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Senior Seminar: Pandemic Truths, Lies, & Fictions
Dr. Everett Hamner
Western Illinois University, Spring 2021
Tuesdays 4-6:30 ZOOM or IN-PERSON OUTSIDE (tba weekly)
ENG 476G: I02 (Quad Cities Complex area, location tba), westernonline.wiu.edu
Office hours M 10-11, Tu 10-11, Wed 10-12 (via EMAIL & ZOOM)
e-hamner@wiu.edu, 309-762-3999 x62247

General Catalog Description & Prerequisites
Intensive exploration of a major issue, era, author, or text, culminating in the writing of a substantial
scholarly essay. Writing Instruction in the Disciplines (WID) course. Prerequisite: ENG 280, ENG 299
with a grade of C or better, senior standing, or consent of department chairperson.
Specific Description & Goals
As this course begins, societies across the globe have been upended by pandemic for nearly a year.
Currently, more Americans die per day of COVID-19 than died from the terrorist attacks on September
11, 2001. But are such statistics really compelling? Do 400,000 US deaths or 2 million worldwide actually
register – especially for those fortunate enough not to lose people close to them?
Among the many challenges involved in building a commensurate response have been the time lag
between exposure and symptoms and the extreme variation in cases’ severity. These factors have led to
Americans unknowingly exposing others even as they have downplayed the disease’s seriousness.
COVID-19 has also proven uniquely suited to spread in American culture because of our longstanding
individualism and anti-intellectualism. At present, the US has had more than twice as many cases as
the second-most country, India, which has a population four times greater, and we have suffered more
than twice as many deaths. This is largely due to elected leaders regarding science as another rhetorical
tool to bend to political ends, not as an invaluable means of engaging an external reality.
That pattern deserves lament, but this course will also involve celebration and encouragement. One
enormous gift that literature and the humanities offer is temporal and geographic perspective: this is
neither the first nor the last time that human beings will have lived through extremely dark days. We
might turn to the Black Death and medieval Europe, for instance, or to the eighteenth-century bubonic
plague, but we will focus a little closer to home, juxtaposing our COVID-19 stories with those of three
other public health catastrophes: the 1918-19 Spanish flu; the late twentieth century (and ongoing) HIVAIDS crisis; and, most likely, the pandemics of decades to come. Our aim is not a state of collective
depression – though there may be some illusions exposed along the way – but of shared determination.
We must firmly grasp the extents to which individual health is always and unavoidably a matter of
communal health (and vice versa) and to which our narratives shape any science we can hope to apply.
Coursework befits a culminating undergraduate seminar or graduate seminar: there will be a sizable
(but carefully distributed and rewarding!) reading load, journaling, an annotation and discussion
facilitation opportunity, and a major argumentative research paper. By May, you will be more fully
equipped to read and write most anything and to help yourself and others thrive, whatever may come.
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Meeting, Reading/Viewing, & Assignment Schedule
PLEASE NOTE:
~“READING,” “VIEWING,” “WRITING,” or “W.O.” = watch, read, or complete in full BEFORE class
~”GRADS+” = required for grad students & 1 undergrad doing annotation; recommended to others
~“IN CLASS” = no preparation required
~All texts not found under “Texts for Purchase” will be available via W.O. (Western Online)
Introduction: Calibrating Our Scopes

1st WEEK, JAN 19 : WHY SCIENCE ISN’T ENOUGH
TH

IN CLASS:

~COVID short films & comics: expanding our temporal and geographic perspectives
~The basics of COVID-19 spread and how America’s public health response stacks up
~Syllabus review, discussion of goals and assignments, and (re)introductions

2nd WEEK, JAN 26 : COVID-19 AS 1847 TYPHOID
TH

READING:

~Andrea Barrett, “Ship Fever.” Ship Fever: Stories. Norton, 1996. 159-254.
~Ed Yong, “Where Year Two of the Pandemic Will Take Us.” The Atlantic (December 29,
2020). https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/12/pandemic-year-two/617528/

WRITING:

~Journal #1: what makes you most curious among this course’s questions & materials?

IN CLASS:

~The pandemic in America vs. in other nations

Part One: The 1918 Spanish Flu & Health as Membership

3rd WEEK, FEB 2 : MASK MANDATES A CENTURY AGO
ND

READING:

~Thomas Mullen, The Last Town on Earth (2006) (first half)

WRITING:

~Journal #2: do you have family/friends who’ve talked about past pandemics? Can you
share their memories? What other stories about pandemics do you know, whether in
fictional or nonfictional form? Do these tales tend to have shared tropes, plots, etc.?

