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A Letter of Welcome 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
Expository Writing is the only course that all Rutgers University students are required to 
take, and about 6,000 students take Expos each year. 
 
Expository Writing at Rutgers has bold and ambitious goals. It aims to teach students to 
read non-fiction texts carefully and with sensitivity, when most of the undergraduates who 
take the class have rarely been asked to confront non-fiction prose at all. The course 
hopes to encourage critical thinking that enables students to make independent claims, 
claims derived from analytical readings of texts that address some of the most complex 
and pressing issues of our time. Our students are asked to consider topics they have 
rarely confronted, especially in an English or Writing course, such as global warming, 
cultural and national conflict, and genetic engineering. Finally, Expository Writing urges 
students to communicate their ideas to the world with confidence and clarity that can only 
be achieved through revision, from the reformulation of a phrase to the wholesale reversal 
of one’s prior position. Revision is an essential part of the writing process, but few 
incoming students have been asked to revise their work to the extent Expos requires of 
them. These are lofty and ambitious goals indeed. 
 
But what is at the heart of Expository Writing, and what makes me admire the pedagogy of 
The New Humanities Reader so much, is its deep and abiding optimism, which insists that 
Rutgers undergraduates can achieve the goals the course has established. The course 
maintains the belief that entering students can read and synthesize complicated texts from 
disparate disciplines, make independent claims based on those texts, and then articulate 
those claims in a coherent and meaningful way. Expository Writing represents a hope that 
our students will successfully grapple with and solve the problems that loom so large in the 
reader.  
 
It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to Rutgers and to the 101 Orientation, and I 
hope that you will find the mission of Expository Writing as inspiring as I do. I invite all of 
you to share the course’s mission with your students in the most explicit terms; tell your 
students what faith their university has in them, and that the challenges this course will 
present are an articulation of that faith. With your help, your students will rise to the 
occasion. 
 
Best wishes for a productive semester. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Regina Masiello 
Assistant Director, 101 Coordinator   
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I. Course Description and Pedagogy 
 
The New Humanities Reader encourages students to see themselves as participants in an 
ongoing written “conversation” about some of the most important issues of our time: 
globalization, urban development (and redevelopment), biotechnology, environmental 
decline, the encounter between different regions and cultures, the changing nature of 
identity, and the search for enduring values beyond the prospect of seemingly random 
change.  This conversational model of writing assumes the notion of a community that 
includes the authors of the assigned texts, the teacher, and all other students in the class.  
In other words, as the students read, they can imagine being in conversation with the 
author in terms of what the author is saying; when the students participate in class 
discussion, they are in conversation with their peers and the teacher about the reading; 
when the students write an assignment concerning two or more texts, they can assume 
that the authors are in conversation with them and each other as they lead them in 
discussion; when the students write, they show their work to a group of their peers to 
converse with them about the merit and meaningfulness of their work; when teachers 
grade the final draft, they are in conversation with the students through their written 
marginal and end comments. In all ways, therefore, the Writing Program’s pedagogy is a 
collaborative one.  It assumes that in the absence of definitive “answers,” the writer’s most 
important task is the understanding of complex issues and the communication of this 
understanding to others.  
 
The New Humanities Reader presupposes that the context for writing is always prior 
reading and critical thinking, and in this spirit it is an anthology rather than a textbook or 
rhetorical text. The point of this anthology is to elicit writing that closely approximates the 
work students are likely to do in many of their college classes and, later, in their 
professional lives. To encourage complex thought, teachers should construct “sequences” 
of readings and assignments that will lead incrementally toward essays that synthesize 
multiple sources while making an independent argument. 
 
Reading, interpretation, connective synthesis, and the use of textual evidence should 
receive highest priority during the first half of the course. We want our students to develop 
independent claims and to engage the essays in the reader conceptually. Strong academic 
writing incorporates cycles of reading, pre-writing, drafting, peer review, rereading, and 
revision. Revision, as part of this cycle, is not only about the formal presentation of the 
paper, but also about developing one’s ability to rethink a position or to re-examine one’s 
previously held conclusions. Revision, therefore, is as much about conceptual and 
intellectual flexibility as it is about rewriting individual sentences.  
 
We ask our students to think complexly, and to communicate this complexity with clarity 
must be a priority. Grammar and formal presentation must be addressed. To this end, 
students are asked to read and re-read, to think and re-think, to draft and re-draft, so that 
final drafts represent the polished delivery of a synthetically generated claim. Students 
should be taught grammar, clarity, and structural coherence in the context of revision, and 
student writing generated within the context of the course (as opposed to workbook-style 
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exercises or lectures on correctness and style) should be the center of all revision related 
conversation.  The conversational, collaborative and community based model of the 
course must be encouraged so that students can acquire and then mobilize a shared 
discourse about their writing and the writing of their peers. Together, students learn to 
develop claims successfully by drafting and revising.  
 
The idea that knowledge comes into existence through conversations among informed 
reader/writers, which can be thought of as a social process involving a “co-construction of 
meaning,” contradicts several of the assumptions underlying the curriculum in many high 
schools. Typically students have learned how to summarize or repeat information, or to 
offer “personal responses” to literary works or to themes assigned by the teacher.  Few 
first-year students have read prose texts as lengthy and complex as Steven Johnson’s 
“The Myth of the Ant Queen” or Janine R. Wedel’s “Confidence Men and Their Flex Lives.”  
In the presence of extended arguments that challenge and, at times, even threaten to 
defeat their best efforts at understanding, students need to be reminded that many good 
readings begin as misreadings, and that re-reading, writing, and revising initial 
interpretations are fundamental to the discovery of knowledge in every field.   
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II.   Course Structure and Pacing  

Expository Writing: 15 Week Class Plan 
Fall 2012 
 
Please use this 15-Week Class Plan to determine the pacing of your class. The schedule 
provides a sense of where you should be in your course, as well as information on 
administrative procedures you need to keep in mind for each week. This offers a workable 
schedule for the entire semester—a rough draft or a final draft due each week.  To 
maintain this pace, it is important that you return work to students promptly; please do not 
collect a new set of final drafts before you have returned the previous set.  Once you 
establish this rhythm, you can carry it through to the end of the semester, especially since 
students need to write regularly and in a sustained way to improve their writing. Please 
remember that the final exam in Expos should take place on the last day of class 
(and should be written in blue books). If you find you have some extra time in your 
schedule over the course of the term, please use that time for revision exercises or 
student conferences. 
 
Week 1  
• Distribute syllabus 
• Discuss course pedagogy  
• Photocopy, distribute, and discuss 

grading criteria 
• Assign Reading 1 
• Explain and practice close reading by 

working in class with a passage from 
Reading 1 

• 10 Minute In-Class Writing (collect first 
day) 

• Discuss Reading 1 
• Assign Paper 1  

 

September 4-7 
• Classes begin Tuesday, September 4 
• Add / Drop Period 
• Encourage students to visit course Sakai 

site 
 

Week 2 
• Rough Draft Paper 1 due 
• Define goals for Peer Review 
• Peer Review drafts 

 

September 10-14 
• Encourage students to visit class Sakai 

site 
 
 

Week 3 
• Return Rough Draft of Paper 1 with 

teacher comments 
• Workshop sample student work: identify 

strengths and weaknesses  
• Final Draft Paper 1 due 
• Assign Reading 2 

September 17-21 
• Writing Centers open for appointments—

refer students who need tutoring (be 
sure to indicate in your comments what 
your students might need to work on 
with tutors) 
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• Practice close reading by working in 
class with a passage from Reading 2 

 
Week 4 
• Discuss Reading 2 
• Assign Paper 2 
• Rough Draft Paper 2 due  
• Peer Review drafts 

 

September 24-28 
• Referrals to Writing Centers 

 

Week 5 
• Final Draft Paper 2 due  
• Assign Reading 3 
• Practice close reading by working in 

class with a passage from Reading 3 

October 1-5 
 
Be sure to sign up for folder review. 
Appointment sheets will be in each 
Writing Program office on each campus. 
 

Week 6 
• Discuss Reading 3 
• Midterm Exam (one full class period) 
• Assign Paper 3 
•   

October 8-12 
Midterm Folder Review: Oct. 10 – 19 
Bring graded papers 1 and 2 from all 
students; copies of your assignments; and 
your grade book and attendance records. 
 

Week 7 
• Rough Draft Paper 3 due 
• Define goals for Peer Review 
• Peer Review drafts 
• Return and Discuss Midterms 
• Final Draft Paper 3 due 
• Assign Reading 4 
• Practice close reading by working in 

class with a passage from Reading 4 
 

October 15-19 
*This is a great time to ask students to fill 
out a midterm self-evaluation. This practice 
is optional, though it often turns out to be 
informative for both students and 
instructors. * 
 

Week 8 
• Discuss Reading 4 
• Assign Paper 4 
• Rough Draft Paper 4 due 
• Define goals for Peer Review 
• Peer Review drafts 
• Workshop student writing 
 

October 22-26 
 
*This is a great time to schedule 
conferences with students. This is optional, 
but students often benefit from talking with 
instructors at this point in  
the term.* 
 

Week 9 
• Return Rough Draft of Paper 4 with 

teacher comments 
• Assign Second Rough Draft of Paper 4 

 

October 29 – November 2 
 



 11 

Week 10 
• Final Draft Paper 4 due 
• Assign Reading 5 
• Practice close reading by working in 

class with a passage from Reading 5 
 

November 5 – 9 
 
 

Week 11 
• Discuss Reading 5 
• Assign Paper 5 

 

November 12 - 16 
 

Week 12 
• Rough Draft Paper 5 due  
• Define goals for fifth Peer Review 
• Peer Review drafts 
• Assign Second Rough Draft of Paper 5 
• Peer Review second drafts 

 

November 19 - 21 
• Change of Designation of Days: 

Tuesday, Nov. 20 = Thursday Classes 
Wednesday, Nov. 21 = Friday Classes 

 
• Thanksgiving Break from November 22-

25 
• Writing Centers suspend tutoring for 

Thanksgiving 
 

Week 13 
• Final Draft Paper 5 due  
• Assign Reading 6 
 

November 26 -30 
 

Week 14 
• Exam Prep: Discuss Reading 6 

December 3 - 7 
• Student Evaluations 
 

Week 15 
• Final exam preparation session 
• Final Exams 
 
 

December 10 -12 
• Classes end Wednesday, Dec. 12 

  
Final Folder Review: Dec. 11 - 19 
Bring folders for all students with all 5 
graded papers, copies of your assignments, 
roster with grades in pencil, grade book, 
attendance records, final exams graded 
pass/fail in pencil, and completed grade 
information sheets 

 
After Final Folder Review  

• Hold a final office hour to return folders and discuss students’ grades. Submit final exams 
to the director with whom you have folder review.  

• Do not post or e-mail grades! 
• Return folders to the Writing Program office on the campus where you teach; watch for a 

memo with details regarding end-of-semester procedures. 
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III. Sample Syllabus 
 

Expository Writing 
Fall 2012 

 
Instructor:  
Instructor’s Email:  
Class Meetings: Days, Times, Location 
Office Hours:  Days, Times, Location              
 
The certified learning goals for 355:101 are: 

1. To communicate complex ideas effectively, in standard written English, to a general 
audience. 

2. To evaluate and critically assess sources and use the conventions of attribution and citation 
correctly. 

3. To analyze and synthesize information and ideas from multiple sources to generate new 
insights. 

 
Course Description 
In this course you will read and write about a variety of texts concerning a range of fascinating, 
relevant, contemporary issues. Course goals include helping you to read deeply, think critically, and 
write interpretively and effectively, creating your own independent argument that synthesizes 
multiple sources. 
 
Required Texts  

• Miller and Spellmeyer, The New Humanities Reader, 4th Edition 
• Kirszner and Mandell, The Pocket Wadsworth Handbook, 4th Edition 
• Selected student papers to demonstrate and correct errors, or as models of strong writing 

 
Course Requirements 

• Read six selections from The New Humanities Reader 
• Write 5 out-of-class essays, minimum of 5 typed pages each 
• Write a typed rough and final draft for each assignment (and demonstrate significant 

revision between drafts) 
• Give three brief oral presentations in class, including one on grammar 
• Complete an in-class midterm exam (essay format, graded pass or fail) and an in-class final 

exam (essay format, graded pass or fail). Students must pass the final exam to pass the 
course.        

• Keep all rough and final drafts in a folder, for mid-semester and end of semester folder 
review. 

• Regularly check your Sakai Course Site at sakai.rutgers.edu. (To access Sakai, you will need 
your Rutgers Net ID and password. You will receive announcements from Sakai at your 
Rutgers e-mail address, so remember to check that account frequently.) 
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Grading 

• The final course grade will be determined by your highest level of sustained achievement 
until the end of the term. 

• You must complete the midterm exam to pass the course. 
• You must pass the final exam to pass the course. 
• One half of a letter grade will be deducted from a rough draft for every class session for 

which it is late, one full letter grade will be deducted from a final draft for every class 
session for which it is late. 

• The lowest passing grade for a paper and for the course is C. 
• All grades are subject to departmental review.  

 
Policies 

• Papers that exhibit significant errors of punctuation, grammar, spelling, or syntax (generally, 
three or more errors per page) risk failing. 

• Attendance at all classes is expected. After four absences you risk failing the course.   
• Punctuality is important. Lateness of twenty minutes or more counts as half an absence. 
• You must submit rough and final drafts of all five papers to pass the class (there should be 

substantial revision between rough and final drafts). You must also complete the midterm 
exam, and pass the final exam to pass the class. 

• If you are two final drafts behind, for any reason, you automatically fail the course. 
• You are asked to review and abide by the University’s Policy on Academic Integrity. This 

can be found online at: http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu. 
• You cannot drop Expos 101 without a Dean’s permission. 
• Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey abides by the Americans with 

Disabilities Act of 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments 
(ADAA) of 2008, and Sections 504 and 508 that mandate that reasonable 
accommodations be provided for qualified students with disabilities. If you have a 
disability and may require some type of instructional and/or examination 
accommodation, please register with the Office of Disability Services for 
Students, which is dedicated to providing services and administering exams with 
accommodations for students with disabilities. The Office of Disability Services 
for Students can be contacted by calling 848.445.6800 and is located on the 
Livingston campus at the following address: 54 Joyce Kilmer Avenue, Suite 
A145, Piscataway, NJ 08854. 
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Writing Program Policies 
 
The Writing Program’s policies on grading, attendance, and academic integrity are 
represented on the sample syllabus above; please respect these standards and alert 
students to these policies. Review the following items before the first day of class, be sure 
students understand these policies before the end of your first class meeting, and review 
these policies throughout the semester: 
 
 

• After four absences, students risk failing the course. Students who miss six classes 
automatically fail the course, and should retake it at a time when they are better 
able to commit to it.  
 

• A student who is twenty or more minutes late to class earns half an absence. 
 

• If a student transfers into your section from another section at the start of the 
semester, the student has one excused absence only. If, for example, a student 
misses the first three classes of the semester, the student has two absences.  

 
• If a student is experiencing dire circumstances, he or she should be advised 

to contact the appropriate Dean. For a list of Deans, see the following site: 
http://sasundergrad.rutgers.edu/staff-directory. The Dean will speak with the 
student, and will also need documentation from the student verifying the 
circumstances. The Dean will then decide upon appropriate action, if any, and will 
contact you with the decision. Students who appear to be struggling in the course 
are always welcome to talk with a Writing Program director. 

 
• Students may switch class sections through add/drop, but they are not allowed to 

drop Expository Writing without a Dean’s permission. It is useful to remind students 
that they cannot “drop” Expository Writing. Students who are unaware of this policy 
will sometimes stop attending class while they seek permission to drop, only to 
discover they cannot drop the course and must return. Alert students at the 
beginning of the term that they should not stop attending class while seeking a 
Dean’s support. 

