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Film Theory: Disability & Technology
Dr. Everett Hamner
Western Illinois University, Spring 2021
Mondays 12:30-3 ZOOM or IN-PERSON OUTSIDE (tba weekly)
ENG 389: I01, westernonline.wiu.edu
Office hours M 10-11, Tu 10-11, W 10-12 (via EMAIL & ZOOM)
e-hamner@wiu.edu, 309-762-3999 x62247

General Catalog Description & Prerequisites
Study of various critical approaches to film and an exploration of the theories informing these
approaches (with laboratory). Prerequisite: ENG/BC&J 290 or consent of instructor.
Specific Description & Goals
By focusing on disability cinema, this film theory class will apply the most abstract of ideas to a wide
array of very specific artistic and technological challenges. Thinking about cinema’s technical and
cultural significance reaches back more than a century, but our emphasis will be on some of the most
contemporary questions about representing and thereby modifying human bodies. We will ask:
How do stories on screen reflect and reimagine human beings’ unique ways of moving, looking,
listening, feeling, and eating? Where cinema engages disability – both explicitly and subtly –
who is included? How does it invite and/or reject technological solutions and enhancements?
How do our understandings of film techniques influence our emotional responses to cinema –
and vice versa? How do affect theory and film theory overlap and diverge?
In what ways can film recalibrate our experiences of our own and others’ bodies? How does this
influence shift as characters live with prostheses, paraplegia, locked-in syndrome, deafness,
blindness, Down’s syndrome, autism, obsessive compulsive disorder, depression, bipolarity,
PTSD, obesity, anorexia, bulimia, paranoia, dementia, and alcoholism?
How does cinema draw upon and comment on other art forms, including novels/short stories,
theatre, music, and dance; shift according to audience expectations; evolve technologically; and
influence our approaches to race, gender, class, and other categories of identity?
In what ways is realism or verisimilitude a significant artistic aim? How do various genres
value fidelity to “real life” differently? How are these artistic choices related to the
representation of disabled and other minority groups behind and in front of cameras?
Coursework includes nearly weekly feature film screenings (at home via disc or streaming sources),
two short papers integrating theory and close viewing, and a final persuasive essay developing your
own film theory about the potential futures of disability cinema. No matter how extensive the
knowledge of cinema you bring to this course, expect to come away with an expanded sense of its
power – and our own – to transform human lives.
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Meeting, Reading/Viewing, & Assignment Schedule
PLEASE NOTE:
~“VIEWING,” “READING,” “WRITING,” or “W.O.” = watch, read, or complete in full BEFORE class
~“IN CLASS” = no preparation required
~All essays not found in Keywords for Disability Studies will be available via W.O. (Western Online)
~Most films are available via public libraries & iShare; I am listing those included with various
streaming services (which often offer free trials) as of early Jan., while others can be rented for ~$4 each
Part One: Film theory basics & disabilities of mobility, vision, & hearing

1st WEEK, JAN 18 : NO CLASS (MLK, JR. DAY)
TH

2nd WEEK, JAN 25 : THEORY WITHOUT PRETENSION
TH

READING:

~James Monaco, “Film as an Art” (from How to Read a Film, 4 ed., 2009, pp. 22-73)
~Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin. "Disability.” Keywords for Disability
Studies. 5-11.

WRITING:

~Journal #1: Introduce yourself (some life background, academic & nonacademic
interests, potential career directions) and respond to this week’s reading (share about
what struck you especially, film examples that came to mind, experience with disability)

IN CLASS:

~Syllabus review, discussion of goals and assignments, and (re)introductions

th

3rd WEEK, FEB 1 : A PITILESS DISABILITY ACTION FILM
ST

VIEWING:

~Mad Max: Fury Road (2015; free via HBO Max or HBO trial on Amazon)

READING:

~Michael Gill, "Is the Future Disabled?" Furious Feminisms: Alternate Routes on Mad Max:
Fury Road. Ed. Alexis L. Boylan, Anna Mae Duane, Michael Gill, and Barbara Gurr.
Minnesota, 2020.
~Campbell, Fiona Kumari. "Ability." Keywords for Disability Studies. 12-14.
~Ott, Katherine. "Prosthetics." Keywords for Disability Studies. 140-43.

