
  08/23/21 edition 1 

College Writing I: Rethinking Racism in America 
 
Dr. Everett Hamner 
Western Illinois University, Fall 2021 
Tuesdays & Thursdays 8-9:15 via ZOOM for Cambridge and Southeastern High School students 
ENG 180: LE1, westernonline.wiu.edu 
Office hours Tu 11-12, W 11-12, Th 10-12 (àEMAIL/ZOOM, alternate slots as needed) 
e-hamner@wiu.edu, 309-762-3999 x62247 
 

 
 
General Catalog Description & Prerequisites 
 
Study and practice of writing as a social act with emphasis on rhetoric and genre. Graded A, A-, B+, B, 
B-, C+, C, U, F. 
 
Course Goals (as defined by Department of English) 
 
• Practice writing for a variety of rhetorical situations 

o Learn about how the rhetorical situation (writer, audience, purpose, and context) impacts and 
informs the decisions writers make 

o Identify rhetorical appeals and rhetorical strategies used by writers in a range of genres, 
including nontraditional and multimedia texts 

o Analyze and reflect on the rhetorical choices they, and others, make as writers of different 
genres, especially on how writers modify their writing for different audiences  

o Utilize the rhetorical situation as a part of writing processes 
o Produce written texts that respond to different rhetorical situations and that use appropriate 

rhetorical appeals and rhetorical strategies 
o Produce rhetorical texts in collaboration with others 

• Practice writing in a variety of genres 
o Learn about genres as typified practices that influence writing choices 
o Identify global elements of genre, including content, tone, style, organization, type and use of 

evidence, and medium   
o Identify sentence-level elements of genre, including grammar, mechanics, and usage 
o Analyze how writer, context, purpose, and audience help account for genre differences 
o Analyze how different rhetorical situations call for different genres 
o Analyze how different genres call for different writing processes 
o Choose writing processes and genres appropriate for given rhetorical situations 
o Practice reading, analyzing, evaluating, and properly incorporating appropriate secondary 

sources 
o Practice conducting and incorporating primary research 

 
Section Description & Goals 
 
To focus writing growth, this section of ENG180 explores urgent questions about American racism. Via 
an engaging “not a history” book and an HBO miniseries, we’ll pursue productive disagreements and 
new consensuses, in the process becoming more confident wordsmiths and more thoughtful citizens. 
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Reading & Assignment Schedule 
 
PLEASE NOTE:  
~“READING” or “VIEWING” = complete in full the night before Tuesday classes (except Th for Week 1) 
~“WRITING” or “W.O.” = complete/post the night before Thursday classes 
~“IN CLASS” = no preparation required 
 

1st WEEK, AUG 24TH & 26TH 
 
READING: ~Syllabus (yeah, all of it – though different reading speeds in different sections is fine) 
  ~Robin Diangelo, White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk about Racism  
  (2018), Introduction & Ch. 1 
 
IN CLASS: ~Jason Reynolds, “The Ingredients” (2019); food access in inner cities & rural America 
  ~Short interviews with Jason Reynolds & Ibram X. Kendi and with Robin Diangelo 
  ~Syllabus review, introductions, & discussion of goals/assignments 
 
PART ONE: REDEFINING LABELS & WRITING AUTHENTIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
 

2nd WEEK, AUG 31ST & SEPT 2ND 
 
READING: ~Jason Reynolds & Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You (2020), 
  Introduction & ch. 1-2 
 ~Diane Hacker & Nancy Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topics 1-2) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 1): “It’s Summer and We’re Running Out of Ice” 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: Active verbs (topic 2) exercises due (see syllabus, bottom p. 6) 
 
IN CLASS:  ~Paper #1: Assignment sheet & invention exercises 
 

3rd WEEK, SEPT 7TH & 9TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 3-5 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topics 3-4) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 2): “Martial Feats of Comanche Horsemanship” 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: Parallelism, prepositions & conjunctions exercises (topics 3-4) due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #1: One body paragraph + draft due before class Th 9/9 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS:  ~A short history of the Watchmen comics and their adaptations 
 ~Paper #1: Group outlining/reverse outlining & image/meme suggestions 
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4th WEEK, SEPT 14TH & 16TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 6-10 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topics 5-6) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 3): “She Was Killed by Space Junk” 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: Shifts (topic 5) exercises due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #1: Full draft due before class Th 9/16 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #1: Forest-level peer review 
 