 
• Students must submit all five papers, must complete the midterm exam, and must 

pass the final in order to pass the course.  
 

• Teachers may set their own policies about late papers. Given the pace of the 
course, late and missing papers may become difficult to accommodate. The 
following penalties are recommended: a half-letter grade (C+ to C) if the rough draft 
is late and a full letter grade if the final draft is late.  

 
• All drafts must be typed and instructors should not accept handwritten work.  
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• Teachers must provide students with some means of contact outside of class (an e-
mail address is typical).  

 
• Instructors cannot give special permission to add a student to their sections.  

Students must follow the add/drop process to add an open section.  The Writing 
Program generally does not over-enroll sections. 

 
• All plagiarism issues should be referred to the Writing Program office on your 

campus.   
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IV. Reading 
 

Close Reading 
 
Critical thinking and analytical writing are predicated on the practice of careful reading.  
Making students conscious of how they read and why they read is at the center of 
Expository Writing. When students confront conceptually dense passages of text, 
unfamiliar vocabulary, or syntactically challenging sentence structures, their first instinct 
may be to avoid the discomfort or anxiety these passages provoke. But for the purposes of 
Expos, and for the purposes of careful reading in all of college and in the world, students 
must become comfortable grappling with challenging texts.  The Writing Program calls this 
confrontation close reading, and this kind of work with text requires engaged textual 
analysis that can help build independent and original claims. 
 
Teachers should begin modeling the practice of close reading on the first day of class, and 
should emphasize that the work of close reading is essential to good analysis, and an 
essential part of working with quotations in their papers. Activities should be designed 
around the practice, and each time a new essay is assigned (usually the day a final draft is 
due), teachers should isolate a passage for close reading in class.  Return to this practice 
in order to reinforce the notion that close reading is an integral part of generating ideas and 
of using textual evidence. 
 
 
Close Reading Strategies 
 

• Choose dense passages: When modeling close reading in class, it is helpful to 
choose conceptually (and sometimes grammatically) dense passages for analysis. 
The beauty of dense passages is that every word is meaningful, so when you ask 
students “what word or phrase seems important here, and why?” they can rarely be 
wrong, and the word or phrase they choose can always be used to begin generating 
discussion.  
 

• Don’t give background, just jump right in: Teachers sometimes feel that they 
need to introduce a text, give some background to help students understand it, or 
explain some basic parts of its argument that students might have missed.  Don’t do 
this!  The goal of our pedagogy is to make students independent and active 
learners.  The beauty of close reading is that it forces students to do the work of 
confronting what they do not understand so they can develop strategies to make 
sense of all of the complex and unfamiliar texts they will encounter at college.  
Among the strategies they should learn are looking for repeated words or phrases, 
thematically related words, key terms that help to name concepts in the text or that 
seem to speak to the core meaning of the passage, apparent contradictions, and 
unusual grammatical or syntactical choices.  
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• Practice active reading: Teachers often forget that we need to instruct students to 
do some of the basic things that well-practiced readers of complex texts always do, 
such as reading with a pen or pencil in hand and making comments in the margins 
or on post-it notes. Some teachers require that students make a certain number of 
marginal comments per page, and go around the room to check for visible work that 
demonstrates textual engagement. Encourage students to use their marginal 
comments not only to mark what seems important, but also to ask questions of the 
text or make connections with other things they have read. 
 

• Read, re-read, and then read it again: When modeling close reading in the 
classroom, read the passage in question out loud. Then ask the students to read it 
quietly to themselves. Multiple readings create more sophisticated understandings 
of texts. Tell students to read, read carefully, and then do it again. 

 
• Isolate key terms and phrases: When working in class with a passage from an 

essay, ask students which words seem important, and why they seem so. Help 
students become conscious of textual signs that indicate when a term is critical 
(such as repetition, modulation, etc.). Many students are inclined to think the “big” 
words are the ones that matter. Help them attend to the small words as well; 
pronouns, prepositions and articles often imply collectivity, isolation, selectivity and 
connectivity.  

 
• Use close reading to teach grammar and syntax: We often assume that students 

come to college with a basic vocabulary for discussing grammar.  We think: 
“shouldn’t they at least already know the terms ‘subject,’ ‘verb’ and ‘object’?  
Weren’t they taught to identify ‘articles,’ ‘prepositions,’ and ‘pronouns’?” Likely they 
were taught these terms at some point in their K-12 education, but few have been 
required to use those terms. As a result, that grammatical vocabulary has been 
largely forgotten.  Emphasize that grammatical terms are part of the basic 
vocabulary any college student should have, and if they have forgotten these terms 
they should take time to learn them.  Discussing an interesting sentence in class is 
a great opportunity to teach students some of this basic vocabulary. 
 

• Make connections: Students should attend to how parts of an essay speak to one 
another, contradict one another, or complicate one another. Making connections 
within a text is critical to understanding the text as a whole. As students begin to 
work with multiple texts they should begin to do the work of making connections 
between them at the level of specific language. 
 

 
 

 



 19 

V. Writing 
 
Students will come to your class with a great deal of practice in writing to demonstrate prior 
knowledge (a skill that will continue to have value for them in many other courses).  They 
may have had less practice writing to discover a position of their own in relation to other 
writers, and even less practice communicating that position to others in a cogent way.  
 
Early in the term, teachers should be less concerned with seeing a fully developed 
argument and more concerned with deepening the students’ understandings of the texts 
and encouraging the making of sustained and pertinent connections. Emphasize 
conceptual engagement in early papers, as opposed to focusing primarily on rhetorical 
form; emphasize the importance of ideas to deepen their sensitivity as readers and 
thinkers.  
 
At the same time, students must recognize that thinking, speaking, and writing are 
fundamentally social acts.  Understanding by itself is never adequate; the point, finally, is 
to be understood.  As the semester progresses, open reflection and risky engagement with 
texts are framed as first steps in a process that ends with the convincing presentation of a 
new way of seeing.  Without risk, the writer learns nothing; without coherence, the same 
fate awaits the reader.  Organizational effectiveness and general clarity should be 
emphasized during the later weeks of the semester. 
 
Teachers should construct sequences of readings and assignment questions. Sequencing 
asks to students to revisit essays and asks that they think connectively as new ideas are 
introduced to the class discussion. Sequencing requires students to read closely and to 
think synthetically. During the 15-week semester, students will complete two reading 
sequences.  
 
 

The Five Paper Model for Expository Writing 
 
• Students are required to read a total of six essays from The New Humanities Reader.  
 
• Students will write 5 graded papers. Each paper must be a minimum of five pages.  
 
• The structure of each assignment throughout the semester is as follows: 
 

 
o Paper 1 – Reading 1 

 
o Paper 2 – Readings 1 & 2 

 
o Midterm Exam – Readings 1, 2 & 3 
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o Paper 3 – Readings 1, 2 & 3 
 

o Paper 4 – Reading 4 & one of the first three readings   
(The instructor may choose one particular reading from the first 
sequence, or the instructor may allow students to use any one of the 
first three readings.) 

 
o Paper 5 – Readings 4, 5 & one of the first three readings 

(The instructor may choose one particular reading from the first 
sequence, or the instructor may allow students to use any one of the 
first three readings.) 

 
o Final Exam – Reading 6 & Instructor’s Choice of Readings 1-5 

 
• Teachers must comment on the rough draft of Paper 1, and on the rough draft of 

Paper 4. No grade is given on rough drafts. 
 
• Teachers must grade and comment on all five final drafts. 
 
• Students conduct Peer Review for every paper they write. 
 
 

Building An Assignment Sequence 
 
When choosing essays for a sequence, consider larger contexts or themes which might 
draw readings together about such issues as urbanization, aesthetics, human psychology, 
the effects of technology or modernization, globalization, perception and so on. Once you 
have a context or theme that draws your essays together, create each assignment with a 
view towards developing that context/theme and adding layers of complexity to it.  The 
sequence should help students identify topics as points of connection, in which students 
might not only connect authors in terms of saying “and” or “furthermore,” but also “but” or 
“however” as they acknowledge the complexity of issues. 
 
 

The Assignment Sheet 
 
Class discussion should revolve around textual complexity, forming connections between 
texts, and the discussion of ideas. This idea driven conversation can be sabotaged by 
questions about formatting, assignment requirements, or guidelines. To keep the 
conversation in your class on ideas, use your assignment sheet to give clear instructions 
so that practical matters do not become the center of discussion.  
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• Name the Reading or Readings 
You should name the readings you expect students to discuss at the outset of each 
assignment.  This becomes especially important as the semester progresses and 
you expect students to return to readings they had discussed previously.  Some 
students will not immediately understand that this means they should discuss all of 
these readings in conversation with each other.  Be explicit about which readings 
need to be discussed.  It is advisable to set the list of readings for the assignment 
apart by giving it a label (“Readings”) and listing the author and title of each piece.   

 
• Give Due Dates 

Either at the top or at the bottom of the page, you should have clear due dates for 
both the Rough Draft and the Final Draft.  And be sure to remind students to bring 
extra copies of their Rough Drafts for Peer Review day. 

 
• Provide Specific Formatting Instructions 

Please specify the basic formatting you expect students to follow in preparing their 
papers.  Be sure to repeat the minimum page requirement of at least four pages for 
the Rough Draft and at least five full pages for the Final Draft on all assignments.  
Be explicit about your expectations: the paper should have one-inch margins; 
should be typed; should be double-spaced and in a 12 point font; the paper should 
have the student’s name and the due date in the upper left or right hand corner; 
assignments should be stapled in the upper left hand corner; pages should be 
numbered; and each paper should have an original title.  

 
• Use the Visual Elements of the Page for Emphasis 

With computers, we can all be good page designers, able to use white space, lists, 
boldface, and other visual cues to help students understand our assignments.  A 
good assignment will use boldface to highlight the specific question that is being 
asked, and will use the blank space of the page to organize the various components 
of the question. 

 
• Ask a Question   

Some assignments, including those by some very experienced teachers, never 
really ask a question of students.  Without a question to answer, students have no 
clear prompt for writing.  Not only should your assignment ask a question, but it 
should also highlight that question (perhaps with boldface or by putting the question 
into its own paragraph, or both).  This enables students to focus on what you are 
asking. Your question should not be posed as an either/or scenario, as some 
students might assume they are limited to one of two predetermined answers. For 
example, the question “Can uncertainty preserve happiness?,” invites to students to 
answer either “yes, it can” or “no, it can’t.” This question might be more fruitfully 
posed in the following manner: “What is the role of uncertainty in the preservation, 
creation or destruction of happiness?” This formulation asks students to consider a 
multiplicity of possible answers. 
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• Highlight the Main Question   
Highlight the main question in some way, perhaps by putting it in bold, making it an 
independent paragraph, explicitly labeling it “Question,” or all of the above. This will 
then provide a prompt for an effective and succinct instigation for writing.  

 
• Utilize the Language of the Essays to Introduce the Question 

Before one can pose a meaningful question, the assignment must provide the 
student with a brief introduction to the issue at hand. A class that has focused on 
issues of happiness and uncertainty (in their readings and in class discussions), for 
example, would benefit from a paper assignment that places the assignment 
question in the context of these previous considerations. While providing this 
context, instructors should use the critical language of the assigned texts, thereby 
modeling the very work we want our students to do. If we ask that our students 
engage with the language and the ideas of the texts, we ought first to do it 
ourselves in the assignment question. 

 
• Ask Follow-up Questions or Give Advice 

After you have written your question, imagine how your students might begin to 
formulate an answer. What advice can you give them?  What additional questions 
(clearly segregated from the main question) might help them understand what you 
are asking and how it applies to the texts under consideration?  Think also of the 
kinds of thought questions that might invite students to consider your assignment 
question from a less obvious position. Introduce the possibility of an alternate 
approach to the question. Please mark these thought questions explicitly, telling 
students that they need not answer all of them in order to address the assignment.  

 
• State the Learning Objectives (or, “What I’m Looking For”) 

With each paper you likely will be looking for different skills, or “learning objectives.”  
With the early assignments, you might want to emphasize the importance of 
connective and interpretative work, guiding students away from papers which are 
primarily composed of summary or which treat the texts in isolation. In later 
assignments, once your students can adequately distinguish between summary and 
analysis, and can grapple with complicated passages from the readings, you might 
specify the learning objective is having a strong thesis.   

 

The Assignment Question 
The most important part of any writing assignment is the main question it asks. You might 
want to ask a number of questions in your assignment, but having one main question (or 
no more than three related questions) can focus student responses.  Once you have 
decided upon a main question, you might use secondary or rejected questions to organize 
class discussion or group activities. 
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Begin with “How” or “Why”   
Questions can take a wide variety of forms, but the most successful tend to begin with 
“How” or “Why” rather than “Who,” “What,” “Where,” or “When.”   Other ways of asking 
these types of questions include “In what ways” (equivalent to “how”), “what is the 
relationship between” (or “how are they related”), “For what reasons would” (which is 
basically another form of “why”). 
 
Point to the Text 
Be sure that the question directs students back to the text and that the texts can be used 
to address the question.  
 
Open It Up   
Make sure your question is open-ended enough to allow for a variety of responses. It 
should not be possible to answer only “yes” or “no.” The best questions are often those 
that even you are not sure how to answer. Such questions set students with a task and 
motivate them to develop an original project to fulfill it. 
 
Push Beyond the Explicit 
The best questions don’t ask for an explication of the text (which will tend to produce 
summary) but instead direct students to consider the implications, complications, or 
applications of its ideas. 

Types of Questions 
The following are some categories of successful questions that follow the pedagogy of the 
New Humanities.  These questions are modeled on the kinds of questions professors 
across the university in all disciplines pose on paper assignments, and they encourage 
responses that are based on connective thinking and analysis. 
 
Close Reading 
Students are asked to examine implicit assumptions or arguments within the text (usually 
about some “big question”) by looking closely at a specific motif or recurrent theme.  Often, 
a close reading will direct students to decode symbolism, unpack the implicit meaning of 
specific terms, or untangle the relationship between form and content.  

• Ahmed describes her project as “a personal odyssey through the politics, emotions, 
and history of our becoming Arab.”  Why does she include “emotions” as part of her 
project? 

• How does the way that O’Brien has written his essay relate to his own claims about 
storytelling? 

• How do symbolic representations or cultural symbols, such as a yarmulke (Boyarin) 
or a veil (Nafisi), operate in the formation of community? 

• How is Krakauer able to interpret McCandless’ motives for heading off into the wild?  
What evidence does he use and how does he use it? 
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Synthesis 
Students are asked to combine ideas from one reading with those of another to produce a 
more complex idea or a more complex representation of the world. 

• How might the shrinking wilderness that Fraser describes contribute to the isolation 
or detachment Pallasmaa critiques? 

• How might “human rootedness” (Pallasmaa) contribute to “living fully”(Sacks), and 
to what ends?  

 
Frame and Case 
Students are asked to use a theoretical idea from one reading to “frame” (or create a 
paradigm for interpreting) the “case” (or example) offered by a second reading. This type 
of assignment works well when you have one strongly theoretical reading and one or two 
rather descriptive or narrative readings. The ideal frame and case question will encourage 
students not only to use the frame to read the case but also to use the case text to 
complicate the frame.  A frame and case assignment can also be used with three readings.  
You might use a synthesis of two texts to create a frame for interpreting a third, or consider 
two texts as dueling paradigms with the case text used to demonstrate the validity of the 
preferred framing text. Frame and case questions are often formulated in the following 
manner: “What is the role of idea X in example Y?” or “How would writer X interpret writer 
Y?” 

• How might Ahmed be caught in a version of the “argument culture” described by 
Tannen?  What roles do conflict and dialogue play in the identity formation of an 
individual?  A nation? 