IN CLASS:

~Kate Winslet on winning Oscars
~The Citadel: where environment and technology shape disability
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4th WEEK, FEB 8 : CINEMA-VERITE & THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF DISABILITY
TH

VIEWING:

~Crip Camp (2020; Netflix only)

READING:

~Lawrence Carter-Long. "Where Have You Gone, Stephen Dwoskin?" Film Quarterly
(Spring 2019): 26-29.
~Davis, Lennard J. "Diversity." Keywords for Disability Studies. 61-64.

WRITING:

~Journal #2: In these first few weeks of class, what non-obvious claims made by any
of our secondary/theoretical texts have you found most compelling or provocative?

W.O.:

~Quiz #1

IN CLASS:

~Give Me Liberty (2019), Crip Camp, and cinema-vérité
~How not to do it: Guzaarish (2010), Me Before You (2016)
~Disability language guide, Labib Rahman & the Stanford Disability Initiative (2019)

5th WEEK, FEB 15 : WHO CAN SEE & BE SEEN
TH

VIEWING:

~The Diving Bell and the Butterfly (2007; free via Cinemax trial on Amazon)

READING:

~Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, “Stereotype, Realism and the Struggle Over
Representation.” From Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media. 2014.
~Erevelles, Nirmala. "Race." Keywords for Disability Studies. 145-48.

WRITING:

~Paper 1 (option 1) due before class under “Assignments”: How do specific
elements of Shohat and Stam’s call for thoughtful racial representation in cinema
translate to filmic representation of disability? And in what ways does Mad Max: Fury
Road or The Diving Bell and the Butterfly succeed and/or struggle in fulfilling that charge?

IN CLASS:

~Ray (clip, 2004); ”My Gimpy Life” (shorts, 2012); “Cuerdas” (“Strings,” short, 2014)

6th WEEK, FEB 22 : VOICES UNSEEN & SOMETIMES UNHEARD
ND

VIEWING:

~A Quiet Place (2018)

READING:

~Michael Chion, from The Voice in Cinema (1984, trans. 1999)
~Baynton, Douglas C. "Deafness." Keywords for Disability Studies. 48-51.
~Mills, Mara. "Technology." Keywords for Disability Studies. 176-79.

WRITING:

~Paper 1 (option 2) due before class under “Assignments”: How do Chion’s insights
about the relationships between sounds and images and/or about the locations of
sounds and voices clarify A Quiet Place’s sound design and/or its suggestions about
hearing/deafness?

IN CLASS:

~”Gallaudet: The Film” (short, 2010)
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Part Two: Affect theory and intellectual/emotional disabilities

7th WEEK, MAR 1 : RETHINKING REASON & EMOTION
ST

VIEWING:

~Peanut Butter Falcon (2019; free via Amazon Prime or Hulu)

READING:

~Carl Plantinga, "Notes on Spectator Emotion and Ideological Film Criticism" (1997)
~Bérubé, Michael. "Representation." Keywords for Disability Studies. 151-55.

W.O.:

~Quiz #2

IN CLASS:

~ Music (clips, 2021), or, how not to do it; plus, Yo, Tambien (Me, Too; clips, 2009)

8th WEEK, MAR 8 : INDIVIDUAL MEETINGS
TH

WRITING:

~Journal #3: How does Plantinga’s argument about spectator emotions affect your read
of Peanut Butter Falcon, esp. its treatment of a main character with Down syndrome?

IN CLASS:

~1-on-1 meetings with me during normal class time

9th WEEK, MAR 15 : SHOOTING THE SPECTRUM
TH

VIEWING:

~Temple Grandin (2010; free via HBO Max or HBO trial on Amazon)

READING:

~Lashley, Katherine. “Displaying Autism: The Thinking and Images of Temple Grandin
(2010).” Cultures of Representation: Disability in World Cinema Contexts. Ed. Benjamin
Fraser. Columbia, 2016. 126-40.
~Gabbard, D. Christopher. "Human." Keywords for Disability Studies. 98-102.

IN CLASS:

~The supercrip problem & breaking the fourth wall

10th WEEK, MAR 22 : ADAPTING TO DEPRESSION
ND

VIEWING:

~Adaptation (2002)

READING:

~Leitch, Thomas M. "Twelve Fallacies in Contemporary Adaptation Theory." Criticism
45.2 (Spring 2003): 149-71.
~David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder. "Narrative." Keywords for Disability Studies. 126-30.

WRITING:

~Paper 2 (option 1) due before class under “Assignments”: How does the film Adaptation
fulfill, reject, and/or complicate Leitch’s theoretical manifesto about film adaptation?