GRADS+:

~Nancy Bristow, “‘Let our experience be of value to other communities’: Public Health
Experts, the People, and Progressivism.” Chapter 3 of American Pandemic: The Lost Worlds
of the 1918 Influenza Epidemic. Oxford, 2012. 82-121.
à Annotations & discussion facilitation _____________________________________________

IN CLASS:

~Rebels against mask requirements … in 1918-19 San Francisco
~Disparities in pandemic experience according to race, gender, and class
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4th WEEK, FEB 9 : WHEN WAR ECLIPSED FLU
TH

READING:

~Mullen, The Last Town on Earth (second half)
~Kari Nixon, "An Ethics Debate for the Ages: American Individualism and the Dilemma
of the Healthy Carrier." American Literature 92.4 (December 2020): 737-43.

WRITING:

~Journal #3: what feels most un/familiar/illuminating about Mullen’s historical fiction?

GRADS+:

~Elizabeth Outka, "Introducing the Pandemic." Viral Modernism: The Influenza Pandemic
and Interwar Literature. New York: Columbia, 2020. 1-37.
à Annotations & discussion facilitation _____________________________________________

IN CLASS:

~Ernest Hemingway, “In Another Country” (1926)

5th WEEK, FEB 16 : INDIVIDUAL & COMMUNAL MEMORIES OF ILLNESS
TH

READING:

~Katherine Anne Porter, Pale Horse, Pale Rider (1939; read only THIS novel, pp. 179-264,
not the other two with which it was published in the collection given the same name)
~Wendell Berry, “Health is Membership.” The Art of the Commonplace: The Agrarian
Essays of Wendell Berry. Ed. Norman Wirzba. Counterpoint, 2002. 144-58.

WRITING:

~Journal #4: quote 1-3 sentences from Porter’s/Berry’s work, then explain: how and
why do these words stand out to you?

GRADS+:

~Catherine Belling, “Overwhelming the Medium: Fiction and the Trauma of Pandemic
Influenza in 1918.” Literature and Medicine 28.1 (Spring 2009): 55-81.
à Annotations & discussion facilitation _____________________________________________

W.O.:

~Quiz #1

IN CLASS:

~The irreplaceability and the limitations of personal experience

Part Two: The 1980s HIV/AIDS Crisis & Fascism’s Neoliberal Roots

6th WEEK, FEB 23 : HOW PANDEMICS WRINKLE TIME
RD

VIEWING:

~HBO’s Angels in America (episodes 1-2) (2003; free via HBO, Hulu, & YouTube TV; free
via local libraries & iShare; rentable for ~$2/episode on various streaming services)

READING:

~Bryan Waterman, “Plague Time (Again).” American Literature 92.4 (December 2020):
759-66.

WRITING:

~Journal #5: look through the list of “additional pandemic texts” on pp. 6-8. Do any of
these interest you in particular? Do they strike you as especially fulfilling and/or
breaking patterns we have discussed so far? Are there others not on this list that do so?
How/why/to what effect?

IN CLASS:

~”When AIDS was funny” (footage of Reagan press briefings)
~The history of ACT UP via How to Survive a Plague (clip)
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7th WEEK, MAR 2 : FROM BLUSTER & CHARM TO AUTHENTICITY & PRESENCE
ND

VIEWING:

~HBO’s Angels in America (episodes 3-4)

READING:

~MK Czerwiec, from Taking Turns: Stories from HIV/AIDS Care Unit 371 (2017) (121-55)

WRITING:

~Seminar Paper, Step 1: a one-page rough proposal that does the following:
à identifies 1+ text we’re all reading & 1+ additional text that esp interest you
à connects these texts with a key question or two that you have about our current
pandemic, past or future pandemics, and/or individual and societal responses to them
à attempts an initial, nonbinding, but BOLD stab at a thesis statement re: these texts
à tries to say why it might matter if your thesis were true

GRADS+:

~Patricia Ventura article, "Dystopian Eating, Queer Liberalism, and the Roots of Donald
Trump in HBO's Angels in America." The Journal of Popular Culture 51.2 (2018): 317-35.
à Annotations & discussion facilitation _____________________________________________

IN CLASS:

~Realism, fantasy, and surrealism

8th WEEK, MAR 9 : INDIVIDUAL MEETINGS
TH

WRITING:

~Journal #6: reflect on a chat with a friend/family member about course materials so far

IN CLASS:

~15-minute 1-on-1 meetings with me during normal class time

9th WEEK, MAR 16 : QUEER VISITATIONS & ASCENTS
TH

VIEWING:

~HBO’s Angels in America (episodes 5-6)

GRADS+:

~Thomas L. Long, excerpts from AIDS and American Apocalypticism: The Cultural
Semiotics of an Epidemic. SUNY, 2005. 1-28 (chapter 1) and 146-58 (on Angels in America).
à Annotations & discussion facilitation _____________________________________________

WRITING:

~Seminar Paper, Step 2: a list of 5+ (undergrads) or 8+ (grads) articles/books/chapters
that seem like potentially valuable references in your thesis development; each should
be fully cited (MLA form preferred, but not evaluated) and include 2-3 sentences about
the connections you see to your interests (this need only involve quick skim reading or
the use of abstracts); this step should be doable in 1-2 pages (the point is finding stuff!)

ON W.O.:

~Quiz #2

IN CLASS:

~The inescapability of apocalyptic imagery
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Part Three: COVID-19, Future Pandemics, and Post-apocalyptic Fictions

10th WEEK, MAR 23 : HORROR & HUMOR …
RD

READING:

~Kendra Boileau & Rich Johnson, eds., COVID Chronicles: A Comics Anthology (2021)
(first half)
~Brian K. Vaughn, Pia Guerra, and Jose Marzan, Jr., Y: The Last Man Book One (first half)

GRADS+:

~Ostherr, Kirsten. “How Do We See COVID-19? Visual Iconographies of Racial
Contagion.” American Literature 92.4 (December 2020): 707-22.
à Annotations & discussion facilitation _____________________________________________

WRITING:

~Journal #7: draw your own 1-page COVID Chronicle comic (templates provided)

IN CLASS:

~Reading testimonials sympathetically and critically

11th WEEK, MAR 30 : … IN RARE COMBINATION
TH

READING:

~Boileau & Johnson, eds., COVID Chronicles (second half)
~Vaughn, Guerra, and Marzan, Jr., Y: The Last Man Book One (second half)
~Ed Yong, “How the Virus Defeated America.” The Atlantic (August 4, 2020).
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2020/09/coronavirus-american-failure/614191/

WRITING:

~Seminar Paper, Step 3: Short list of 3+ (undergrads) or 5+ (grads) relevant articles or
books/book chapters, including MLA format citation, a brief summary of the piece’s
main argument, and at least 2-3 key multi-sentence quotations per text (which can be
selected from during the drafting process)

IN CLASS:

~Week 11’s Ed Yong piece is 8 mo. old; Week 2’s is 3 mo. old. How have they aged?

12th WEEK, APR 6 : RETHINKING FAITH
TH

READING:

~Margaret Atwood, The Year of the Flood (2009) (first half)
~Luke Mogelson, “The Militias Against Masks.” New Yorker (August 17, 2020).
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/08/24/the-militias-against-masks

WRITING:

~Seminar Paper, Step 4: rough draft of first 1000+ words

IN CLASS:

~The wildest of book tours

13th WEEK, APR 13 : NO CLASS (WIU’s alternate spring break format this year)
TH

WRITING:

~Journal #8: this class aims for both academic rigor & personal relevance. Where have
you found and/or do you generally find those goals most distinct and/or compatible?
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14th WEEK, APR 20 : IMAGINING RATIONAL HOPE
TH

READING:

~Margaret Atwood, The Year of the Flood (2009) (second half)
~Jeff Goodell, “How Climate Change Is Ushering in a New Pandemic Era.” Rolling Stone
(December 7, 2020).
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/climate-change-risks-infectious-diseases-covid-19-ebola-dengue-1098923/

WRITING:

~Seminar Paper, Step 5: full-length rough draft

W.O.:

~Quiz #3

IN CLASS:

~Qoheleth in the twenty-first century

Seminar Paper Polishing & Presentation

15th WEEK, APR 27 : WORKSHOPPING
TH

IN CLASS:

~Course evals and current draft exchanges for peer critique

FINALS WEEK, MAY 4 : PAPER PRESENTATIONS
TH

WRITING:

~Seminar Paper: final version due on W.O. under “Assignments” by Friday, 5/7

IN CLASS:

~5-minute (undergrad) and 8-minute (grad) conference-style paper presentations

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.
•
•
•
•

Mullen, Thomas. The Last Town on Earth. Random House, 2006. $17. ISBN: 978-0812975925.
Boileau, Kendra and Rich Johnson, eds. COVID Chronicles: A Comics Anthology. Graphic Mundi,
2021 (Feb. 15). $22. ISBN: 978-0271090146.
Vaughn, Brian K., Pia Guerra, and Jose Marzan, Jr. Y: The Last Man Book One. Vertigo, 2014. $16.
ISBN: 978-1401251512. Also available in other editions (Book One = Volumes 1 & 2 = Issues 1-10
= first 20% of Omnibus) and free via Comixology Unlimited (30 days free offer).
Atwood, Margaret. The Year of the Flood. Anchor, 2009. $12. ISBN: 978-0307455475.