• How might the concepts of debate and dialogue that Tannen describes help us 
understand the education of young men at The Citadel? 

• How might Gladwell’s theory regarding the power of context predict the ways in 
which the Citadel academy responded to Shannon Faulkner as described by 
Faludi? 

• How might the forces that give rise to “Generation Me” (Twenge) be explained using 
“the power of context” (Gladwell)? 

 
Terministic Frame 
Students are asked to use a term offered by the instructor’s assignment, to invent a term of 
their own, or to apply terms from one of the readings in order to frame their interpretation 
of a second reading. This works like “frame and case,” but here students focus on using 
terms as the frame. 

• What is the difference between a “cultural landscape” and a “portable landscape”? 
At the end of Boyarin’s essay, what kind of landscape does he inhabit and why? 

• Ahmed and Boyarin can both be considered “insiders,” part of the very cultures they 
are studying.  How does their insider position affect their work?  How does self-
reflection establish or limit membership in the cultures that they describe? 

• How might meat eating (Singer and Mason) be considered a form of “narcissism” 
(Twenge)? 
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Dueling Paradigms 
Students are asked to examine the competing worldviews or models of society implied by 
two texts and either decide which paradigm is more compelling, explain how both might be 
compelling in their own right, or try to explain the root of their differences.   

• In what ways might the Citadel (as discussed by Faludi) and McCandless’s journey 
(as described by Krakauer) represent competing paradigms for creating masculine 
identity?  What, if anything, do these two essays suggest about how masculinity will 
be defined and experienced in the 21st century? 

• Is scientific progress as described by Michael Specter driven by the workings of the 
psychological immune system, which “makes us strangers to ourselves” (as 
discussed by Gilbert)?  Or, conversely, does genetic technology or synthetic biology 
have the potential to redefine the workings of the psychological immune system, 
putting happiness within more people’s reach? 

 
Action Horizon 
Students are asked to use ideas from the readings to describe a plan of action in the real 
world. This question asks students to develop an “action horizon” to describe how real 
problems might be solved by applying ideas from the readings. 

• How and why did the media get Matt Shepard’s murder wrong, as described by 
Loffreda?  What would it take to provide better coverage of such tragedies?   

• Loffreda records her frustration at hearing teachers speak of their own 
“uselessness” and “irrelevance” in the face of Matt Shepard’s murder.  What is it 
that teachers can or should do at such times?  What role should secular institutions 
play in trying to shape the way their students see and understand the world? 
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Sample Assignment Sheet  
Alessandra Sperling 
Expository Writing 101 
 

Paper 1: Excerpts from “The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and The Senses”  
by Juhani Pallasmaa 

 
Reading: “Excerpts from The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and The Senses” by Juhani Pallasmaa 

on pages 281-301. 
Rough Draft Due: Tuesday, January 24th  
Final Draft Due: Tuesday, January 31st  
 
Question: 
Juhani Pallasmaa, in his essay “The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and The Senses,” regards 
modernist design as limited because it “has housed the intellect and the eye, but it has left the body 
and the other senses, as well as our memories, imagination and dreams, homeless” (286).  How 
does Pallasmaa use the idea of home in his essay? 
 
Use the author’s key terms to spearhead YOUR analysis. Expand your ideas based on your close 
reading of the text. And consider the following questions as you begin thinking: what does it mean 
to “house” something or someone? Is it the same thing as having a “home”?  Are imagination and 
dreams synonymous? 
Features of Your Paper: 
Rough Draft: 

• Four typed pages: one-inch margins, double-spaced, 12-point font. 
• Name, course, assignment, my name and date should be in upper left-hand corner. 
• Page numbers should be in the bottom right corner. 
• Original title in regular type and centered. 
• Cite in MLA format found in Wadsworth Handbook on page 188, also found at 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/. 
• Submit paper on Sakai by 12pm on due date.   
• Half a grade off for each late day. 
• Half a grade off for not participating in all aspects of papers including rough drafts 

and peer review. 
Final Draft: 

• Five full typed pages: one-inch margins, double-spaced, 12-point font.  
• Name, course and section, semester, assignment #, version, and due date should be in upper 

left-hand corner. 
• Page numbers should be in the bottom right corner. 
• Original title in regular type and centered. 
• Cite in MLA format found in Wadsworth Handbook on page 188, also found at 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/. 
• Submit paper on Sakai by 12pm on due date, full grade off for lateness.  
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Sample Assignment Sequences 
 
 
Sequence 1: Dr. Kurt Spellmeyer 
 
Paper 1 
Reading: Janine R. Wedel, “Confidence Men and their Flex Lives” 
 
The rise of the flexians brings into sharp relief a tension fundamental to American cultural 
life.  On the one hand, we value individual creativity and resent constraints such as rules 
and regulations when they prevent us from fulfilling what we see as our pursuit of 
happiness and personal fulfillment.  On the other hand, we also hold in high regard values 
that are thought to be fundamental to the functioning of any democratic society: equality of 
opportunity, transparency, fairness, honesty, and a respect for the “greater good” or the 
“common weal.”  Many people who served in Iraq and Afghanistan wanted, for example, to 
be part of something larger than themselves.  
 
In what ways might the rise of the flexians reflect and possibly intensify this deeply 
engrained contradiction between the individual’s advancement and the good of society as 
a whole?  Does it seem likely that the flexians recognize the contradiction?  Why or why 
not? 
 
Paper 2 
Readings: Specter and Wedel  
 
Specter opens his article by introducing us to Jay Keasling, a professor of biochemical 
engineering at the University of California-Berkeley.  Along with Tom Knight of MIT, 
Keasling is hard at work on the development of “Biobricks,” standardized pieces of DNA 
that “can be used interchangeably to create and modify living cells”—much like the 
components people buy at Home Depot or Lowes. Not only is Keasling a Berkeley 
professor but he recently became the C.E.O. (Chief Operating Officer) of the U.S. 
Department of Energy’s Joint BioEnergy Institute, in collaboration with three universities 
and three national laboratories.  Later we learn that after Keasling had attracted a 42.6 
million dollar grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, he helped to start a new 
company, Amyris Biotechnologies, which joined with a non-profit drugmaker OneWorld 
Health to make a deal with a for-profit pharmaceutical giant, Sanofi-Aventus.    
 
Should we view Keasling and other figures mentioned in the essay—Craig Venter, 
for example—as flexians? Or should we see them as “social entrepreneurs” who 
used business strategies to advance the common good? Do Wedel’s warnings apply 
to them?  Even if profit is not their only motive, should we entrust the future of life on earth 
to universities, institutes, and private corporations? 
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Please answer the portion of the question in boldface type above.  The other questions are 
intended to help you imagine possible lines of thought that you might develop if they seem 
relevant to your larger argument. 
 
Paper 3 
Readings: Fraser, Specter, Wedel 
 
In “Rewilding North America,” Fraser makes this claim:  
 

Nature is not a closed system. Since 1930, when a British biologist coined the term 
ecosystem to define the complex interrelationships between plants, animals, and 
microorganisms and the physical elements they interact with—rocks, soil, water, 
air—scientists began to recognize that wilderness cannot be preserved by sealing it 
off.  To seal off is to interrupt processes that make life possible: natural selection, 
predation, competition.  Because ecosystems contain such an extraordinary 
diversity of interactive species and processes. . . they are not static. (113) 

 
Here Fraser describes natural systems and not the social systems that people have 
constructed over time.  But it might be possible to argue that social systems will work best 
if they work as nature does, by allowing “complex interrelationships” based on “natural 
selection, predation, competition” and also “connectivity.” With this possibility in mind, 
make an argument that answers the following question:  
 
What can we learn from nature about the proper way to live in society?  How do Fraser’s 
arguments about the way nature works confirm, complicate, or contradict the values 
implicit in the flexian social order described by Wedel?  Use Specter’s article wherever it 
seems to help you develop your argument.  
 
Paper 4 
Readings: Fraser and Siebert 
 
In “Rewilding North America,” Carolyn Fraser writes about the need to undo the 
geographic divides between civilization and nature.  In “An Elephant Crackup,” Charles 
Siebert argues for the psychic unity of human beings and elephants based on the 
remarkable parallels between their responses to trauma and ours.  Siebert quotes from the 
psychologist Gay Bradshaw, who argues for “a commitment to move beyond an 
anthropocentric frame of reference and, in effect, [to] be elephants” (537). 
 
Using Fraser and Siebert, please write an essay that answers the question below in bold 
type. The other questions open avenues you might choose to explore, but please don’t try 
to answer them all: 
 

Will the steady growth of human control over the natural world drive us 
farther from it, or will it provide an opportunity to deepen our sense of 
connectedness to all living things?  In what ways has our study of nature given 
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us greater insight into ourselves?  Does nature offer us the tools to reimagine both 
ourselves and our society?  Is intelligence a property of individual minds, or is it the 
property of systems that involve many minds, some of them nonhuman?  If we find 
a way to “be elephants,” would that enrich or diminish our worlds?  Does such a 
thing as the “human being” actually exist, or is it a fiction whose time has come and 
gone?  Should we see ourselves as posthuman? 

 
 
Sequence 2: Lauren Choplin 
 
Paper 1 
Reading: Jon Krakauer, Selections from Into the Wild 
 
In Into the Wild, Jon Krakauer retraces the journey of a young man named Chris 
McCandless who in 1992 attempted to escape from modern-day civilization into the 
Alaskan wilderness where he ultimately died of starvation at age 24. For Chris, living off 
the land and becoming “lost in the wild” was an aspiration he’d had since childhood, part of 
“the climactic battle to kill the false being within,” as he wrote on the wall of the abandoned 
school bus where his body was eventually found (207). For your first paper, use evidence 
from the text to formulate an original argument in response to the following question: In the 
contemporary era, what value, if any, is there in Chris McCandless’s view of “the 
wild”? This assignment asks you to analyze how Chris McCandless—as described by 
Krakauer—thought of or viewed nature/the wilderness and to think critically about why or 
how his way of thinking might matter (or not) in a larger sense or context.  
 
Paper 2 
Readings: Krakauer and Fraser 
 
In “Into the Wild,” Jon Krakauer retraces the journey of a young man named Chris 
McCandless who in 1992 attempted to escape from modern-day civilization into the 
Alaskan wilderness where he ultimately died of starvation at age 24. For Chris, living off 
the land and becoming “lost in the wild” was an aspiration he’d had since childhood, part of 
“the climactic battle to kill the false being within,” as he wrote on the wall of the abandoned 
school bus where his body was eventually found (207). In “Rewilding North America,” 
Caroline Fraser writes about the development of the concept of rewilding, a conservation 
method designed to protect species against extinction by restoring “connectivity” in nature 
which its advocates see as an important alternative to undersized, isolated national parks 
and reserves. “Nature is not a closed system,” Fraser writes. “… wilderness cannot be 
preserved by sealing it off” (113). Both McCandless’s journey (as described by Krakauer) 
and Fraser’s account of the rewilding movement help us to think about the relative 
importance of the wilderness and nature in modern American society. For your second 
paper, please use these essays to formulate an original response to the following question: 
In the contemporary era, what kind of relationship should there be between human 
beings and the natural world? 
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Paper 3 
Readings: Krakauer, Fraser, and Singer and Mason 
 
All of the essays we’ve read so far this semester have explored the relationship between 
human beings and the natural world, including the relationship between human beings and 
other species. In “Into the Wild,” Jon Krakauer’s account of Chris McCandless’s attempt to 
survive on his own in the Alaskan wilderness, McCandless writes in his journal that 
shooting the moose was “one of the greatest tragedies of [his] life” (210). In “Rewilding 
North America,” Caroline Fraser describes the development of the concept of rewilding, 
which seeks to prevent species extinction by restoring “connectivity” through the 
construction of wilderness corridors (119). In “Meat and Milk Factories,” Peter Singer and 
Jim Mason examine the lives of animals raised for human food consumption, suggesting 
“… when better animal welfare costs money, animal welfare loses” (354). Using Krakauer, 
Fraser, and Singer and Mason, please formulate an original argument in response to the 
following question: What responsibilities, if any, do human beings have towards other 
species?  
 

Assignments Using Caroline Fraser’s “Rewilding North America” 
 

• Readings: Carr, Specter, and Fraser 
In her essay “Rewilding North America,” Caroline Fraser states, “Nature is not a 
closed system” (113). How does the endangered diversity of ecosystems that 
Fraser explores intersect with Carr and Specter’s claims about human 
nature? 
 

• Readings: Siebert, Singer and Mason, and Fraser 
In his exploration of symptoms of post-traumatic stress in elephants, Siebert 
ultimately advocates for “deep, interspecies empathy” (331). Siebert, Fraser, and 
Singer and Mason all ask us to reconsider the needs and wellbeing of non-human 
animals. How might challenging anthropocentrism (human-centered 
consciousness) benefit humans as well? 
 

• Readings: Fraser and Pallasmaa 
How might the shrinking wilderness that Fraser describes contribute to the 
isolation or detachment Pallasmaa critiques? 

 
• Readings: Fraser, Krakauer and Nafisi, Gilbert or Pallasmaa 

At the end of her essay on rewilding, Caroline Fraser quotes a biologist describing 
humans as “nasty predator[s]” (127). And indeed in her essay, we see that humanity 
in North America has dominated an enormous natural space, in the process killing 
off untold animals and species. But the essay also describes individuals actively 
working to create a more harmonious relationship with other species. Similarly, in 
Krakauer, we see multiple sides of humanity, from McCandless’ vision of being 
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“POISONED BY CIVILIZATION” (207), to his joy at successfully killing animals to 
feed himself, to his guilt at wasting the remains of his hunt. In what ways is 
humanity naturally predatory, and what are the implications? 
 

• Readings: Fraser,Twenge, Krakauer 
Using the various definitions of “the wild” and of “proper” human behavior we see in 
Twenge, Krakauer, and Fraser, answer the following question: What social and 
cultural barriers stand in the way of a proper approach to the wild, and how might 
we get past them? 
 
 

• Readings: Fraser and Twenge 
Both Caroline Fraser and Jean Twenge examine ideas of isolation and connection 
in their essays, even as they chronicle the development of very different cultural 
movements. Twenge observes the rise of individualism and its dangerous proximity 
to narcissism: “self-esteem is often based on solid relationships with others, 
whereas narcissism comes from believing that you are special and more important 
than other people” (494). Fraser might extend “other people” to include other 
species as well. Fraser describes the recent development of rewilding, a 
conservation strategy that links habitats and connects the concerns of human 
development more closely to the concerns of animal species. How might 
Twenge’s ideas about the development of isolating, individualistic self-
esteem and narcissism in American culture contribute to our understanding 
of the rise of rewilding as a conservation strategy? 
 

• Readings: Johnson, Specter, Fraser 
In her essay “Rewilding North America,” Caroline Fraser calls humans “the top 
predator in this and every ecosystem, one loath to give up any ground” (127). 
Steven Johnson’s concept of humanity depends on the theory of emergent 
behavior, and Michael Specter analyzes the intersection of human scientific 
capability with ethical concerns about the future of the species. How do Johnson’s 
ideas about self-organizing systems, Specter’s treatment of synthetic biology, 
and Fraser’s chronicling of the birth of the “rewilding” movement intersect to 
define what it means to be human? 
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VI.  Revision  
 
Once students have written their rough drafts, they will embark on the process of revision. 
Our focus on revision reinforces the claim, central to The New Humanities Reader 
pedagogy, that writing is a process, and that the conversation between authors—students 
and others—should be developed in an open-ended process of revision that may actually 
lead to a change in perspective. Just as we encourage students to think that their first 
readings of the essays in The New Humanities Reader cannot be the final one, so the first 
writing of their paper is not the final one. Also, from a practical perspective, students 
usually write themselves into a viable project. While they start to answer the assignment 
question at the beginning of their rough drafts, it is often the case that a synthetic thesis 
(which connects the assigned readings with the students’ own ideas) only emerges 
towards the end of the process. Revision invites students to observe their own 
development, build upon successful moments of composition, and sometimes discard the 
writing that helped them develop a claim in favor of new writing that develops a coherent 
thesis around which they can structure their papers.  