ON W.O.:

~Quiz #2

IN CLASS:

~The unique joys of metafiction & metacinema
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11th WEEK, MAR 29 : GENDER, GENRE, & THE BIPOLAR DANCE
TH

VIEWING:

~Silver Linings Playbook (2012)

READING:

~Linda Williams, "Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess" (1991)
~DasGupta, Sayantani. "Medicalization." Keywords for Disability Studies. 120-21.

WRITING:

~Paper 2 (option 2) due before class under “Assignments”: What insights does
Williams’s study of pornography, horror, and melodrama offer to your interpretation of
Silver Linings Playbook – and/or another film among the main twelve on our schedule?

W.O.:

~Quiz #3

IN CLASS:

~Conventional and unconventional approaches to sex, violence, and emotion

12th WEEK, APR 5 : CULTURE, ENVIRONMENT, & PTSD
TH

VIEWING:

~Leave No Trace (2018; free via Amazon Prime)

READING:

~“Thinking Her Own Thoughts” (essay & interview with director Debra Granik)
~Gilbey, Ryan. “Vanishing Point.” Sight & Sound (July 2018): 46-48.
~Berger, James. "Trauma." Keywords for Disability Studies. 180-82.

WRITING:

~Journal #4: How did you experience Leave No Trace’s take on PTSD and social isolation?

IN CLASS:

~Cinematography, gesture, and minimalist dialogue

Part Three: Zoomorphic treatments of race, gender, body size, aging, & mental illness

13th WEEK, APR 12 : RACE, OBESITY, & THE OPPOSITIONAL GAZE
TH

VIEWING:

~Precious (2009; free via Cinemax trial on Amazon)

READING:

~bell hooks, "The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators" (1982)
~LeBesco, Kathleen. "Fat." Keywords for Disability Studies. 84-85.

WRITING:

~Paper 3 (option 1): What does hooks’s four-decades-old argument suggest about the
significance of Precious? Highly recommended additional help:
à Michelle Jarman, “Cultural Consumption and Rejection of Precious Jones: Pushing
Disability into the Discussion of Sapphire's Push and Lee Daniels's Precious.” Feminist
Formations 24.2 (Summer 2012): 163-85.
à Mia Mask, “The Precarious Politics of Precious: A Close Reading of a Cinematic Text.”
Black Camera 4.1 (Winter 2012): 96-116.

IN CLASS:

~The biopolitics of fat in the contemporary U.S.
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14th WEEK, APR 19 : PARANOIA, PERFECTION, & ENDLESS MIRRORS
TH

VIEWING:

~Black Swan (2010)

READING:

~Mark Fisher and Amber Jacobs, “Debating Black Swan: Gender and Horror.” Film
Quarterly 65.1 (2011): 58-62.
~Woodward, Kathleen. “Aging.” Keywords for Disability Studies. 33-34.

WRITING:

~Paper 3 (option 2 of 2): Use any film theory from this course that seems helpful to
defend your support (even if partial or complicated) for either Fisher’s or Jacobs’s
position. Highly recommended additional help:
à Joanna Scholefield, “Under the Skin: How Filmmakers Affectively Reduce the Space
Between the Film and the Viewer.” Film Matters (Spring 2014): 44-53.
à Alice Vignoles-Russell. “Creating Interiority in Darren Aronofsky's Black Swan: An
Issue of Composition, Space, and Visual Distortion.” Film Matters (Fall 2015): 32-39.

IN CLASS:

~Aronofsky and auteur theory

15th WEEK, APR 26 : FUTURE PERMUTATIONS OF DISABILITY CINEMA
TH

VIEWING:

~Logan (2017)

READING:

~Asif, Saljooq M. et al. "From Bodies to Borders and Beyond: Mutating Boundaries in
Logan." Literature and Medicine 37.1 (Spring 2019): 141-65.
~Garland-Thomson, Rosemarie. "Eugenics." Keywords for Disability Studies. 74-79.

W.O.:

~Quiz #4

IN CLASS:

~Course evals

FINALS WEEK, MAY 3 : PICK A TRAILER, ANY TRAILER
RD

WRITING:

~Journal #5: Pick a film (released or upcoming) that you have not yet seen but are
looking forward to watching. Utilizing your newfound knowledge of film theory (and
optionally, disability studies), what can you say about the trailer (please provide a link)
and the film’s potential significance?

