childrearing, and other responsibilities, but my roles 
include challenging you beyond your comfort zone and honestly assessing your academic work (not 
your value as a human being). Having a good sense of how your work stacks up, both in terms of 
strengths and weaknesses, is critical for your future decisions. Do your best to remember: a grade is 
only a snapshot of semester, and it takes a lot of these together to even begin to illustrate your abilities; 
in fact, your entire college/grad school GPA will never convey those as fully as the recommendation 
letters you enable professors to write about you. 
 
~While we will be studying fields in which I am very experienced, I approach this class as a learner, 
too. Wisdom is not just knowledge, but humility, a deepening awareness of how much one does not 
know. I spent over a decade earning my graduate degrees not to be a guru, but to be in a position to 
empower others. You show you are ready for that with your simultaneous investment. In short, what 
you get out of this course will be closely tied to what you put into it, during and beyond class meetings. 
 
Attendance & Participation 
 
My courses differ substantially from those requiring regurgitation of memorized information. Our 
goals include learning new interpretive approaches, understanding diverse people and ideas, 
expanding critical thinking and creativity, strengthening analytical and writing skills, and learning 
from each other’s unique backgrounds. Thus preparation for each session, regular on-time attendance, 
and thoughtful discussion participation are crucial. Except in extreme circumstances, each class missed 
beyond 3 (with tardiness or early departure counting as ½ class) will automatically lower the final mark by 1/3 
grade (e.g. missing 4 classes changes a B to a B-). Extensive absences will result in an “F” for the course. 
 
Classroom Courtesies 
 
Please excuse yourself when necessary; transitions are the best times. Please mute cell phones and other 
potential distractions; obviously, laptops and electronics should not be used during in-class quizzes. 
Finally, please wait to put away materials until we call it a day; I will respect your schedules as well.  
 
Communication 
 
While there are occasional errors, I do my best to build a trustworthy syllabus that won’t need major 
adjustments. Please read it thoroughly and consult it before asking questions. Also, keep in mind that 
unless you expect to be gone for multiple class meetings in a row, I don’t need to know about illnesses, 
transportation problems, work conflicts, or the other ordinary challenges. When you have a question 
not addressed on the syllabus or in class, please ask after class or in office hours. If that isn’t possible, 
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email is the next best option (far faster than voicemail). My goal is to respond within 2 business days, 
but if the answer would require more than a sentence or two, I may ask to talk in person. Finally, be 
aware that I do use email to make class announcements, so ensure I have an address you check daily. 
 
Frequently Asked Questions 
 

1. Q. Can I make up the quiz I missed? 
A. Yes—but only within the next week (whether in office hours, during the next class meeting’s break, or 
immediately afterward). Also, I only offer this opportunity once per semester, barring extreme 
circumstances (which do not include having to work, car breakdowns, deaths in friends’ families, etc.). 
 

2. Q. Can you tell me what I missed in class? 
A. Not really; the experience of most of our conversations and even my presentations will be difficult to 
replicate in other forms. However, I can say that almost every week, I hand out some form of discussion 
notes, and I post these on the website (under “Content”) soon thereafter, if not beforehand. 
 

3. Q. What should I write about? 
A. What do you care about? What has grabbed you and evoked some sort of emotional response, whether 
positive, negative, or in some combination? I regularly encourage students to engage texts and questions 
that have significant personal resonance; most people do their best work when it means more than a grade. 
If you’re having a hard time getting at what you care about, seek out conversation—not just with me and 
peers, but also with family, friends, and others who know you well. Sometimes having to introduce your 
learning to those unfamiliar with the material helps the most in figuring out what excites you. 

 
4. Q. How does your grading scale work? 

A. My system may mean your grade is higher than you think. Western Online will compute your current 
course grade using my formula, but it’s simple to do yourself, too. Divide your points total by the points 
available so far, then multiply by 4 to translate to a 4.0 scale (and the corresponding letter grade). The 
same process can be used for any individual assignment. E.g. if you earned 8 out of 10 points on a quiz, 
you would divide 8 by 10 (=.80), multiple that by 4 (=3.20), and that would be between a B and a B+. At 
the course’s conclusion, when consistent attendance, participation, paper draft effort, and other course 
contributions warrant, I sometimes bump up borderline grades (but never down). 