Peer Review  
Students must become independent readers of their own writing. This skill is necessary 
throughout college and in the professional world. Students learn to read their own writing 
critically by reading the writing of their peers – writing that has been generated in response 
to shared class assignments. Some students are resistant to their peers’ comments; they 
imagine their peers are inexperienced and unable to offer valuable advice. And in some 
cases, this is a justified criticism of the peer review process. However, the value of peer 
review is not only in the comments one might receive from a helpful reader, but also in the 
experience of reading the work of others and learning what is successful and what is not 
successful in their partner’s papers. The value of peer review is in the training our students 
receive in reading and discussing their own writing. This value must be made explicit in the 
classroom, and should discussed openly before peer review begins. 
 
Peer review should focus on different aspects of paper writing throughout the course of the 
semester, and should change to reflect the focus of the class. For example, an instructor 
might only ask about summary versus interpretation on the first two papers.  Once the 
class has mastered that distinction, the instructor might move to a new set of conceptual 
issues or writing skills. Although teachers comment on the rough drafts of papers one and 
four, students should be doing a peer review of those rough drafts as well.  
 
In order for peer review to run successfully in class, a shared discourse about writing must 
be established in the classroom. Students need a language with which to discuss their 
writing and the writing of their peers. Before asking students to read one another’s work 
independently, model the discussion of writing in class by using sample writing from the 
students themselves. When discussing their writing, emphasize how one speaks with 
respect as well as how one offers revision-oriented comments. Guide the class through a 
discussion about both the strengths and the weaknesses in the sample writing. Use the 
following question to motivate discussion: “What work has the student done?” 
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Peer review groups usually consist of two or three members. Students will need an 
appropriate number of copies for class, so indicate on your assignment sheet how many 
drafts students will need for class on that day. Students give their peer readers their drafts, 
and peer readers use the directions from peer review sheets to comment. After students 
have completed the peer review process, it is critical that students have time to share their 
comments with one another. This period of discussion allows students to converse with 
one another about their writing; they use the discourse established in class to work with 
one another in a smaller setting. 
 
Most teachers rely on peer review sheets during peer review days. These sheets give 
students instructions, ask specific questions, and create tasks for students to complete as 
they read one another’s work. Below are the kinds of instructions one might include on a 
peer review sheet: 
 

• Go through your partner’s paper and mark with a star all the places where you think 
the writer is interpreting and thinking rather than supplying information directly from 
the readings in the form of summary. Also mark places with a large S where you 
feel the writer is providing unnecessary summary that does not seem to help her 
develop an argument.  

 
• Which of the starred moments in the draft seem especially interesting or promising? 

That is, what place in the essay does the writer say something that seems most 
original or interesting? What is strong about this moment?  

 
• What is the writer’s argument, in your own words? That is, how does she respond to 

the main essay question? What answer does the essay suggest? Do you agree with 
the writer’s argument, as you see it? Why or why not? 

 
• Is the writer’s argument or project coherently represented in the introductory 

paragraph of the paper? Is the paper trying to accomplish what the thesis 
announces, or is it attempting (or accomplishing) much more than that? Perhaps the 
paper is actually doing something the thesis does not promise at all? 

 
• How does the writer utilize multiple sources to produce his idea? In other words, 

how do the assigned essays come together to inform the writer’s position? 
 

• Does the writer quote the readings in most paragraphs of the essay? Where should 
the writer do more to incorporate or quote from the readings? What passages or 
ideas from the readings should she or he especially consider?  

 
• Locate at least one place where the writer can strengthen connections between 

essays. Explain the connection: Is the connection between the essays clear? Does 
this connection relate back to the main argument? How might he or she explain this 
connection more carefully? 
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• What are some of the things that the writer should work on in revision? For 

example: Does the writer address the basic elements of the assignment? Does she 
try to form an argument that addresses the essay question? Does the writer 
generally work to present analysis rather than summary? Has she incorporated the 
other readings into the essay well enough? Does she or he use quotes or discuss 
these writers’ arguments directly? Does the writer use specific references to the text 
to illustrate points? Does the writer try to engage the texts in conversation rather 
than just using them to back up her or his narrow argument? Does the writer 
acknowledge the arguments of these writers and work to separate her or his own 
voice from that of the writers (not repeating things said by the writers as though it 
were her or his own opinion)?  

 
• Look at two quotations that the writer uses, and talk about how accurately and how 

well the writer deals with those quotes. First, pick a quote that you think the writer 
could definitely discuss more thoroughly. Second, look at the longest quote that the 
writer has used. Is this quote too long? Is it being used in place of writing or in place 
of some sort of directed summary? If you think the choice of quotation is useful—or 
if you think it should be shortened—what is the most important part of the quote? 
What part should the writer discuss most? What might the writer say about the 
quote? Does the writer explain how the quotation works and why it is important? 

 

Student Created Peer Review 
Once students have become accustomed to reading their own work critically and to 
commenting on the work of their peers, some teachers ask the class to generate a peer 
review activity on the day peer review is to take place. These teachers ask students to 
create a list of questions they are to address as they read one another’s papers. This 
exercise puts the students in control of the revision process, and contributes to creating a 
writing community in the classroom. Again, the success of this kind of peer review 
depends on the shared discourse about writing that has been established through the 
discussion of sample writing in the classroom. You might guide your students to generate 
their own peer review by providing them with the following categories: 
 
Project 

• Can you find and understand the author’s project and identify two or three main 
supporting ideas?  Can you restate the project in your own words? Do it here, if you 
can. Can you mark the places in the paper where the project and the ideas 
emerge? Write ‘project’ in the margins where you see this happening. 

 
• Does the project really respond to the assignment? Why or why not?  

 
• Is the project sufficiently developed? Is there enough detailed, relevant, supporting 

evidence? If not, what ideas need support?  
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Organization 

• Does each paragraph’s topic sentence relate directly to the project? If not, write a 
suggestion to help the writer make that relationship stronger. 

 
• Are there any places where the author needs better transitions between 

paragraphs? Within paragraphs?  
 

• Are there any places where the author seems to get off track? Is there any evidence 
that is not really relevant? 

 
• Are there any places where the essay breaks “unity”? 

 
• Are there any problems with unity within paragraphs? 

 
• Is the essay coherent? Can the reader follow the author’s ideas? Indicate places 

where the coherence breaks down. 
 
Use of Text 

• Look at the author’s quotations. Has the author selected “idea” quotes rather than 
“fact” or “summary” quotes, and used those quotes to strengthen, launch, or 
complicate her/his own argument? 

 
• Are there quotes that are not smoothly integrated or embedded? (Do not rewrite the 

paper for your author, but suggest what she or he might want to accomplish). 
 

• Are all quotations and paraphrases properly cited? If not, show specifically where 
and tell what the problem is. 

 
• Is the author using unnecessary summary? Where? 

 
• Are all three texts used, in reasonable balance? If not, what’s the problem? 

 
• Are all three texts interpreted fairly? If not, what is the author misreading? 

 
Presentation 

• Normally, peer reviewers stay away from commenting on presentation. No peer 
reviewer should become another student’s editor, and many students are not 
necessarily skilled enough in grammar, mechanics and syntax to avoid giving bad 
advice. However, many of you requested feedback on presentation, so . . . 

 
• Are there one or two kinds of error that you see the author repeating over and over 

again? Mark the places and identify the kinds of errors the author needs to address. 
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Teaching Revision 
 
The use of sample student papers to focus on revision strategies is critical. Using sample 
work not only encourages students to see all writing as work in process, but also creates a 
sense of shared purpose in the classroom. Self-directed revision is arguably more effective 
than commenting directly on every rough draft, as it gives students the ability to be their 
own best readers and critics (in Expos and in other courses as well).  
 

• Use photocopied passages: You may photocopy representative passages from 
several student essays and ask the class as a whole to consider their successes 
and the opportunities for revision they present. (This revision work may also be 
done in small groups.) 
 

• Try group revision of selected passages: You may photocopy and distribute one 
page where a student writer has introduced but not really engaged with a quotation. 
Each student might redraft that paragraph, and some students might share their 
revisions with the class. 
 

• Make global comments: You may write a composite set of comments in response to 
the rough drafts as a group for distribution to the students, identifying (and perhaps 
providing brief examples of) the most common or important areas for revision. Then 
ask the students to apply those global comments to their own work, identifying the 
common errors and correcting them. 
 

• Emphasize the importance of re-reading as part of revision: Many students attempt 
to revise without re-reading the assigned texts, even when the primary need for 
revision is misunderstanding (or too simplistic an understanding) of the texts. Ask 
students to select one of the quoted passages in their papers, and have them re-
read the pages from which the quotations were taken. 
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VII. The Midterm and Final Exams 

The Midterm Exam 
The Midterm should be administered after the completion of paper two and after the class 
has read and discussed the third reading. The exam should ask students to connect the 
new (third) reading with the first two readings, and it should serve as a meaningful preview 
of the third paper topic. 
 
 The in-class Midterm Exam (graded pass/fail) serves multiple purposes: 
 

• Students practice for the in-class final exam, which they must pass in order to pass 
the class.  It is almost unfair to expect students to perform well on the in-class final 
without having prepared students for timed writing, which they will also experience 
as a requirement in other classes at Rutgers. 
 

• Students benefit from using the midterm as a lead-in or fast draft of paper three. 
 This is especially useful for students who struggle beginning a paper or complain of 
“writer’s block,” because students see that, indeed, they can produce writing on 
demand. 
  

• Students are more willing to reconsider or complicate their positions on paper three 
because they have already spent time thinking about the new text for the midterm. 
For students struggling to develop an independent claim (which is needed to earn a 
B range grade), the extra draft the midterm provides can work to complicate a 
thesis.  
 

• A failing midterm often gives students the psychological push they need to sign up 
for tutoring or to put more effort into the remainder of the essays. 
 

• A passing midterm is sometimes a student’s first passable work, and thus it may 
give them hope in continuing toward passing work in the remaining papers. 
 

• The midterm gives instructors a mid-semester indication of where students stand in 
the course; instructors can use the midterm to assess which skills their students 
seem to use with dexterity and which skills still need work. 

 

Sample Midterm Prompts 
 

• In his essay “The Mind’s Eye: What the Blind See,” Oliver Sacks describes John 
Hull as an “astounding example of how an individual deprived of one form of 
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perception could totally reshape himself to a new center, a new identity” (305).  In 
“The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses,” Juhani Pallasmaa says that 
architecture is concerned with “questions of the self and the world” (284). Both of 
these authors use the concept of “the self” quite readily. Jean Twenge’s essay “An 
Army of One: Me,” examines the language the Boomers use to describe their 
“continuous project” of the self, and in so doing, she forces us to consider the 
language Pallasmaa and Sacks use as well (479).  For the midterm exam, formulate 
a working defintion of the “self.” Use Pallasmaa, Sacks and Twenge to addresses 
the following question: how do we define the term “self”? 

 
• Gladwell, Stout, and Nafisi give us examples of individuals who choose to live in 

divided states of mind, or find their minds divided against their will. Using examples 
from Stout, Gladwell, and Nafisi, compose an essay that answers the following 
question: How can a divided self protect or endanger an individual? 
 

• In our last paper we considered how Malcolm Gladwell and Susan Faludi address 
the ways individuals and social groups arrive at a sense of right and wrong because 
of context. Using Gladwell, Faludi, and a third author, Beth Loffreda, address the 
following prompt: How do stories, or the ways events are reported, influence 
our sense of right and wrong? 

 
 

The Final Exam 
 
On the last regular day of classes you will administer an in-class, open-book final exam. 
The Writing Program is the only Department at Rutgers allowed to administer a final exam 
during regularly scheduled classes instead of during the exam period (which would 
complicate the process of folder review).  The exam is essay format and is graded on a 
Pass/Fail basis.  Students must pass the final exam in order to pass 101.  
 
The final exam asks students to connect and write about a newly assigned sixth reading.  
The exam continues the practice of sequencing, and requires students to make an 
independent claim, make connections, and use textual evidence to accomplish the work of 
the paper. The exam is not meant to “trip up” your students.  In thinking about which essay 
to use for the final, aim for a “soft pitch” which clearly relates to the other readings of the 
class versus one in which the larger context or textual connections are obscure.  You 
might want to select, in particular, an exam reading that clearly sequences with the fifth 
essay, which will be fresh in students’ minds, or which relates to several other readings 
(which allows students to choose the one most familiar to them). 
 
In writing the final exam question, some instructors use a directed question, which asks 
students to work with the new essay and one of the previous essays selected by the 
instructor.  However, a more generous exam question will be phrased in such a way that 
students can select which of the previous essays they would like to use in conjunction 
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with the new reading.   Whatever approach you take, students must engage at least 
two texts in the final exam. 
 
In preparation for the final, you should have students come to the penultimate class 
meeting having read the exam essay.  Allow them to discuss the essay in small groups.  
You should not direct this discussion.  If you are planning on a question that gives students 
a choice about which of the previous essays to use in their response, you might tell 
students that they should select which essay they want to use with the exam reading in 
their response.  That allows students to focus their reading of the new essay, as well as 
their discussion, on the reading they will actually use during the final. 
 
The purpose of the final exam is to check that students embody the lessons of our class 
and that they are the people who wrote the papers they submitted during the term. The 
exam is thus about “the body,” as it were, so it is essential that it be administered in class 
and that students take it in your presence or in the presence of a proctor (if they miss the 
original exam session).  They are allowed to use dictionaries and should refer to their 
textbooks (especially to quote passages).  No notes, other than those they have written in 
the margins of their texts, can be used. 
 
Note: If any students miss your final exam session, please leave a copy of your exam 
question with the Department secretary so that it can be made available to your student 
during an exam make-up session.  You should also remember to pick up any exams from 
students who missed your last session so that they can be graded before your final folder 
review. 
 

Sample Final Exam Prompts  
 

 In what ways might Gilbert’s work on predictions, be applicable to either Tannen’s 
views on predicting one’s opponent’s argument during a debate, or Nafisi’s 
information about trying to make predictions under a seemingly absurd and 
randomly oppressive regime? 
 

 In describing Mitchell Sanders’ desire to get his story right, Tim O’Brien says “In a 
way, I suppose, you had to be there, you had to hear it, but I could tell how 
desperately Sanders wanted me to believe him, his frustration at not quite getting 
the details right, not quite pinning down the definitive truth” (444-5). In his essay, 
“How to Tell a True War Story,” O’Brien often returns to the notion of “being there” 
or of instinct, and how those things might change or determine truth. He shares this 
concern about perception (its generation, its reliability, etc.) with many of the other 
authors we’ve read this semester. Using Tim O’Brien’s essay and any other essay 
we have read this term, answer the following question: How does one arrive at an 
understanding of “truth”?  

 



 42 

 At the end of “Homo religiosus,” Karen Armstrong sums up one of her main 
concerns as follows: “Religion as defined by the great sages of India, China, and 
the Middle East […] did not require belief in a set of doctrines but rather hard, 
disciplined work, without which any religious teaching remained opaque and 
incredible” (38). Using Armstrong’s discussions of the rewards gained through 
experiential knowledge, deeds, actions, and trials, alongside observations and 
examples provided by Pallasmaa or Carr (not both), please answer the following 
question: What is the value of hard work and close attention? 