IN CLASS:

~Your suggestions for future courses
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Texts for Purchase
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.
REQUIRED
• Access to course films. This can be done very inexpensively by planning ahead and requesting
DVD/Blu-ray copies from local public libraries/iShare and/or by using free trial subscriptions.
• Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin, eds. Keywords for Disability Studies. NYU
Press, 2015. $28. ISBN: 978-1479839520.
RECOMMENDED
• Sikov, Ed. Film Studies: An Introduction. 2nd ed. Columbia, 2020. $30. ISBN: 978-0231195935.
(The 1st edition is also fine.) I am not requiring this book nor assigning required readings from
it, but especially for anyone who has not had a college-level film course before, it could prove a
valuable resource for background knowledge. I use this one for ENG290 Introduction to Film.
More (Relatively) Well-known Films that Engage Disability
American Sniper PTSD, PARAPLEGIA
Aristocats VARIOUS, AGING
Awakenings ENCEPHALITIS, CATATONIA
A Beautiful Mind SCHIZOPHRENIA
Bird Box BLINDNESS
Born on the Fourth of July PTSD
Children of a Lesser God DEAFNESS
Elf DWARFISM
Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind AMNESIA
Far from the Tree MUTISM, DWARFISM, AUTISM
Finding Nemo AMPUTATION
The Fisher King VARIOUS, PTSD, CATATONIA
Freaks VARIOUS
Gattaca ENHANCEMENT; STATURE; EXTRA DIGIT
As Good as It Gets OCD
The Hours DEPRESSION
To Kill a Mockingbird ASPERGER'S, AMPUTATION
The King's Speech SPEECH IMPAIRMENT
Lorenzo's Oil ADRENOLEUKODYSTROPHY (ALD)
Melancholia DEPRESSION
Mr. Holland’s Opus DEAFNESS
My Left Foot CEREBRAL PALSY
Never Let Me Go ORGAN TRAFFICKING, PARAPLEGIA
Rain Man AUTISM
The Replacements VARIOUS
Requiem for a Dream ADDICTION
Rory O'Shea Was Here CEREBRAL PALSY, VARIOUS
Run PARAPLEGIA
The Shape of Water MUTISM
Sherlock (BBC) AUTISM
The Social Network AUTISM
Source Code PARAPLEGIA, VARIOUS
Star Trek: Into Darkness AUTISM
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Taxi Driver PTSD, PARANOIA
The Theory of Everything ALS
Unbreakable/Split/Glass VARIOUS, inc DISSOCIATIVE ID
Upgrade QUADRIPLEGIA
Winter's Bone CATATONIA/DEPRESSION/VARIOUS
The Wolf of Wall Street DWARFISM
Wonderstruck DEAFNESS
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.
40%
15%
45%

4 quizzes (10% each)
5 journal entries (3% each)
3 papers (15% each)