 
5. Q. Do you want a hard copy of my paper, and when will it be graded? 

A. Please submit papers via the course website only; if it should be inaccessible as a deadline approaches, 
emailing the paper and then posting it the next day is fine. I rarely need more than 1-2 weeks to return 
papers online, but late papers often do take longer; please alert me of your submission with an email. 

 
Further Writing Assignment Guidelines 
 
In addition to utilizing the argumentative essay revision guide at the end of this syllabus, it is worth 
familiarizing yourself with a good style guide. English majors should use MLA most often, but others 
(Chicago, APA, or another with pre-approval) are fine as long as they are consistently applied. Please 
use this page setup on all assignments, unless specified otherwise: 1” justified margins on all sides; size 
12, Times New Roman font; and double-spacing. Finally, provide a cover page including paper title, 
course title and my name, your name, and date, as well as a list of works cited or a bibliography. 
Unless instructed otherwise, all assignments should be submitted online as a docx, doc, or rtf file. 
 
The Writing Center 
 
“The U.S. Bank WIU-QC University Writing Center is available to assist you with general and specific 
questions on writing assigned in any discipline and at any academic level. The one-on-one assistance 
available is valuable for generating ideas, talking about global-level issues such as organization, and 
even working through grammatical problems. The writing center is located in QC Complex 2219. Call 
309-762-9481 for an appointment and be sure to bring a copy of your assignment.” 
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Late Work 
 
Barring extreme emergencies or prior arrangement, I will deduct one-third of a grade for each week (or portion 
thereof) that an assignment is late. If you anticipate special difficulty in meeting a deadline, please discuss 
this with me privately and well in advance so that if warranted, we can consider special arrangements. 
Readings and assignments are in many ways cumulative, so it is important that you keep up; at the 
same time, we lead busy lives and occasionally other priorities intervene. Balancing those realities, my 
policy aims to make being on-time important without making a rare delay devastating.  
 
Academic Dishonesty 
 
Plagiarism, cheating, and other forms of academic dishonesty are among the most serious violations of 
a student’s integrity and of relationships with the instructor, fellow classmates, and the university. In 
the humanities, plagiarism most often involves presenting another person’s specific words or ideas as 
one’s own, whether by copying or closely paraphrasing, and without citing the source. Please be aware 
that such an offense will at minimum result in an “F” on the assignment and in many cases leads to an “F” for 
the course. In many of my courses, I briefly review proper citation, but if you have questions about how 
to credit an idea or information source, ask. If you are unsure about definitions or consequences of 
academic dishonesty, consult WIU’s Student Academic Integrity Policy at http://www.wiu.edu/policies/acintegrity.php. 
 
Counseling Services 
 
“Confidential counseling services are available for WIU-QC students. Time management, stress 
management, balancing work and family, study skills, low self-esteem, relationship problems, 
depression, and anxiety are some examples of issues that students may address in personal counseling. 
Students may call 309/762-1988 to make an appointment with Counseling and Career Services.” 
 
Accommodations 
 
“Students with disabilities: In accordance with University values and disability law, students with 
disabilities may request academic accommodations where there are aspects of a course that result in 
barriers to inclusion or accurate assessment of achievement. To file an official request for disability-
related accommodations, please contact the Disability Resource Center at 309-298-
2512, disability@wiu.edu or in 143 Memorial Hall. Please notify the instructor as soon as possible to ensure 
that this course is accessible to you in a timely manner.” 
 
Sex Discrimination/Title IX 
 
“University values, Title IX, and other federal and state laws prohibit sex discrimination, including 
sexual assault/misconduct, dating/domestic violence, and stalking. If you, or someone you know, has 
been the victim of any of these offenses, we encourage you to report this to the Title IX Coordinator at 
309-298-1977 or anonymously online at: http://www.wiu.edu/equal_opportunity_and_access/request_form/index.php. If 
you disclose an incident to a faculty member, the faculty member must notify the Title IX Coordinator. 
The complete Title IX policy is available at: http://www.wiu.edu/vpas/policies/titleIX.php.” 
 