Additional Pandemic Texts
NOVELS
Mary Shelley, The Last Man
Jack London, The Scarlet Plague
Sinclair Lewis, Arrowsmith
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W. Somerset Maugham, The Painted Veil
Albert Camus, The Plague
Richard Matheson, I am Legend
Michael Crichton, The Andromeda Strain
John Brunner, The Sheep Look Up
P.D. James, Children of Men
Connie Willis, Doomsday Book
Geoff Ryman, The Child Garden: A Low Comedy
Gabriel García Márquez, Love in the Time of Cholera
Octavia E. Butler, The Parable of the Sower and The Parable of the Talents
Nicola Griffith, Ammonite
Geraldine Brooks, Year of Wonders
Kim Stanley Robinson, The Years of Rice and Salt
Chris Adrian, The Children’s Hospital
José Saramago, Blindness
Mario Bellatin, Beauty Salon
Emily St. John Mandel, Station Eleven
Laura Kasischke, In a Perfect World
Margaret Atwood, Oryx and Crake and MaddAddam
Philip Roth, Nemesis
Peter Heller, The Dog Stars
Norman Spinrad, Journals of the Plague Year
Colson Whitehead, Zone One
Josh Malerman, Bird Box
Ling Ma, Severance
John Scalzi, Lock In
Yuri Herrera, The Transmigration of Bodies
Peng Shepherd, The Book of M
Sarah Pinsker, A Song for a New Day
Rory Power, Wilder Girls
Emma Donogue, The Pull of the Stars
Karen Thompson Walker, The Dreamers
Charles Wheelan, The Rationing
Laurence Wright, The End of October
FILMS & TV
Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956 & 1978)
The Omega Man
The Andromeda Strain
Virus/Day of Resurrection
And the Band Played On
Outbreak
Twelve Monkeys
28 Days Later
Regenesis
Children of Men
The Walking Dead
Blindness
Contagion
Rise of the Planet of the Apes
World War Z
The Girl with All the Gifts
Bird Box
VIDEO GAMES
Resident Evil (& sequels)

7
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The Last of Us (I & II)
Plague, Inc. (including “Cure Mode”)
Vampyr
Bloodborne
Deus Ex
DayZ
Prototype
Two Point Hospital
The Division 2
Pathologic 2
Crysis 2
Dishonored
A Plague Tale: Innocence
FURTHER SCHOLARLY & JOURNALISTIC WORK (feel free to utilize for Seminar Papers!)
Adams, Rachel. “An Overstory for Our Time.” American Literature 92.4 (December 2020): 799-807.
James Bandler, Patricia Callahan, Sebastian Rotella and Kirsten Berg, “Inside the Fall of the CDC.”
ProPublica (October 15, 2020). https://www.propublica.org/article/inside-the-fall-of-the-cdc
Barrish, Phillip. “Health Policy in Dystopia.” Literature and Medicine 34.1 (Spring 2016): 106-131.
à Elysium
Bérubé, Michael. “Giving Up.” American Literature 92.4 (December 2020): 791-98.
à The Matrix, Philip K. Dick, Octavia Butler, Ursula K. Le Guin
Bezio, Kelly L. “How Quarantine Attempts to Universalize the Black Condition.” American Literature
92.4 (December 2020): 697-706.
Condis, Megan. “Playing with Other People’s Lives: A Critical Expansion for Pandemic.” Resilience: A
Journal of the Environmental Humanities 7.1 (Winter 2019): 87-106.
à Board game, fake vaccinations creating distrust
Klein, Naomi. “How Big Tech Plans to Profit from the Pandemic.” The Guardian (May 13, 2020).
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2020/may/13/naomi-klein-how-big-tech-plans-to-profit-from-coronavirus-pandemic