Brief Looks at Main Assignments
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.
Journal: On weeks 2, 4, 8, 12, and 15, you will complete relatively informal journal entries according to
the prompts found on the Schedule (pp. 2-6). These should each be at least a couple hundred words,
but I’m less interested in word counts than in substance. The more fully you engage me and your
classmates via these short pieces, the richer will prove your growth in the class as a whole and in your
longer, more formal writing. Quick grades for these entries (3 points each) will reflect depth of thought
about the films and theories in question; writing mechanics and organization will be only minor
concerns. In short, worry less here about polishing and more about the ideas you begin to articulate.
Papers: This class is more about input than output; i.e., it’s very much focused on your acquisition of
new knowledge and your increased capacity to sense layers of detail and appreciate nuanced, complex
perspectives. As such, rather than focusing our attention on large projects that require multiple
revisions, here you will write three unusually short papers of 700-800 words each (not including cover
pages/names/titles or Works Cited). Please note that while in many courses I’m quite happy to accept
longer papers than required, in this case the length requirement is absolute. I’m doing this because it
is an invaluable skill to be able to use every word wisely, eliminating fluff wherever possible. Just ask
one of our alumni who’s gone on to be a professional writer, a grantwriter, a librarian, ….
On the Schedule, there are two options for each of Papers 1-3, and the deadline is a different week
depending on the task you select. Paper prompts are keyed to a given week’s materials, and my hope is
that we can all utilize the insights of these papers in generating provocative class discussions on the
relevant dates. To that end, please submit papers 1-3 by at least 11:00 a.m. on these days so that I can do
some quick review and occasional copy-and-pasting (with credit where due, of course, unless you ask
for anonymity). In each case, grades will reflect (a) your insightful attention to the film(s) in question,
(b) your demonstrated understanding of and ability to apply relevant film theory (and sometimes
disabilities studies texts), and (c) the organization and mechanical polish of your writing.
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PLEASE NOTE:
The following is part of all of my syllabi. Please read it carefully while keeping its generality in mind.
What goals do I care about most?
1) Intense thinking. I will regularly ask questions to which I do not have “the” answer. My job is
not to fill you with information nor to train you like a lab animal. Expect open-ended,
improvisational conversations that leave room for everyone to learn and grow.
2) Personal maturation. I want every student to leave my courses a little wiser – and wisdom
involves action, not just theory. I want you to want to be a better version of yourself: more
generous with others, better able to endure hardship, more determined to live with integrity.
3) Genuine community. This does not mean warm fuzzies, nor does it require wholesale
agreement. It does mean building trust, pushing beyond superficial identities toward real
understanding, and authentic curiosity about others’ lives.
What priorities will make these things possible?
4) Regular presence. Rather than rules about numbers of classes missed or use of electronic
devices, I will just say this: I want you to want to be present – wholeheartedly – as much as
possible. When we recognize barriers to that, let’s figure out how to overcome them. If you start
missing too many classes, though, I’ll want to talk about alternate routes.
5) Productive disagreement. I’m not here to clone myself, and none of us should be here to “win”
arguments. We’ll talk regularly about controversial topics, and we’ll get better at being frank
but not blunt, tactful but not wishy-washy. Our culture needs more gracious candor.
6) Process above outcomes. Grades matter, but how you get them matters more. Think back across
the best classes you’ve ever taken. What memories made them special? It’s not the label that the
registrar puts on your transcript, but the stories that you, your peers, and your faculty can tell.
What can you count on from me?
7) Availability and responsiveness. In some ways, tuition is like a gym membership. My job is to
make regular spaces ready for you to grow, both in classes and in office hours, and your job is
to take advantage of them – and not just when deadlines are approaching! J
8) Honest, encouraging feedback. A good coach both competes alongside you and holds you
accountable concerning the steps required by your goals. A grade reflects your work’s status
relative to peer benchmarks, but what matters most is your growth across our weeks together.
9) Fairness and consistency. I won’t change syllabus expectations without class discussion and
solid majority approval, and never in ways that worsen your workload. I will assign grades
with an eye to all concerned, including peers past and present, and will discuss them as desired.
A few technical notes about my grading system & policies
Ø You can always find your current grade on Western Online, and it may be higher than you
think. W.O. will compute it using my formula, but it’s simple to do yourself. 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 works for any single assignment. E.g. if you
earned 8 out of 10 points on a quiz, you would divide 8 by 10 (=.80), multiply by 4 (=3.20), and
that would be between a B and a B+. At the course’s end, when healthy attendance, paper draft
effort, and other course contributions warrant, I sometimes bump up borderline grades.
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Ø I usually allow late quizzes and assignments without grade penalties. Still, there is a strong tie
between students who keep up with deadlines and those who get the most out of the class.
Ø I handle all paper submissions via Western Online, which uses Turn It In plagiarism detection.
(Please know that representing others’ work as your own seriously damages the trust we need
to build. I penalize those rare choices with F grades in hopes of ending such a habit quickly.)
o Assignment drafts go under “Discussions” (which is under “Communication”), which
allows you and peers to benefit from feedback on each others’ work.
o Assignment final versions go under “Assignments” (which is under “Assessments”),
which allows for private access to brief final comments and grades.
WIU Policies & Resources
University Writing Center: “The University Writing Center offers online (real-time) and e-tutoring
(asynchronous) appointments Monday through Friday 7am - 10pm and Saturday and Sunday 8am 10pm. We support writers on any academic or professional writing project across disciplines at any
stage of the process. We are not an editing service, but we provide extensive feedback as well as tips
and strategies for a wide-range of writing challenges such as citation style formats, grammar, research
development, and organization. Visit wiu.edu/uwc to learn more or to make an appointment.”
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/.”
Academic Integrity Policy: For further information on what constitutes plagiarism and other violations
of academic integrity, please see http://www.wiu.edu/policies/acintegrity.php.
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 Revision Checklist (especially for argumentative essays, but largely applicable to other genres)
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 backcover 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):
• Run-on sentences and fragments: is each of your sentences a single, complete thought?
• Pronoun reference: are the referents of your pronouns clear? Do they agree in number?
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?