 
 Work with Twenge and Gilbert, and respond to the following question: How 

might the case Gilbert makes about our “ignorance of our psychological 
immune systems” lead us to reassess the use of self-esteem programs in 
education? 

 
 Kenneally, Johnson, and Tannen each discuss forms of communication used by 

humans and other species. Some of these communication methods are verbal, 
some nonverbal; some appear to be learned, while others appear to be instinctive. 
The authors argue that some communication methods are more effective than 
others, and offer various standards by which we can measure effective 
communication. Using examples from Kenneally and Johnson OR Tannen (two 
authors total), compose an essay that answers the following question: What is the 
most effective way for people to communicate, and why? 
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VIII. Classroom Practices 
 
One goal of The New Humanities Reader is to foster student writing that goes beyond the 
staid formulae of personal response or book report. The pedagogy of The New Humanities 
encourages students to actively engage in connective thinking not just in the context of the 
composition classroom but in their other courses and in the world in which they live. To 
encourage student engagement, we recommend an active learning approach that creates 
a collaborative classroom environment that puts students in conversation with each other 
and with the authors of the readings. All of these activities are conceived of as working in 
the context of the students’ own writing: theirs are ultimately the primary texts with which 
we deal. With this in mind, the activities described here take the instructor through the full 
arc of a single paper assignment. In the course of a 15-week semester, with five papers to 
be completed, an instructor can expect to spend four to five class periods on a paper 
cycle. The cycle would look something like this: 
 

• Day 1—Introduce a new reading, and perhaps hand in the final draft of the previous 
assignment 

• Day 2—Discuss the reading, and give the new assignment  
• Day 3—Rough draft due—peer review 
• Day 4—Work on revision and the mechanics of writing 
• Day 5—Final draft due, proof-reading, next reading assignment 

 
Each of the steps in this cycle lends itself to different kinds of in-class work; an activity that 
works well on a new reading assignment will not necessarily be appropriate for working on 
rough drafts (though there can be very useful moments of overlap). The activities collected 
below have been divided into sections based on the stage in the paper-writing process at 
which they have been best used, and/or in terms of which part of The New Humanities 
Reader pedagogy they are relevant to. It is essential to revisit the different parts of the 
writing process at various points in the cycle. 
 
The most productive learning environments typically feature a number of different but 
related tasks.  A class might begin, for example, with individual “free writing,” then move to 
work in small groups, and then gather students to a discussion with the entire class.  Tasks 
for the individual student can be used either to prepare them for a discussion in a larger 
group or to help them absorb the ideas that come up in general class discussion. Small 
group activities make students accountable for their ideas but relieve the pressure of both 
individual work and whole class work, fostering collective knowledge in a context which 
allows every student’s voice to be heard in a less threatening context than the full-class 
discussion. And whole-class activities are essential for exploring the different 
interpretations of a text that are available, and providing a forum for the teacher to 
approach the issues a class is having globally, without singling any student out for 
particular attention.  Each kind of activity reinforces a different part of the writing process 
and ultimately fosters our goal of teaching exploratory and connective thinking. 
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Assigning a New Reading  
The pre-reading part of the paper arc, occurring when the instructor presents a new 
reading to the class, is a crucial point in the entire process. At this stage, we want students 
to be able to engage with the concepts introduced by a new essay both as a discrete entity 
and in the context of prior readings. Both reading comprehension and contextualization are 
critical—a student needs to start to understand the concepts introduced by the new essay, 
and needs to connect those ideas with other texts. 
 
This stage focuses students’ attention on particular parts of the new text, without the 
expectation that the students have read the whole text. This requires preparation on the 
part of the teacher, in order to focus students’ attention, and to help them to comprehend 
the new, possibly intimidating, prose that they see before them. Typically students are 
asked to work from part to whole and back again, puzzling through sections of the text or 
working with quotations, then trying to synthesize the overall argument and connect it with 
prior readings. 

Discussing A Reading  
In order to reinforce the idea that reading and writing go hand-in-hand, as well as to give 
students concrete points of access to the text, instructors usually assign some reading 
questions for students to consider as they begin a new selection from the textbook.  Early 
in the semester, these questions may take the form of review questions, intended to test 
and encourage reading comprehension.  But questions should ultimately call for as much 
interpretation as summary. The “Questions for Making Connections within the Reading” at 
the end of each essay are intended as reading and pre-writing exercises.  If students 
address these questions as they read, they will be prepared to participate productively in 
class discussion and to enter into the writing process with confidence. Even if you only ask 
students to write a list of their own questions as they read, they will come to class more 
ready to make sense of the text than if they were to read it with no guidance. 
 
Throughout this reading and re-reading process, students will often find that as one 
question is answered or one problem resolved, another question or problem—often a more 
complex one—emerges. This trial-and-error or exploratory method of conducting class 
discussion is messier than lecturing to the students, or simply answering their questions as 
they arise, but it has several advantages over lecturing. Not only does the exploratory 
method usually cover the same textual issues that a lecture would, but it also raises 
important issues that you yourself might not have thought to raise. The exploratory method 
also models—and gives students practice in—learning as discovery, rather than as 
delivery of understanding from teacher to student. Finally, the exploratory method gets all 
students (not just those who are already comfortable talking in class) involved in 
understanding the text, especially when small-group work precedes full-class discussion. 
Here are some suggestions for making group work successful: 
 

• If you are having small group discussions, you can include a step that involves 
writing on the board. (Incidentally, this also helps to get “slow” groups up to speed, 
because they see that other groups are ahead of them.) You might ask students to 
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establish a list of important terms and write it on the board, to define a term and 
write the definition on the board, or to choose a significant passage from the text 
and write the passage on the board. 
 

• When small groups report, assign several students in advance to ask questions of 
each group after they report. If students know in advance that they are “on call” to 
ask questions, they will be more engaged with the class. 
 

• In full-class discussion, ask each student who speaks to choose the next speaker. 
Students often feel more comfortable participating in response to another student’s 
request, than answering the teacher’s question. 
 

• Always recognize every serious effort to participate as beneficial to class 
discussion. Find ways to reward students when they make a clear effort to be 
involved in class discussion. Even if a student is “wrong,” we can find ways to make 
use of every student comment. (For example, “Pat has pointed to an important 
passage. Let’s all spend some time working with this passage to see if we can 
extend Pat’s idea.”) 

 
• Many of the readings in our book are about controversial situations or issues. A 

debate might well be applicable, for example, to the reading by Singer and Mason. 
If you decide to hold a debate, you could create two debating teams, and ask for 
about five volunteers on each side. You might even ask students to position 
themselves on the side that they initially do not think they believe in, as often, by 
playing ‘devil’s advocate’, they are forced to expand their understanding of opposing 
viewpoints or to complicate their own views. The advantages of holding a debate 
are that students learn not only to articulate clearly, which will help them in their 
writing, but also to anticipate and evaluate clearly what others are saying. Those 
students not on the debating teams can ask questions when the presentations and 
rebuttals are complete, and then a vote can be taken to see which team had the 
most convincing position.  

 
• Divide the class into small groups and ask them to generate a list of the larger 

contexts for this essay, locating quotations from the piece that point to that context 
or larger conversation. At the start of the semester, it might help students if you 
choose quotations for them, but later in the semester they should try to identify good 
quotations themselves. For example, with Sacks, we might list the different methods 
of adaptation for someone recently blinded, the role of the visual imagination, the 
way the brain works, and so on.  Not only does this generate the themes of the 
essay, but it also helps students to see that these texts are not isolated writings but 
participate in larger conversations when considered alongside one or two other 
readings.  It additionally gives them practice in locating these larger conversations. 
When working in groups in this way, there should be a group leader who then 
comes forward in front of the whole class, and who talks about the chosen 
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quotations and the connections between them from the different readings, to the 
whole class. 

 
• Either schedule class in a computer classroom when beginning a new reading, or 

ask your students to do some online research of their own to learn about the 
background of the author of an essay they are about to read. There is fascinating 
information found on Google, for example, about the rich life of Oliver Sacks. In the 
case of students having researched this as homework, one or two students could 
give an oral presentation to the rest of the class about their research discoveries, 
and this could then turn into a larger conversation.  

 
Getting Started on an Assignment 

 
On the day you distribute a paper assignment, design an activity that helps students work 
together to make sense of the challenges the assignment might pose.  Getting students to 
engage your assignment in class has the advantage of exposing difficulties or problems 
the assignment question might present.  
 
Have students read the assignment together and write for a few minutes about how they 
might address the question. Once they have written for five to ten minutes, put them into 
groups of three or four to work on the following tasks: In your own words, what is the 
question asking?  What process will you use to answer the question and write the essay?  
What answers do you think you might find?  Do not distribute a paper assignment and then 
immediately dismiss class. Like the essays we assign, teach students to read paper 
assignments closely; ask them to identify and question key terms, and to look for 
implications. 
 
Collaborative Interpretation or Composing 
Probably the most standard exercise in Expository Writing classes is to put students into 
small groups of three to four students and give them a reading or writing task.  At the end 
of the task, an elected group leader will report the results back to the rest of the class.  For 
example, you can ask them to find two quotes from Sacks’ “The Mind’s Eye” that they 
would use to construct a paragraph that begins to address the question that Sacks asks in 
his essay: “But to what extent are we - our experiences, our reactions - shaped, 
predetermined, by our brains, and to what extent do we shape our own brains?”  Each 
group’s leader would then be responsible for presenting the group’s response to the rest of 
the class. 
 
Working with Quotes 
Another group activity involves putting students into groups where they are directed to 
choose two quotes from the text or from two different texts that they then connect in a 
paragraph with a strong topic sentence.  Each small group then elects a group leader to 
speak to the class. On the first occasion you do this activity, you might actually type out 
five quotes from the reading onto a piece of paper, with instructions that each group should 
choose two quotes that they think can be connected in a paragraph.  This way you have a 
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chance to model for them which quotes would be most fruitful for discussion.  On 
subsequent occasions, make students responsible for locating and choosing the quotes 
they will use. 

Self-Assessment and Reflection 
 
A midterm self-assessment assignment asks students to reflect on their progress. Ask 
them to go through their work thus far and to write a note or an e-mail about how they have 
improved and what they need to do in the coming papers. Use this as an opportunity to 
assess the activities you have done so far in the course.  It’s best to have students 
respond to a set of guiding questions that you distribute. The questions can go beyond 
self-assessment to invite an assessment of the class, of your comments on papers, and of 
class activities. The following instructions and questions are commonly found on 
successful midterm assessment activities: 

• Reread your first three papers, along with my comments. Once you are done, write 
a short “report” to me via e-mail evaluating your work and thinking about things you 
can do to improve. I will respond before the next paper is due. Try to give a 
thoughtful and honest assessment. To do this well should probably take from thirty 
minutes to an hour of your time.  

• What have you learned in this class about college writing that differs from what you 
had thought or learned before?  

• What do you consider to be your greatest strength(s) as a writer? What things are 
you doing well?  

• What are your weaknesses? What do you need to work on in future papers?  
• Compare your weakest paper with your best paper so far. What things are you 

doing in your best paper that you were not doing in the weakest paper? What 
improvements have you made that can help you in future papers?  

• What concrete steps do you think you can take to improve your performance in the 
class?  

• What class activities or exercises have been the most helpful in improving your 
writing? Can you suggest any in-class activities you might find helpful, or things you 
would like us to do or cover in class? 

• Is there anything you feel a bit confused about and wish I would explain again? Are 
there any remarks I have made in class or on your papers that you have not 
understood? Is there anything you are concerned about as relates to the class? 

 

Final Reports to the Class 
This self-assessment happens late in the term, and allows students to articulate the skills 
they have acquired throughout the course. Each student addresses the entire class, and 
presentations consist of descriptions of achievement and/or struggle in the course. The 
student can discuss the work he or she did to resolve a problem or to achieve a particular 
success. Use this kind of assessment to remind students to apply the lessons of Expos to 
the their writing throughout their college careers. 
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IX. Grading 
 
Grading can be anxiety provoking, both for students and teachers.  Having common 
grading criteria can help.  The following are the standards used in the Rutgers Writing 
Program: 
 

• The official final grades for all papers in the Rutgers Writing Program are A, B+, B, 
C+, C, and NP.  Please note that there are: 

o no "D" grades 
o no minus grades 
o no split grades such as C+/C (these can lead to ambiguity)   

 
• While the F or NC can indicate that a student has not passed the course at the end 

of the semester, instructors should use the mark "NP" (not passing) to indicate that 
an individual essay is not passing quality.  This mark encourages revision. 
 

Official Grading Criteria  
Papers need to fit all four categories (thesis, working with assigned text, organization, and 
presentation) to some degree to receive the grade defined; however, thesis and working 
with text should be weighted more heavily than organization and presentation in 
determining a paper’s final grade. Papers are not expected to fulfill every point to 
receive the grade. 
 

Reasons why a paper might not pass: 
 
THESIS 
• The paper has no clear or emerging thesis.  It may work with the readings through 

reference, paraphrase, or quotation, but it provides no indication of how these moments 
of textual work contribute to a larger point or position in the paper. 

• Alternately a paper may have a thesis, but rely too heavily on summary and fail to 
engage responsibly with textual evidence. 

• Papers that do not show significant revision from the rough draft to the final draft may 
not pass. 

 
WORKING WITH TEXT 
• Although the paper may make reference to the issues raised by the assignment 

question, it does not engage with the assigned readings but over-generalizes about the 
texts.  

• The paper does not work effectively with text, as it demonstrates a lack of basic reading 
comprehension, or misinterpretation, or a failure to grasp the outline of an assigned 
author's argument. 

• The paper depends largely on summary of the assigned reading that is not pertinent to 
the assignment question. 
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ORGANIZATION 
• It may have too little coherence from paragraph to paragraph, or it may lack an 

organizational structure.  Use of paragraphs may be weak. 
 
PRESENTATION 
• The paper has significant sentence-level error that makes it difficult to follow. Serious 

patterns of error might include sentence integrity, verb agreement, and number 
agreement. Less serious patterns, including misused apostrophe and other spelling 
errors, can contribute to a paper earning an NP, especially when they occur with high 
frequency.   

• Alternatively, students may fail to proofread their papers, possibly resulting in errors 
that they may be able to correct on their own.  

• In either case, if a student’s errors are so numerous or severe that they impede 
meaning, the student should not pass.  

 
C range: 

 
THESIS 
• In a C paper there is evidence of an emerging thesis—something the student wants the 

paper to accomplish—or the beginnings of a focus or argument. Often, C papers fail to 
articulate their thesis in the paper’s introduction.  

• Papers often achieve a passing grade by taking a clear position once—perhaps at the 
end of the essay—even when the project is not sustained in the rest of the paper. 

• The thesis may be vague or general. 
 
WORKING WITH TEXT 
• The C paper demonstrates the student’s ability to work with more than one source of 

text and engage with the ideas in the readings.  The C paper can make connections 
within a text, or between texts. 

• The C paper generally lacks a clear sense that the student’s voice contributes to the 
conversation.   

• Although a passing paper may include summary, the quality of the summary 
demonstrates sufficient reading comprehension and often helps the student begin to 
define a focus. 

 
ORGANIZATION 
• Passing papers, in places, create coherent relationships within paragraphs even if they 

have not developed a larger organizational structure.  Students have a sense of how to 
write paragraphs, even if the relationship between the paragraphs is not clearly 
presented. 

 
PRESENTATION 
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• A passing paper has fatal sentence-level errors under control. Although errors may 
appear on each page, they do not significantly impede the meaning of the essay or 
undermine the writer’s credibility.  

 
C+ range: 

 
THESIS 
• C+ papers have a thesis, but it may not be clearly articulated. In other words, C+ 

papers often have thesis or position statements that do not represent the true 
achievement of the paper, and do not express the paper’s actual project.  