5th WEEK, SEPT 21ST & 23RD 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #1: Final version due on W.O. under “Assignments” before class on Th 9/23 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #1: Trees-level peer review (Tu) 
  ~Quiz #1 (Th, covers material since beginning of class) 
 

PART TWO: ANALYZING BOTH OVERT & SUBTLER RHETORIC 
 

6th WEEK, SEPT 28TH & 30TH 
 
READING: ~Jonathan Metzl, Dying of Whiteness: How the Politics of Racial Resentment is Killing 
  America’s Heartland (2019), Introduction 
  ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topics 7-9) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 4): “If You Don’t Like My Story, Write Your Own” 
 
W.O. : ~Pocket Style Manual: Modifiers, coord/subord, word choice (topics 7-9) exercises due 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #2 Assignment sheet & invention exercises 
 

7th WEEK, OCT 5TH & 7TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 11-14 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topics 10-11) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 5): “Little Fear of Lightning” 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: subject-verb agreement, verbs (topics 10-11) exercises due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #2: One body paragraph + draft due before class Th 10/7 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #2: Group outlining/reverse outlining & key Watchmen rhetoric analysis 
  ~Nate Powell, "About Face" (2019) 
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8th WEEK, OCT 12TH & 14TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 15-18 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topic 12) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 6): “This Extraordinary Being” 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: Nouns and pronouns (topic 12) exercises due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #2: Full draft due before class Th 10/14 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #2: Forest-level peer review 
 

9th WEEK, OCT 19TH & 21ST 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #2: Final version due on W.O. under “Assignments” before class on Th 10/21 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #2: Trees-level peer review (Tu) 
  ~Quiz #2 (Th, covers material since beginning of class) 
  ~Two COVID Chronicles comics: “Between Two Worlds” and “The Right to Breathe” 
 

PART THREE: GENRE & YOUR TAKE ON AMERICAN RACIAL HISTORY 
 

10th WEEK, OCT 26TH & 28TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 19-21 
  ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topics 14-15) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 7): “An Almost Religious Awe” 
 
W.O.:  ~Pocket Style Manual: Sentence fragments, run-on sentences (topics 14-15) exercises due 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #3: Assignment sheet & invention exercises, how genre influences audiences 
 

11th WEEK, NOV 2ND & 4TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 22-24 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topic 17) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 8): “A God Walks Into Abar” 
 
W.O. : ~Pocket Style Manual: Commas (topic 17) exercises due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #2: One body paragraph + draft due before class Th 11/4 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS:  ~Paper #3: Aligning three Stamped chapters and imagining genre alternatives 
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12th WEEK, NOV 9TH & 11TH 
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 25-27 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topic 18) 
 
VIEWING: ~Watchmen (episode 9): “See How They Fly” 
 
W.O. : ~Pocket Style Manual: Semicolons and colons (topic 18) exercises due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #3: Full draft due before class Th 11/11 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #3: Forest-level peer review 
 

13th WEEK, NOV 16TH & 18TH 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #3: Final version due on W.O. under “Assignments” before class on Th 11/18 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #3: Trees-level peer review (Tu) 
 ~Quiz #3 (Th, covers material since beginning of class) 
 
TU 11/23 & TH 11/25: NO CLASS, WIU THANKSGIVING BREAK 
 
PART FOUR: MAXIMIZING STRENGTHS & SHORING UP WEAKNESSES 
 

14th WEEK, NOV 30TH & DEC 2ND  
 
READING: ~Reynolds & Kendi, Stamped, ch. 28 & “Afterword” 
 ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topic 33) 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: Working with sources (MLA) (do topic 33 OR 38 [week 15]) 

exercises due 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #4: Group assessment of individual members’ writing growth 
 