Outka, Elizabeth. “How Pandemics Seep into Literature.” The Paris Review (April 8, 2020).
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2020/04/08/how-pandemics-seep-into-literature/
---. “‘Wood for the Coffins Ran Out’: Modernism and the Shadowed Afterlife of the Influenza
Pandemic.” Modernism/modernity 21.4 (November 2014): 937-60.
à Katherine Anne Porter, Thomas Wolfe, Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot
Pinkerton, Nick. “The Pandemic Seclusion Changes How Each of Us is Touched by Movies.” Film
Comment (May-June 2020): 35-39.
à Resident Evil, World War Z, Contagion
Pokornowski, Steven. “Insecure Lives: Zombies, Global Health, and the Totalitarianism of
Generalization.” Literature and Medicine 31.2 (Fall 2013): 216-34.
Robinson, Kim Stanley. “The Coronavirus is Rewriting Our Imaginations.” New Yorker (May 1, 2020).
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/annals-of-inquiry/the-coronavirus-and-our-future
Robinson, Marilynne. “What Kind of Country Do We Want?” The New York Review of Books (June 11,
2020). https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/06/11/what-kind-of-country-do-we-want/
Tyler, Tom. “Misanthropy without Humanity.” Paradoxa 26 (2014): 239-45.
Priscilla Wald, Contagious: Cultures, Carriers, and the Outbreak Narrative. Duke, 2008.
---.“Viral Cultures: Microbes and Politics in the Cold War.” Zombie Theory: A Reader. Sarah Juliet Lauro,
ed. Minnesota, 2017. 33-62.
à Invasion of the Body Snatchers
Wallace-Wells, David. “We Had the Vaccine the Whole Time.” New York Intelligencer (December 7,
2020). https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/12/moderna-covid-19-vaccine-design.html
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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%
10%
10%
50%

3 quizzes (10% each)
Article annotation/discussion facilitation
Journal (5% for #1-4 & 5% for #5-8)
Seminar paper (including presentation)

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.
Article Annotation/Discussion Facilitation: All students will write one annotation of a secondary
article or book chapter for a designated week. Generally, each article/chapter will be assigned to one
grad student and one undergrad. These students will write separate 450-550-word annotations (aim for
about 300 words of summary, 100 words of personal response to key claims, and 100 words devoted to
3-5 open questions inspired by the piece). These should be emailed to me by the night before class so I
can add them to discussion notes for distribution. Grades for these annotations will be determined as
follows: 2/3 depth and accuracy with which you convey the argument’s main points and assess their
significance; 1/3 organization and mechanics.
During class the next day, these students will work as partners in TALKING THROUGH (not just
reading) their piece’s most valuable insights, aiming for 5-10 minutes. They should then facilitate a
class discussion of at least 15 minutes about how the piece is related to the week’s other materials,
previous weeks’ materials, and/or our conversations to date. Do not stress about staying “in control”
of this discussion; on the contrary, I’ll help out as needed, and you’ll know you’ve done your job if one
insight leads to another and other students get involved and lead us into unplanned terrain.
Particularly strong discussion facilitation can boost a student’s annotation grade.
Journal: I have provided four prompts each for Weeks 2-5 and four more across Weeks 6-13 (see
Schedule on pp. 2-6). Each journal entry should 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 here,
the richer will prove your growth in the class as a whole and in your seminar paper. Please feel
welcome to combine your individual gifts and interests with the prompts I’ve offered and take your
posts in unique directions. I’m interested in your answers to my questions, but I’m most interested in
you reflecting on what fascinates and concerns you within our course. Grading for these entries will
reflect depth of thought and attention to non-obvious details; so long as writing mechanics and
organization aren’t barriers to comprehension, revisions should be unnecessary. (These will be valuable
parts of our process, but they need not be polished writing products in and of themselves.)
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Seminar paper: Think of this as the inverse of the journal assignment. There you are welcome to
pursue rabbits down holes and indulge stray thoughts; here you must learn to kill your darlings. That
doesn’t mean your drafts can’t be messy – we all need to give ourselves permission write poorly at
first, because that’s how we figure out what we think! But by the time you submit this, I’ll be looking
for an organized and polished 2000+ word (undergrads) or 3000+ word (grads) major argumentative
research paper that you would be proud to have published and dropped on your lap two decades
hence. (Or not: you may well keep growing so much as a writer that it will make you chuckle then.)
In any case, this is where you strut your stuff. Across the semester, build the most insightful thesis you
can about materials and questions that have real significance to you. Obviously, this needs to grow out
of this course somehow, so I expect you to somehow engage truths, lies, and fictions about COVID-19
and/or other American pandemics. But there’s lots of room for this project to reflect your personal
interests. Here are a few hypothetical titles: “Octavia E. Butler as Pandemic Prophet,” “Post-Plague
Worldbuilding in The Last of Us and The Division Franchises,” “How the Zombie Thriller Became
Realism,” “Wilder Girls: Reading Feminist Pandemic YA with Adolescents During COVID-19.” What
will you surprise us with?
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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?