• There may be a sense that the writer has not realized that there is a thesis in the paper. 
   
 
WORKING WITH TEXT 
• C+ papers have several moments of solid work with text.  However, the paper may not 

indicate how these moments contribute to the project. 
• C+ papers more consistently attempt to engage with the more complicated ideas and 

examples from the readings than do C papers. 
• The moments of working with text may remain implicit: connective thinking may not be 

explained fully or at all. 
 
ORGANIZATION 
• C+ papers are often distinguished from B papers because they lack a meaningful 

structure.  There may not be a clear relationship between the paragraphs. 
 
PRESENTATION 
• C+ papers have errors under control.  That is, there should be no patterns of error, just 

a few irregularities in either mechanics or citation and formatting standards.  
  

B range: 
 
B papers may include "C" moments in an otherwise well-reasoned and well-developed 
thesis. 
 
THESIS 
• B papers do everything the C-range essays do, but they offer a sustained and 

meaningful structure and/or a thesis that is often more complex than in a C-range 
paper.  

• The student advances more independent ideas.  However, B papers may be 
distinguished by a repetition rather than a development or reconsideration of these 
ideas. 

• B papers can represent the thesis of the paper in the introductory paragraph with some 
degree of accuracy. 
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WORKING WITH TEXT 
• The paper shows the student beginning to take interpretive risks, responding to the 

assignment and to the readings in thoughtful and distinctive ways. 
• The paper demonstrates that the student is able to work with textual evidence in a 

number of ways.  It does not rely solely on summary, reference, or paraphrasing, but is 
able to work with quotations and think connectively to contribute to the thesis. 

 
ORGANIZATION 
• The paper demonstrates a reasonable coherence in its overall presentation: the 

relationships between the paper's paragraphs are clear and coherent. 
• The presentation and development of the thesis is controlled and organized. 
• Topic sentences and transitions between paragraphs are smoother than in a C-level 

paper.  
 
PRESENTATION 
• Presentation errors must be minimal.  
 

B+ range: 
 
Sometimes, a paper achieves the B+ level because it executes several of the elements of 
a B paper particularly well.  
 
THESIS 
• B+ papers do everything a B paper does, but the independent thinking is consistently 

developed.  
• A B+ paper is itself more complex because it engages with more of the complexity in 

the readings. 
• B+ papers begin to, but may not fully, understand the actual complexity of their own 

argument.  They often exhibit a turn in thinking that is not yet fully integrated into the 
way they forecast their thesis for the reader.  Possible moments of insight are 
sometimes not as fully developed as an A range paper. 

 
WORKING WITH TEXT 
• B+ papers show that the student is able to assume confidence and authority in working 

with the full range of textual evidence. 
• B+ papers may have more sophisticated work with text, including an ability to analyze 

text with particular insight. 
• These papers demonstrate connective thinking in which student’s ideas are in control 

through most of the paper.  
 
ORGANIZATION 
• B+ papers are particularly well organized.  Each paragraph clearly functions within the 

paper and contributes to the thesis with an overall fluid movement. 
 
PRESENTATION 
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• Presentation errors must be minimal.   
  

A range: 
 
An A paper might have one or two "B" or even "C" moments, but they do not significantly 
detract from the overall force of the paper.  
 
THESIS 
• An A paper does all the good things that B-level papers need to do, but an A paper is 

usually distinguished from B range work because the student understands his or her 
own thesis from the beginning and clearly represents that understanding to the reader.  

• The thesis is clear and original, and exhibits complexity of thought and discovery. A 
papers generally develop theses that cut across the readings in unanticipated ways. 

• An A paper moves through its own thesis step by step, though the individual 
paragraphs. 

• An A paper develops and presents its independent ideas persuasively throughout the 
paper.    

• Sometimes a paper achieves an A because a student develops a thoughtful and well-
defined interpretive approach and an awareness of his or her own position in relation to 
the positions of the assigned essayists. 

 
WORKING WITH TEXT 
• A papers are distinguished from B-level work by student-centered connective thinking 

that engages with the ideas in the readings.  The paper presents the sustained 
development and effective articulation of a position that is related to ideas in the 
readings, while it is not reducible to relationships readily identifiable in the readings.   

  
ORGANIZATION 
• The organization is logical, fluid, and clear. 
 
PRESENTATION 
• Presentation errors must be minimal. 
• There is often an eloquence and elegance of writing style. 
 

Determining Final Grades 
 
The Final Grade will be determined by the student’s highest level of sustained 
achievement at the end of term. A student must earn her highest grade twice in order to 
demonstrate that she can sustain that level of achievement. As always, any questionable 
or borderline grades will be discussed in Folder Review. 
 
Please tell students that Expos is not graded on improvement (this is part of the Expos 
mythology that pervades the campus). If the class was graded on improvement, the 
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student who started with an NP on Paper 1 but earned a B by Paper 5 would receive an A 
for improving so much, while a student who had been earning a B all semester would get a 
lower grade because he did not improve as dramatically. You may want to use an example 
like this to demonstrate to your students that improvement would not be a fair measure. 
Students who fail the Final Exam fail the course.  Cases where a student has written 
passing work but failed the exam should always be examined in folder review. The final 
exam is graded Pass or Fail only and is never factored into the grade for passing students.   
 
Final grades for the course are determined by paper grades and not by classroom 
behavior, participation, or attendance (except in the case where a student has failed the 
course for excessive absences or missing work).  Any penalties exacted for late papers or 
missed drafts should have been deducted from the individual paper grades.   
 
Teachers cannot exact later penalties in addition to those imposed on the papers 
themselves, nor should teachers award higher grades to students whose attendance and 
participation were outstanding, unless their work merits it.  Diligent effort, after all, will 
naturally contribute to higher grades.  Note: we recommend that, when making deductions, 
teachers indicate the reasons for the lower grade clearly on the paper itself or on the final 
paper so that if a student appeals the grade the department will understand the reason the 
grade was lower than the paper’s quality might indicate. 

 

Non Passing Final Grades 
 
At the end of term, please fill out a Grade Information Sheet (several of which will be 
attached to your Final Roster) for ALL STUDENTS WHO RECEIVE A NON-PASSING 
GRADE other than a “W”, and give it to the Director with whom you are doing Folder 
Review. This helps us keep track of failing students and to monitor the reasons as to why 
they are not passing. 
 
Below is a list of possible Non-Passing Final Grades: 
 
F: This is a punitive failing grade. It is assigned only to students who have a failing 
performance on the Final Exam and/or on Papers, in combination with any of the other 
following problems: 

o Six absences during the term 
o The student was two final assignments behind 
o Missing assignments  
o Missing rough drafts  
o Frequently late work   

 
NC:  Students have attended the class regularly, completed all five rough and final drafts 
of the papers, taken the midterm and final exams, but their work is not yet passing.  This is 
a non-punitive failing grade given to indicate that despite the students’ efforts throughout 
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the term, their work is not yet passing.  Even though some students have improved 
throughout the semester, they may not be strong enough as writers to complete 101. Once 
students retake the course, the grade is replaced. To pass 101, students should be ready 
for English 201, a course in which they will be expected to read long and complex texts 
that they must synthesize into a research paper that asserts a point of view. Those who, 
for example, are still struggling with reading comprehension or sentence-level error are not 
ready to take on the demands of an independent research project.    
 
TF: The “temporary fail” is almost never used in 101, and only when students have already 
demonstrated passing work on two of the last three papers but are missing one 
assignment OR the final exam due to illness or other adverse circumstance.  Instructors 
should never promise to assign a TF grade to students who need extra time and should 
never grant extensions beyond the last day of class.  Students receiving TF grades must 
complete all missing work by the deadlines set in the Final Exam Memo and instructors 
must submit a Change of Grade Form with the department secretary in Murray 108 before 
the start of the following semester.  All TF grades must be discussed in Folder Review. 
 
W: If a student appears on your final roster with a note of “W” in the grade area, the 
student has officially withdrawn from the course. You do not have to fill out a Grade 
Information Sheet for a student who officially withdraws. A “W” cannot be assigned to a 
student by the instructor, and students cannot withdraw from 101 on their own.  Students 
may only withdraw from 101 with a Dean’s permission (and that permission is only granted 
in exceptional cases). Even if students claim to have withdrawn from the course or say 
they will seek a withdrawal from their Deans, they must be given an “F” if their names 
appear on your final roster without a preexisting printed “W” in the grade area.  
 
TZ: The TZ should only be assigned when a student is unable to finish his/her course work 
due to a verifiable emergency situation. Documentation from a Dean is required. All TZ 
grades must be discussing in Folder Review. 
 
All grades are subject to departmental review. Instructors are expected to apply the 
department’s grading criteria when grading papers.  If a director feels that those standards 
have not been applied accurately, he or she will adjust grades accordingly.  Departmental 
review helps to protect both students and teachers by making the grading process less 
subjective and more transparent.  
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X. Commenting 
 
While many of the mistakes our students make are readily apparent, identifying each of 
these errors may not be the most valuable commenting practice. Instead, commenting 
becomes most productive when it takes the following question as its starting point: what 
work has the student done? Teachers should begin their comments by identifying the 
“promising moment” (or moments) in their students’ papers. A moment of conceptual 
complexity, a particularly well-analyzed quotation, or a finely crafted sentence can all serve 
as promising moments to which attention should be drawn.  These moments deserve more 
than a star or check mark in the margin (which might leave a student wondering what 
made the moment successful in the first place). Teachers need to provide an explanatory 
comment along with the indication of praise (e.g., “this is particularly strong engagement 
with the text because you are pointing to specific words in the quotation which develop 
your claim”). When successful moments are praised, students benefit in two ways: first, 
they have a model to imitate in their very next drafts. Second, having been provided with 
evidence of their ability to succeed, they become more receptive to the constructive 
criticism that will inevitably follow.   
 
Once instructors have identified the promising moments in their students’ papers, they 
must move on to the task of identifying errors. When commenting on student papers, 
instructors need to remember the triage method: treat the most serious problems first. 
Instructors should call attention to the three most pressing problems in any given paper. If, 
for instance, a paper has no emerging project, or no idea it wishes to develop, this should 
be identified as a pressing issue. If a paper does not engage with the assigned texts, or is 
not thinking connectively about the texts, this problem should be identified as pressing. 
When trying to determine which errors are most pressing, instructors should consider the 
grading criteria, and the fact that thesis and work with text are weighted more heavily than 
organization and grammar.  
 
Most students have a handful of grammatical errors that they make again and again. This 
is what we call a “pattern of error.” Once a pattern of error is identified, it is beneficial to 
circle and correct it the first few times it occurs, and to attach a name to the error (this way 
the student can look it up in the grammar guide). Some instructors choose not to identify 
each occurrence of the error in the paper, and to instead extend an invitation to the student 
to work on identifying and correcting the remaining errors during office hours. Instructors 
should identify patterns of error rather than identifying each and every grammatical 
problem in a paper. By identifying a particular pattern of error in a paper, the instructor sets 
a reasonable task for the student’s next draft: the student must avoid that pattern (not 
every single error he made in his last paper).  
 

Patterns of Error and Grading 
According to the grading criteria, a non-passing paper “has significant sentence-level error 
that makes it difficult to follow,” while “a passing paper has fatal sentence-level errors 
under control… Although errors may appear on each page, they do not significantly 
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impede the meaning of the essay or undermine the credibility of the writer.”  Patterns of 
error need to be taken into account both in terms of their frequency, and the nature of the 
error itself.  
 
When a pattern of error appears more than once in every paragraph of a paper, it is 
considered frequent and severe. When a pattern of error only occurs once or twice in a 
paper, it is considered mild. 
 
As for the nature of the error itself, certain errors, including subject-verb disagreement, 
verb tense shifts, sentence boundary issues (run-on and fragments), and, to a lesser 
extent, unclear pronoun reference, are called “fatal” errors, as they are considered severe 
enough to hinder the author’s ability to communicate effectively. A paper that has several 
fatal errors on each page may not pass.  
 
“Non-fatal” errors include articles, preposition choices, word choice, spelling and some 
punctuation. Some of these, particularly the first three, may still be severe enough to 
prevent a paper from passing if several occur in almost every sentence. In order for 
students to move beyond a C+ in the class, however, they must have their errors 
reasonably under control. 

Teaching Students to Recognize Patterns of Error 
Sometimes you will be faced with sentences that seem overwhelming in their grammatical 
confusion. Here is an example from one student’s third essay: 
 
A) “An outcome of re-thinking that people was brought up with kindness towards other can 

make us realize that different positive approach to problems that’s been going on.”  
 
The temptation may be either to mark this as “awkward” and move on (which doesn’t really 
tell the student how to address the problem) or to start listing problems in the margin and 
overwhelm the student. Neither of these approaches is likely to be very effective. Instead, 
it is better to focus on a pattern of error, an error that occurs again and again in the 
student’s paper. In order to do this, we need to find other sentences that are awkward in a 
similar way. Looking earlier in the same paper, we find: 
 
B) “Re-considering a more humanitarian method of solving other problems, on the other 

hand, would make some difference in some situations that’s been happened lately.” 
 
and  
 
C) “Since now that the journalist was killed, Americans are more raged than ever.” 
 
Sentences A and B show us that the student runs into problems when trying to contract 
verbs in subordinate clauses. This seems to be part of a larger difficulty with subject-verb 
agreement. Once you have noticed a problem like this, go through the paper marking 
several of the subject-verb errors with a line in the margin. Then, name the error, and 
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explain in your comments that although you’ve marked it in three or four places, the error 
occurs throughout the draft. 
 
Mark only one or two fatal errors and one or two non-fatal errors in each paper. The 
problem with comparatives (“more raged” instead of “angrier”) in sentence C, while it looks 
particularly unnatural, is probably not serious or common enough in the student’s writing to 
be worth calling attention to at this stage. The student’s difficulty with subject-verb 
agreement takes precedence. Two or three patterns of error are probably as much as the 
student can learn about within two weeks before the next paper is due. 
 
In the end comment, mention to the student that he or she has x, y or z pattern of error and 
that this needs to be addressed either in office hours with you or with a tutor. 
 

1. When the student comes in to talk with you, start with the “cleanest” example you 
can find—the sentence with the fewest problems apart from the one you are trying 
to isolate. Given a choice between sentences A and B above, you would probably 
pick B. 

 
2. Explain to the student what the problem is—in this case the student needs to 

uncontract her verb to “that has”, find the subject of “has” and decide if it is singular 
or plural—and help her correct it. 

 
3. Once the student understands how to recognize and fix the problem, take her back 

to the final clause of sentence A and have her fix it on her own. 
 

4. Then give her the whole sentence and see if she can find the other subject-verb 
problem. 

 
5. After this, you might have her correct the rest of the mistakes you marked on her 

own as “homework”.  
 
One problem may lead directly into another. Looking at sentences A and B side-by-side 
you might point out to the student how she uses “that’s been going on” in one sentence 
and “that’s been happened lately” in the other. She understands how to use a gerund 
correctly in one sentence but not in the other. Isolation and comparison allow her to see 
the difference. You may find that many ESL students who have had formal grammar 
training recognize the problem immediately and already know how to solve it. This should 
not get them off the hook because they may not be able to control the error on the final 
exam if they make it carelessly when they are tired. These students should still meet with 
you in office hours and drill on practice sentences from their papers.     
 