15th WEEK, DEC 7TH & 9TH 
 
READING: ~Hacker & Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 8th ed. (topic 38) 
 
W.O.: ~Pocket Style Manual: Working with sources (APA) (do topic 38 OR 33 [week 14]) 

exercises due 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #4: Full draft (self-assessment) due before class Th 12/9 (W.O., “Discussions”) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Paper #4: Group assessments, forest-level & tree-level peer reviews as needed 
 

FINALS WEEK 
 
WRITING: ~Paper #4: Final version due before class Th 12/16 (W.O., “Assignments”) 
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Course Texts 
 
PLEASE NOTE: 
*Prices below are rounded from recent new online prices. In many cases, used copies can be purchased 
less expensively (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. 
 

• Jason Reynolds & Ibram X. Kendi. Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You. Little, Brown, $9. ISBN: 
978-0316453691. 

• HBO’s one-season mini-series Watchmen (2019). The entire season is available via DVD/blu-ray 
($15-18, or there are 22 free copies available via the Cambridge Public Library & RSA system); it 
can also be streamed via HBO Max for $15/month. (Note: this is NOT the 2009 movie!) 

• Diana Hacker & Nancy Sommers, A Pocket Style Manual, 9th with Exercises OR ANY RECENT 
EDITION. Bedford/St. Martin’s, $30 or FAR cheaper earlier eds. ISBN: 978-1319341961. 

 
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) 
  5%  Pocket Style Manual exercises (tentative score at course midpoint; adjusted at end) 
  5%  Sandbox writing (tentative score at course midpoint; adjusted at end) 
15%  Paper #1: Racism & Me 
15%  Paper #2: Watchful Rhetoric 
15%  Paper #3: Electoral Genres 
15%  Paper #4: Final Portfolio 

 
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. My students sometimes worry about the quizzes initially, but most agree in post-class surveys that 
they result in higher-quality discussions. My advice is to finish reading and viewing well in advance, 
then go back over it and relevant in-class materials. If you do all of this and still struggle, please see me. 
 
Pocket Style Manual exercises: Ten weeks during the semester, you’ll submit exercises tied to Hacker 
and Sommers’s A Pocket Style Manual. The key here is to DO THEM AHEAD of the Thursday classes 
when we’ll usually discuss them; if class reveals you weren’t quite getting the idea, just “reply” to your 
post and fix them. It’s fine to look at others’ posts, too; the point is to understand what works and why 
(thus the low weight and easy grading). But remember: on formal papers, mechanics definitely counts, 
and I look especially at topics we’ve worked on (the most common problems I see in student writing). 
 
Still … why spend our time this way? Admittedly, it’s well worth talking about the racist and classist 
history tied to many obsessions with so-called “Proper English” (as if language and its rules can never 
evolve!). And from that angle, it might seem like caring about grammar is just surrendering to unjust 
rulers. Yet I see three reasons to keep mastering the little stuff. First, like it or not, we’re going to be 
judged on it, just as people decide who we are based on clothing rather than our inward selves. Indeed 
employers and graduate schools often pay attention to the superficial polish of cover letters because it’s 
such a quick way to cull applications. In an overly busy world, attention must be earned, and you only 
get extensive looks by not disqualifying yourself at the outset. Second, language structures our thinking: 
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understanding how it works can actually help us think more clearly, not to mention write better. 
Finally, if you do want to change language and culture, if you really do want to break the rules 
meaningfully and not just chaotically … it helps to understand the wheel you’re not going to reinvent! 
 
Sandbox writing: This informal, non-proofread writing will take varying forms: in-class free-writing, 
outside-class quick expansion on discussions, and brainstorming space toward the four major papers. 
Its purposes include (1) giving you more opportunity to practice writing for different rhetorical 
situations and in a wide range of genres; (2) developing your individual voice and stylistic fluidity 
through regular practice; (3) expanding your thinking about course topics and papers through 
invention work and reflection on discussions; (4) helping us all to get to know each other better and to 
bounce our thinking off of each other in safe, constructive spaces. These are all-that-matters-is-effort 
assignments: I will assign a tentative grade to them at the semester’s midpoint, then adjust it at the end. 
 