Food Insecurity Resources 
 
“Any student who has difficulty affording groceries or accessing sufficient food to eat every day and 
believes this may affect their performance in the course, is urged to contact The Pantry at WIU-QC for 
support: 309-762-3999 (x68041); Quad Cities Complex, Building C, Room 2412. Furthermore, please 
notify your professor if you are comfortable in doing so. This will enable your professor to help connect 
you with confidential support resources on campus. For more information about The Pantry at WIU-
QC please visit: http://www.wiu.edu/qc/student_life/pantry/.” 
 
Student Rights & Responsibilities 
 
For further information on expectations for both students and university personnel, please see 
http://www.wiu.edu/provost/students.php. 
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Dr. Hamner’s Argumentative Essay Revision Checklist 

 
The Introduction 

 
1. Hook:  Does your introduction (including the first sentence) efficiently grab readers’ attention without 

being silly, exaggerated, or disconnected? Is the shift from it to the paper’s thesis natural or abrupt? 
 

2. Thesis: Is it clear what sentence(s) convey the paper’s central claim? Ask yourself these questions, too: 
• Is your claim obvious or subtle? Boring or daring? Outlandish or plausible?  
• Is your claim vague or specific? General or precise? 
• Is something significant clearly at stake in your argument? Have you provided a sense of why it 

matters whether your reader buys or dismisses your claim? 
 

3. Map: Does the introduction preview the order in which the paper will examine the evidence?  
 

The Body 
 

4. Main Points: Can you summarize in a quick phrase the main point and/or task of each body paragraph, 
or are some paragraphs’ goals or relevance to the thesis unclear?  
 

5. Topic Sentences and Concluding Sentences: Within a given paragraph, do the topic sentence and 
concluding sentence fit, without being identical? Do they provide meaningful links between paragraphs? 
 

6. Organization: Are there any paragraphs that don't make logical sense in the organization of the essay—
e.g. too-short/disconnected “lonely” paragraphs or too-long/repetitive “bullying” paragraphs?  Should 
any be removed or integrated elsewhere? Can you reorder so the argument’s force grows more naturally? 
 

7. Textual Evidence/Quotation: Is there sufficient evidence from specific texts (at least one quotation per 
body paragraph, as a general rule) to back up the argument’s main points? Are there appropriate page 
number citations? Does the paper introduce quotations with a sense of their original context? After 
quotations, do you offer interpretations of their meaning or just expect readers to hear them as you do? 
 

8. Minimal Summary, Maximum Analysis: Except in briefly introducing unfamiliar key text(s), does the 
paper avoid plot summaries? Does your interpretive and analytical work remain the focus? 
 

9. Reasonable Specifics, Not Generalities or Overreaches: Does your unique argument reach beyond back-
cover or Wikipedia descriptions? Or does it resort to clichés anyone might say, or that could describe any 
text? (“The author uses lots of description to help readers understand.”) Does it make reasoned claims? 
Or does it rely on overstatements that cost you credence? (“In this story everything is about death.”) 
 

The Conclusion 
 

10. Closure: Does the conclusion bring the essay to a meaningful close or end abruptly? Does it avoid exact 
restatement of the introduction, but still reinforce your main points? Does it suggest how the essay’s main 
ideas might be expanded into other contexts and why it matters that your reader take them seriously? 
 

Mechanics & Style 
 

11. Grammatical & other mechanical issues: Has at least one strong writer proofread your paper?  
Among the most common problems (beyond spelling, capitalization, basic punctuation): 
• Pronoun reference: are the referents of your pronouns clear? Do they agree in number? 
• Run-on sentences and fragments: is each of your sentences a single, complete thought? 

 
12. Stylistic issues: Have you presented your work in the most professional, attractive manner possible?  

Among the most common problems, especially for less experienced writers: 
• Verbal “fluff”: is every word and phrase doing real work toward demonstrating your thesis? Have you 

eliminated as much repetition as possible? You want the “impact per word ratio” as high as possible. 
• Have you stayed in the present tense while writing about literature, film, or other artistic texts? 
• Have you provided an accurate, unique, provocative, inviting title? 
• Does your paper fit the length and formatting requirements? 