You do not need expertise in the meta-language of English grammar to help students, but 
it is a good idea to label problems as much as you are able using terms that students can 
find in a common grammar book for class. This helps you build a common language for 
talking with the student about his or her pattern of error.  
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Activities for Addressing Patterns of Error 
 
By the third paper, it should be clear which errors occur most often in your students’ 
papers. Just as lectures on the assigned texts are less enabling than activities that require 
the students themselves to interpret them, so the discussion of grammar, clarity, 
organization, and related issues should occur in the context of workshops that require 
revisions and then some discussion of the results.  (Not every revision is an improvement, 
of course.)  These sorts of activities are most effective if you can talk about the mistake in 
the context of the students’ own writing. Examples from grammar handbooks tend to be 
too simple to be really useful.  
 
Many teachers scan the rough drafts pulling sentences that contain common grammar 
mistakes. It helps to take one or two from every paper so that everyone sees that they 
have a problem and no one feels singled out. Put all of these sentences together into a 
worksheet and hand them out in class. You might introduce this exercise by going over 
some examples of the two or three most frequent or serious problems. Then have the 
students correct the sentences either alone or in groups. At the end of the period, you can 
go over the “answers” in class.  
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Marginal and End Comments 
 
The importance of making careful, specific, and extensive marginal and end comments on 
students’ final drafts cannot be over-emphasized. Think of these comments as an ongoing 
conversation with your students. Your marginal and end comments will help your students 
see their work from the perspective of the reader. Additionally, your comments on the draft 
of one paper will help students be more thoughtful and deliberate in the writing of their next 
papers.  

Marginal Comments 
 
We ask our students to imagine themselves in conversation with the authors of the essays 
they read. We ask our teachers to imagine their marginal comments as their own 
contribution to that conversation. Marginal comments should first and foremost engage 
with the students’ ideas. Vague check marks or unexplained lines in the margins do not 
contribute to the conversation, but questions that force students to return to a given line of 
thinking and reconsider its direction push the conversation forward. For example, a student 
writing about the catastrophic effects of losing one’s sight in adulthood may claim that the 
loss of vision is insurmountable. An effective marginal comment would ask the student to 
consider some of the examples in Oliver Sacks’ essay “The Mind’s Eye: What the Blind 
See” in order to question this conclusion. Or, a student writing about happiness might be 
asked to pause to consider how a term like happiness is defined (culturally, personally, 
religiously, etc.). These kinds of marginal comments ask students to consider (and 
reconsider) the ideas they are developing. Remember that thesis and work with text are 
more heavily weighted than organization and grammar. Encourage students to consider 
the complexity of the texts, to make richer connections between the texts, to challenge 
preconceived notions, and to develop their own ideas, even if this initially feels chaotic and 
uncomfortable. 
 
Instructors should make marginal comments as revision oriented as possible. Rather than 
writing “good quotation,” explain what is good about the moment in the paper. Is it the 
student’s choice of quotation? Why is it a good choice? Is it the analysis of the quotation? 
What might the student do again to engage in the same kind of analysis? Comments that 
provide explanations for why a quotation is good (such as how it supports the student’s 
thesis, how it relates to the overall meaning of the paper, etc.) will enable students to 
develop their skills. The more the teacher’s comments engage with the students’ ideas as 
specifically addressed in the work, the better.  
 
Avoid being too negative or demeaning in your comments. Comments such as, “I hardly 
see what you are getting at here” are of no value, and can in fact create animosity and a 
feeling of being demeaned. Being helpful, positive and constructive in your comments will 
also provide a good role model for students when they review each other’s work. 
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End Comments 
 
Instructors should compose an end comment that first identifies one strength in the paper 
(or a promising moment), and then summarizes the two or three most pressing points of 
concern in the paper. These comments should be revision oriented; they should aim at 
providing advice about avoiding the same mistakes in the next paper. It’s especially useful 
to students if your end comment refers to particular places in the body of the essay.  You 
might, for example, place a large asterisk in the margin at a promising moment in the 
paper and then refer back to that page and that asterisk when discussing the promising 
moment in the end comment. You might also use an asterisk and a double-asterisk to 
contrast strong and weak moments so that students can see where they do things well as 
well as where they don’t. 
 
The end comment should always be written with the next assignment in mind.  If some 
students had trouble with an idea in an essay you plan to use in the next paper 
assignment, you could redirect them to helpful passages in that text; or, if you find that a 
student does not demonstrate in detail how a key idea from one essay applies to another, 
you may assume that such demonstration will be called for again and help that student 
develop the ability to articulate that connection.  Remember that the ultimate goal of written 
comments is to help the student to become a more effective writer.  
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XI. Sakai 
 
You will need to log on to sakai.rutgers.edu. Once there, you will be prompted for your 
user ID, which is your Rutgers Net ID, and your Password, which is the password you use 
to retrieve your Rutgers e-mail. Once you have provided this information, you can then log 
in. Please note that it is important to use your Rutgers e-mail account information when 
using Sakai, otherwise Sakai will think you are a ‘guest’ and you won’t have critical 
privileges, such as creating your Course Site. 

When you have logged in, you will be able to create your Sakai Course Site.  

You will see from the tab at the top left of your screen, that you are in ‘My Workspace.’ 
You will also see a vertical list of options below the ‘My Workspace’ tab, and the one you 
will need to click on is ‘Worksite Setup.’ Then click on the red button ‘New’ at the top left 
of your screen. You will be asked to specify which type of worksite you would like to create: 
a Course or a Project site. Definitely select the ‘Course Site’! 

Once this is selected, then select the academic term, Fall 2011, from the dropdown box. 

Click Continue. 

You will then be able to add your Roster, as you will be taken to a screen displaying 
course sections. Check the box that corresponds to your course section number. If you are 
teaching two sections of Expository Writing and only want one Sakai site, you can check 
both section numbers, and the rosters from both sections will be imported into your Sakai 
site. However, most teachers find it easiest to create a Sakai site for each section they 
teach. 
 
Once you have selected the section numbers that you want, click Continue.  
 
You are now ready to customize your Course Site, and will be taken to a screen that will 
do just that. The Title of your Course Site will be your section number. You will then see a 
response box in which you are asked to enter a Description of your course, so you could 
add your Course Description here. This will be displayed on your Course Site’s 
Homepage. There will also be a window for a short description, but this should be left 
blank.  

Add your full name into the Site Contact Name box and your e-mail address in the Site 
Contact Email box if it is not already there.  

Click Continue. 

You are now ready to specify what Tools you would like to be incorporated into your 
Course Site. Each tool has a short description of its functionality next to its title. Select 
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each tool that you would like to use in your Course Site by clicking the check box next to 
its title. We recommend that you select the following Tools: 

Home: For viewing recent announcements and online discussion. 

Announcements: For posting current, time-critical information. (Each announcement, 
once created, can also be sent as an e-mail to all your students.) 

Assignments: For posting assignments online. (Optional as you could post assignments 
in the Announcement area.) 

Chat Room: For real-time conversations in written form. (Optional, but students might like 
this.) 

Discussion and Private Messages: For an online Discussion Forum. (Optional.) 

Syllabus: For posting the Course Description and Goals, Readings, Course 
Requirements, Grading and Policies. (The Syllabus, once created, can also be sent as an 
e-mail to all your students.) 

Once you have selected these Tools, click on Continue.  

Click the check box next to Publish Site to make your Course Site available to your 
participants. As soon as you publish your worksite, it will be live and any participants will 
be able to see it. If you are still selecting tools and customizing your Course Site, do not 
yet check the ‘Publish’ box.  

Do not check the box for Global Access, as your Course is only for those with authorised 
access in the Rutgers Writing Program; namely your students.  

Click on Continue.  

You will be shown a screen with a synopsis of your Course Site details. Review the details 
to make sure that everything is correct. Click Back to make changes, or Create Site to 
finalize your course worksite. Please be patient as it might take a few minutes to complete 
the operation. 

After your Course Site is complete, it will have a tab in the site navigation bar. To enter 
your site, click on its tab in the site navigation bar. Click on Site Information, which is 
close to the top of the vertical menu on the left of your screen, and you will see, once 
there, that your roster has been imported. There is even a photo roster, so you can see the 
faces of all your students! 

Students log into your Course Site by logging on to sakai.rutgers.edu, using their Rutgers 
Net ID and the password they use to retrieve their Rutgers e-mail as their User ID and 
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Password in Sakai. Once they have logged on, they will see your Course Site, when it is 
published, as a tab in the site navigation bar at the top of their screen. Please note that 
students must be told to check their Rutgers e-mail so as to see any e-mail notifications 
that you send from your Course Site.  

Customizing your Course Site 
To create an Announcement in your Course Site, click on the word 'Announcement' to 
the left of your screen. Then click on the red button, 'Add' at the top of the screen and you 
will be taken to a screen in which you type in the title of your announcement, and then add 
the text of your announcement in the response box below. When it is complete, you have 
the option of notifying your students by e-mail of this announcement, so click on the down 
arrow alongside the words 'E-Mail Notification' and then click on 'High-All Participants'. 
Then click on 'Add Announcement', and your announcement will be added to your 
Course Site, appearing on the Home Page, and will also be e-mailed. 
 
To add your Syllabus, click on the word 'Syllabus' to the left of your screen, and then click 
on the red button at the top of your screen that says, 'Add'. Follow the same procedure as 
noted above, including choosing whether to notify your students by e-mail, and when you 
are complete, click on 'Post'. Your Syllabus will be visible to students in your Course 
Site when they click on the word 'Syllabus' at the left of their screen, and by e-mail if you 
choose to notify them this way. 
 
Assignments can also be created in the same manner, by clicking on the word 
‘Assignment’ on the left of your screen, and then on the red button ‘Add’. When you have 
typed in the name and content of the assignment, click on ‘Post’, and it will be visible in 
your Course Site. There is no E-Mail Notification for assignments. Students will see the 
assignment when they click on the word ‘Assignment’ on the left of their screen. 
 
Discussion Forums already exist in your Sakai site, and you can start to use one by 
clicking on Discussion and Private Messages to the left of your screen, and then you will 
see these Forums. You can start to use one by simply clicking on the name of the Forum, 
and then on the button that says ‘New Topic’. You will be taken to a screen in which you 
name the topic, and then have a response box into which you compose your message. 
When you are finished, simply click on ‘Submit’, and your students will be able to read 
your topic and start responding.  
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XII. Presentations 
We require each English 101 student to make three brief oral presentations in class. The 
Public Speaking exercises used by most teachers can be arranged in four categories: 
Grammar, Reading, Writing, and Context. Any of these kinds of Public Speaking exercises 
can be presented by a single student within a small group, by a single student before the 
whole class, or by a group of students before the whole class. Teachers typically vary the 
format and the type of presentation so as to give students the opportunity to find the ones 
that work best for them, as well as to expose students to the range of ways that public 
speaking might function. 
 
In every case, although public speaking exercises always involve monologue—the single 
speaker making a sustained point before his or her peers—they should also, often, lead to 
dialogue of some sort. That is, we want students to treat speaking in public not just as the 
presentation of finished thought, but also as thinking in public: making one’s thought 
public, and so inviting (and expecting) response from others. Here are some suggestions 
for class presentations: 
 
Grammar Presentations 
Students must do at least one oral presentation on a grammatical issue, based on the 
handbook and examples they come up with themselves. As an instructor, you can help 
students identify grammatical errors in their writing, and to understand and apply 
grammatical rules during revision. Asking students to give presentations about the errors 
they are currently making in their own work shifts responsibility from the commenting 
teacher to the proactive student. Here some common topics for grammar presentations: 
“MLA Citation Guidelines,” “Plagiarism and Boundaries: Your Words and the Writer’s,” 
“Sentence Integrity When Using a Quote,” “Subject-Verb Agreement,” “Verb Tense Shift,” 
“Pronoun-Antecedent Agreement,” “Vague Pronoun Reference,” “Sentence Fragments,” 
“Run-on or Fused Sentences,” “Comma Splices,” “Other Comma Usage,” and “Apostrophe 
to Show Possession.” It is up to each instructor when these presentations are made and in 
what order. Grammar presentations are often helpful on peer review or revision days; once 
a group has presented on a particular topic, students can review their papers for the 
grammar point and then set about correcting identified errors. 
 
Reading Presentations 
Reading presentations typically require students to briefly discuss some aspect of the 
currently assigned reading. Some teachers find it more useful to have students present on 
a question asked ahead of time, while others require students themselves to pose 
questions for the class to explore. In either case, the point is to make the students initiate 
discussion. This works especially well when several students present on the same 
question or topic; inevitably there are significant and interesting differences in their 
presentations, and the teacher then needs to do little more than point to these for good 
discussion to ensue.  
 
 
Writing Presentations 
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Writing presentations tend to be less aimed at starting discussion about the assigned 
reading (though they often do so) than at providing occasions for students to help one 
another produce better drafts. For instance, some teachers ask small groups of students to 
identify weak and strong areas in one another’s rough drafts, and then to present these to 
the class along with suggested revisions that they have arrived at together. On the days 
when rough or final drafts are due, some teachers have students present their “finished” 
arguments to the class, and then have chosen respondents evaluate these. When this 
works, students both make excellent defenses of their work and also discover ways in 
which their papers might be revised even further.  
 
Context Presentations 
Context presentations require students to present the results of research they have 
undertaken on some aspect of the assigned reading. But in addition to presenting such 
information simply as a way of explaining something in the text that had been unclear, 
students are also encouraged to present their research so as to “open up” the assigned 
reading.  
 
Drafts Presented as Works in Progress  
For all five papers, each student can present either a rough or a final draft as a work in 
progress. While a rough draft offers the most room for revision and intervention, a final 
draft, especially one in the middle of the semester, offers revision in the subsequent 
papers of the sequence. Each student has five minutes to present to the class how she 
has interpreted the assignment, which parts of text she is using, which points she wants to 
make. Having student presenters prepare a handout for the class and identifying 
respondents might help to focus these presentations for the audience. In the 
presentations, students should test out their claims. They should offer a working thesis, a 
focus that is entirely under construction, and they should point out their interest in it, 
anticipating objections and articulating some worries. The presentation should include 
some discussion of the parts of the text they will discuss. Students should offer a focus 
and then should ask for help with that focus. You can have three students present and 
then have the class respond, or have all six present and have students prepare questions. 
 
Students Presenting Readings to the Class 
Ask students to work in groups to identify key passages and terms or to unpack 
quotations; have the spokesperson of each group present his group’s findings to the class. 
  
Student Initiated Class Discussion 
Group presentations scheduled for the first class meeting after students read a new essay, 
can serve as a way of starting class discussion. Group members will each be responsible 
for a five minute talk that addresses any aspect of the new essay which they find 
interesting and which can relate in some way to one or more of the essays previously read 
in the course. Examples might include a look at how two authors approach a similar theme 
differently, or an examination of how two authors use personal anecdote or textual 
evidence. 
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XIII. Academic Integrity 
 
Please review the university’s policy on academic integrity, and ask students to do the 
same. The policy, along with a description of the types of violations and their attending 
consequences, can be found on-line: http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/policy-on-
academic-integrity. Discussing plagiarism in the classroom is critical in a writing course, 
where anxiety and stress can lead to ethical violations, and where some students may be 
unfamiliar with proper citation procedure. Many of these violations can be prevented by 
providing students with a detailed lesson on MLA citation standards. 
 
Please be advised that while the Internet has made it easier to copy other students’ work, 
it has also made it much easier to detect and document acts of plagiarism. If you suspect 
that a student in your class has engaged in plagiarism (willful or inadvertent, mild or 
severe) do not confront the student before speaking with a Director about the 
potential violation. Please gather and bring all suspected papers and sources to the 
director on your campus. 
 
 

The Transparency Test 
When you suspect a student has cheated, place the papers under suspicion next to one 
another (particularly when the papers in question both belong to students in your class). 
Given the collaborative design of the class, some overlap of ideas can be expected; 
student writing will be influenced not only by readings of the assigned essays, but also by 
class discussion, and work with peers. This overlap should not produce papers that are 
identically structured, which draw on the same passages in the same order, make the 
same connections, draw the same conclusions, and use the same vocabulary.  
 