Course papers (many more details forthcoming later via separate assignment sheets): 
 
Paper #1: Racism & Me. This 1250-1500 word autobiographical narrative is a chance to reflect on your 
experiences with racism in America—obvious or otherwise. Whether focusing on firsthand experiences 
or less direct encounters (e.g. via movies/TV/video games/comics/etc.), use three key moments to 
chart your thinking about how racial difference is related to injustice. Your cover page will need a 
pithy, suggestive title and an eye-catching image/meme you draw/design (not just copy and paste) 
that together suggest a unique central point reflected by your three exemplary experiences. Pursued 
thoughtfully, this chance for reflection may reveal more about your past and present than you expect. 
 
Paper #2: Watchful Rhetoric. This 1250-1500 word rhetorical analysis is an opportunity to think about 
specific patterns of linguistic terminology and visual imagery chosen by characters in HBO’s Watchmen, 
then to write an argument that interprets the television series’s significance in that light. This paper’s 
assignment sheet will include many possible angles to consider, but the thesis statement will still be 
yours to uncover. 
 
Paper #3: Genre and American Racial Stories. This 1250-1500 word paper might become the weirdest 
book report you’ve ever written. You have two simultaneous tasks: (a) to creatively and meaningfully 
juxtapose three chapters from different sections of Reynolds and Kendi’s Stamped, showing what they 
reveal together about how America has or has not changed in its acceptance and/or rejection of racism; 
and (b) to demonstrate that change (or lack thereof) through whatever genre will let you illuminate it 
most effectively and enjoyably. Genre possibilities might include: a letter (e.g. to fellow students, to a 
former teacher or other mentor who has impacted you significantly, to family members, to your church 
community, or to your local board of education); a short story or a 5+ minute film (e.g. that documents 
and/or fictionalizes the key characters/events in your three chapters); or a 5+ page comic using basic 
drawing/digital design skills (to document/fictionalize your three selected chapters). 
 
Paper #4: Final Portfolio. Your 1250-1500 word final reflection will cite specific elements of the three 
earlier papers and other class materials to make a candid self-assessment of your writing’s greatest 
current strengths and its most persistent weaknesses. Relying on quoted evidence from earlier papers 
as well as journal entries, drafts, peer responses, and my written comments, you should explain how 
you’ve improved and how you can keep doing so in four different areas/skills/habits. References to 
conversations in or out of class, sandboxes, and email correspondence are also entirely welcome. After 
this 1250-1500 word self-assessment (in a single document), you will re-submit your three earlier 
papers, having corrected previous submissions’ mechanical errors. You may also fully revise (content 
and organization, not just mechanics) Paper #1, 2, or 3 for a possible 1/3-, 2/3-, or whole-grade boost. 
 
“Force enrollment” statement unique to ENG180 (should you need to drop the course): “If you were 
force-enrolled in this course, you will need the permission of the instructor and the Director of Writing 
in order to drop. If you wish to drop this course you will need to speak with me first, and I will 
forward your request to the Director for consideration (permission is not granted automatically). 
Because you need permission to drop, you should begin the drop process early.”  
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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) Open-mindedness. 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 probing, 
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 holistically. 
 

3) Genuine community. This does not mean warm fuzzies, nor does it require wholesale 
agreement. It means building greater trust, pushing beyond superficial identities toward real 
understanding, and developing authentic curiosity about others’ lives.  

 
What priorities will make these things possible? 
 

4) Regular presence. Rather than making lengthy rules about numbers of classes missed or use of 
electronic devices, I will just say that I want you to want to be present – wholeheartedly – as 
much as possible. When we encounter barriers to that, let’s overcome them. 
 

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 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 increase 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. computes 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+. Please also note that 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 regularly 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 consider that representing others’ work as your own seriously damages the trust we 
need to build. I penalize such assignments with F grades in order to convey that gravity. 

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 in person, online (real-time), and e-
tutoring (asynchronous) appointments 7 days a week. 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 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): 
• 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? 