 

The Attribution Test 
Many plagiarism cases involve students who have received outside help from people not 
affiliated with the course and unaware of its conventions and concerns. This kind of help 
usually leads to papers that use language the student writer does not understand fully and 
makes arguments that the student writer may be unable to follow or reproduce on his own.  
 
If you suspect that a student has plagiarized, but you do not have definitive proof, it can be 
useful to ask the student a series of questions: Can you explain why you chose to cite one 
passage rather than another? Can you explain why you've structured your argument the 
way you have? Can you identify the key terms in your argument and define them? 
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XIV. Folder Review 
 
All teachers must meet with a Writing Program Director twice during the semester, at mid-
term and at the end of term. In folder review you will meet individually with one of the 
Writing Program Directors for one hour to review your teaching work.  This is an 
opportunity to talk about how your class is going, to share pedagogical strategies, and to 
ensure that course objectives, levels of difficulty, and grading are consistent throughout the 
Writing Program. 
 
During folder review, teachers should present copies of their assignments and their grade 
rosters as well as their students' folders in order to discuss individual students and their 
progress.  At mid-semester review, folders for 101 should contain two papers that have 
gone through the full process of student revision and instructor response, and possibly a 
third paper at the rough draft or final stage. 
 
During the final meeting, teachers should again bring their students' folders, containing all 
five rough and final essays and the final exams, and their grade rosters. This meeting 
usually focuses on those students whose grades present some kind of uncertainty. The 
Directors often assist in making pass/fail decisions. 
 

Some Practical Guidelines for Folder Review 
 
o Have copies of all of your assignments. We like to keep these for orientation 

purposes. If you have particularly strong assignments, we may want to publish these on 
our website, too. On a practical note, it's hard for us to understand the papers we're 
reading when we don't have the assignments. You might also want to bring drafts of 
your next assignments, or some ideas of what essays you want to use next; we'll be 
happy to look at these with you. 

 
o Bring all the folders from your class(es). Of course, we realize that often the 

students you most want to discuss are also the students least likely to give you their 
folders. If a student at particular risk doesn't give you a folder, try to bring in any work 
you might have from him. 

 
o Try to collect all student folders.  In order to get as many folders as possible, you 

should explain to your class that Folder Review helps standardize grading across all 
sections. Often, students believe their instructors are too severe when assessing 
student work, so let them know it's in their best interests to give you their folders, since 
it's the only way the Program can review grades. 

 
o Bring in your grades and a roster. We'll want to look at these so we can have a quick 

sense of how your class is doing overall and, of course, we will want to look at the 
grades of particular students you're concerned about. Having a roster with you can help 
us look up a student in the system. 
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o Bring in your attendance records. We'll want to see how many absences the student 
has had in case there is a larger problem that needs to be addressed. 

 
Some instructors may be concerned about the progress of their students at midterm.  
Generally, the class will show significant improvement as a whole by the third paper; 
however, if you have students who are clearly struggling, midterm is a good time to 
recommend them to one of the Writing Centers.   
 
Midterm is also a good time to review your students’ absences.  You may wish to identify 
students who are at risk of failing the class because of excessive absences, and you may 
wish to warn these students about their attendance.  Sometimes issuing students a 
midterm progress report of sorts can head off emerging attendance problems. 
 
You may encounter other problems with student progress or with your class in general.  
Remember that the Directors of the Writing Program are always more than happy to meet 
with you to discuss any issues or concerns you have, or to answer any questions.  Often, 
addressing these concerns at midterm can avoid problems at the end of the semester. 
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XV. Teaching Seminar 
 
In addition to Orientation and Folder Review, the Writing Program offers Expository Writing 
teachers support in the form of a teaching seminar (required for all new Teaching 
Assistants and open to new Part-Time Lecturers) and Faculty Development Workshops 
(voluntary meetings on topics such as crafting paper assignments, writing effective 
marginal and end comments, helping struggling students succeed, etc.).  Teachers are 
always welcome to visit a director to discuss issues related to their courses.  Directors 
generally have an open door policy, though it may be useful to schedule an appointment. 
 
The teaching seminar is designed to support instructors teaching Expository Writing at 
Rutgers for the first time.  New Teaching Assistants from all disciplines are required to 
attend, while Part-Time Lecturers new to the Writing Program are strongly urged to attend.  
 
Each seminar will meet for about an hour, with the remaining twenty minutes reserved for 
questions. The time spent in the seminar will inevitably save time for instructors 
later; learning to grade efficiently or use classroom time wisely will ease the 
demands teaching Expos can make on instructors.  

 

Fall 2012 Teaching Seminar Schedule 
  
Mandatory Meeting One: Tuesday - Wednesday, September 4-5  

• Practical Matters: Rosters, Add/Drop, Booking Computer Labs 
• Identifying Students at Risk 
• Course Pedagogy and the Practice of Close Reading 
• Techniques for Discussing New Texts 
• Crafting Assignment 1 

 
Mandatory Meeting Two: Monday - Wednesday, September 10-12 

• Writing Revision Oriented Comments 
• The Principles of Peer Review 

 
Mandatory Meeting Three: Monday -Wednesday, September 17-19  

• Grading and Commenting 
 
Optional Meeting: Monday – Wednesday, September 24-26 

• Crafting Assignments 
• Writing Revision Oriented Comments 
• Grading 

 
Mandatory Meeting Four: Monday -Wednesday, October 1 - 3 

• Crafting the Midterm and Paper 3 Assignments 
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• Helping Students Move to the Next Grade Level 
• Preparing for Folder Review 

 
Mandatory Meeting Five: Monday -Wednesday, October 22-24 

• Grading Workshop 
 
Mandatory Meeting Six: Monday - Wednesday, November 26-28 

• Preparing for the Final Exam 
• Crafting the Final Exam Question 
• Preparing for Final Folder Review 
• Determining Final Grades 

 
 
Depending upon your availability and teaching schedule, you will be enrolled in one of the 
following College Avenue groups: 
 
Day                    Period Time              Mentor 
Monday   5   3:00 – 4:00 Ann Jurecic 
Tuesday 3 11:30 – 12:30 Regina Masiello 
Wednesday 3 11:30 – 12:30 Regina Masiello 
Wednesday 5 3:00 – 4:00 Ann Jurecic  
 
 
If for some reason you cannot attend your regularly scheduled mentoring session, please 
arrange to attend another section that week. Please alert both Ann Jurecic and Regina 
Masiello, should this be the case.  
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XVI. Special Concerns 
 
Though students at Rutgers long ago rejected the parental authority and duties of teachers 
(or in loco parentis) so that they could lay claim to the freedoms of college life, we know 
that students can use a little guidance from time to time.  Often, a little timely intervention 
on the part of the teacher can prevent students from making costly mistakes or getting into 
trouble.  “An e-mail in time saves nine,” one might say, and both teachers and students 
find that e-mail is the quickest, least intrusive and most efficient way of exercising some 
early intervention.  E-mail also creates a historical record that may be useful later in 
addressing student complaints. 

Absent and Disappearing Students 
It’s important to let students know early on that attendance in Expository Writing is required 
and the course cannot be dropped without a Dean’s permission.  After four absences, they 
risk failing and no student should be passed who has missed six classes.  Also, if students 
are ever two final drafts behind in the course, they have already failed and should be told 
so immediately to avoid any confusion.  
 
When students miss even two sessions, it might be useful to send an email to remind them 
of the attendance policy and to encourage them to return to class.  Sometimes student 
absences can create a pattern of behavior that needs to be addressed.   
 

Support for Students at the Writing Centers 
The Writing Program in New Brunswick has three Writing Centers.  At each Writing Center, 
students work with tutors on a variety of issues such as reading closely and critically, 
understanding assignments, revising rough drafts, creating arguments, and identifying and 
correcting patterns of error.  The goal at each center is to reinforce and strengthen the 
skills that teachers are trying to develop in students’ writing.  Please refer all students 
whose reading and writing skills seem to require more than the help you can offer during 
office hours.   
 
Tutoring is free to students, although they must commit to attend for at least five weeks.  
The Writing Centers open in the 3rd week of the semester for scheduling, and in the 4th 
week of the semester for tutoring.  You will receive an opening announcement along with 
copies of referrals in your mailbox in the 2nd week of the semester.  When you refer a 
student to the Writing Center, please complete the bottom half of the “Referral Form.”  The 
more detailed you can be, the more a tutor can tailor the work she or he does with your 
student.  You will receive notices when one of your students signs up, when a student 
misses a session, and when that student completes 3 sessions with a tutor.  Please attend 
to these notices as soon as possible. In order to ensure that a student is getting the best 
help possible, tutors find it very helpful when teachers write tutoring comments on 
students’ papers regarding particular skills or areas they wish the tutor to focus upon.   
 
The three Writing Centers and their directors are:  



 75 

 
• The Plangere Writing Center (College Avenue) 

Website: plangere.rutgers.edu       
Murray Hall, Room 304 
Phone: 732.932.1149 
Coordinator: Miriam Jaffe-Foger (732.932.1149) 

 
• Douglass Writing Center 

Website: dcwc.rutgers.edu              
135 George Street, Room 201 
Phone: 732.932.8856 
Coordinator: Carole Marrone (732.932.5789) 

 
• Livingston Writing Center 

Website: lcwc.rutgers.edu             
Lucy Stone Hall, 106A 
Phone: 848.445.4048 
Coordinator: Peter Sorrell (848.445.5659) 

 
As the Writing Centers operate on the same pedagogical principles as writing classes, 
teachers are some of our best tutors.  If you are interested in tutoring, please contact the 
center director on that campus.  The Writing Centers always welcome graduate students 
and teaching assistants to work as tutors.   

Student Athletes 
Below are some important guidelines and policies for instructors with student athletes in 
their classes. 
 
University Policy for Athletes 
Rutgers University leaves the issue of attendance, missed work, and make-ups regarding 
student athletes to the discretion of faculty.  In practice, this policy often means that 
student athletes are able to make up work they have missed due to athletic events when 
an instructor knows in advance that the athlete will miss the work. 
 
Writing Program Policy for Athletes 
Student athletes in Writing Program courses are held to the same attendance standards as 
other students, with the understanding that they may miss some classes because of 
games.  Expect a student athlete to provide a list of game days early in the term.  While 
these days generally count as absences in the class, the individual student and instructor 
should make arrangements to make up any missed work.  These arrangements may 
involve electronic submission of a paper, an early due date, or a due date that coincides 
with the class meeting following the athletic event (without penalty). 
 
Writing Center Tutoring for Athletes 
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Student athletes should be encouraged to register for Writing Center tutoring.  All tutoring 
for athletes in Writing Program courses occurs in a Writing Center.  This arrangement 
ensures that the tutoring athletes receive conforms to our “minimalist tutoring” pedagogy.   
Student athletes whose Close Reading assignment and/or first paper exhibit writing 
weaknesses more significant than the bulk of the students in the class should be given 
extra encouragement to attend the Writing Center.  Instructors should fill out the tutoring 
sign-up form for these students, and speak with them individually regarding tutoring. When 
a student athlete receives tutoring in the Writing Center, the tutor submits a weekly 
progress report to the Writing Program.  This report is forwarded to the student athlete’s 
academic advisor, providing the Writing Program with important tools to support instructors 
with student athletes in their classes.   
 
Problems 
Instructors should contact a Director for guidance if a student athlete (or any student) 
begins to accumulate absences or missed/late work.   A student athlete who has more 
than two absences, is missing/late work, or is not passing by mid-semester must be 
discussed in folder review.  Close attention to these problems early in a term can often 
correct them before they prevent a student from passing a course. 
 
Plagiarism is another problem instructors may encounter with a student athlete. 
Fortunately, such problems are relatively rare.  As with any student suspected of 
plagiarism, do not directly confront the student before speaking with a Director. Writing 
Program instructors are discouraged from discussing the status of a student athlete with a 
student’s coach or academic advisor.  Refer all contact from athletic student support 
services directly to the Writing Program’s liaison to Academic Support Services for 
athletes, Peter Sorrell. 
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XVII. Sample Papers 
 

Sample Paper 1 
 
 
Pallasmaa’s “The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses” can be understood as a 
protest against a loss of depth in our awareness of space, which becomes shallow once 
we overlook the importance of hearing, smell, touch, and taste. Pallasmaa associates this 
loss of depth with what he calls the "modernist idiom," (or, as you've been writing about, 
"human rootedness in the world").  "It is thought-provoking," he notes, that a "sense of 
estrangement and detachment is often evoked by the technologically most advanced 
settings, such as hospitals and airports" (284).  His protest against the modern loss of 
depth is echoed in a different way by Nicholas Carr in "Is Google Making Us Stupid?." 
 Carr quotes the journalist Bruce Friedman, who complains, "I now have almost totally lost 
the ability to read and absorb a longish article on the web or in print . . . Even a blog post 
of more than three or four paragraphs is too much to absorb. I skim it” (68). Consider the 
Internet’s role in expanding or contracting our world, and answer the following 
question: How might the Internet be transformed to make it more richly sensuous? 
 
 

Ying  

Technology influence 

     Technologies are nowadays seen everywhere in our daily life. Technology products 

such as cars, worldwide webs, computers have now being used by billions of people every 

day. When compared to ancient ages, the modern technologies, especially with the 

invention of worldwide web, have made our life more convenient and secured, thus, rose 

our living standards. As we rely more and more on those information technologies such as 

Internets and computers, a group of people raise the claim that the technologies are 

changing our ways of thinking. Some extremists, such as Nicholas Carr, even claim that 

the information technology is brought to us with an evil plan in order to replace our brains. 

However, a fact that those extremists usually avoid is that the technologies have not stop 

us from doing things in traditional ways. Given the technologies today, we, humans, still 
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have the right to choose whether to take advantages of technologies or not. We are 

responsible to our own choices even if that really cost us something, as we are not being 

forced in making our decisions. The huge advantage that those technologies brought us, in 

overall, should be able to outweigh the concern of those extremists given the fact that we 

hold the freedom of selection. There is no doubt that the information technologies have 

expanded our world as it is just an extra choice of our style. So why would a world be 

narrowed with just an extra choice? 

     The information technologies have gave us many new features to our life. Even those 

people who are against it cannot disagree when it comes to this point. Carr, one of the 

extremists who write articles against the Internet, admits in his Is Google Making Us Stupid 

that the information technologies (which refer to Internet in his article) give the "advantage 

of having immediate access to an incredibly rich store of information" (Carr 2). The Internet 

is now so resourceful and low-cost that it has lowered the playing field of many activities. 

For example, when we need to research a specific piece of data, we need not spend time 

to go to library anymore as technologies have provided us a easier and accurate method - 

we can use the search engines instead. The Internet provides us the data we need and 

supply them to us in less opportunity cost and it is not limited to geographical or language 

issue which the traditional methods tend to so that we can spend our time on what we 

need while minimizing the time wasted during transportation or other inefficient activities. 

In overall, the products of the technologies gave us whatever we want or demand in an 

efficient and accurate way. Given its effective properties, such advantage attracts many 

people throughout the world to rely on the technologies and pushes us, as the dominance 

species on Earth, onto a height that we have never reached before. 
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     Given the great success that current technologies have achieved, some people raise 

the question to the evolving technologies that has changed our habits. Carr argued in his 

article that "the more [people] use the web, the more they have to fight to stay focused on 

long piece of writing" (Carr 2). His claim somehow echoes with Pallasmaa's point of view in 

modern architecture which has "negligent [our] body and the senses" (Pallasmaa 284). But 

his opinion contains a logic flaw. Carr seemed to have taken the information technologies 

(refer to Internet) as an active role in influencing us in his article. But in fact, he is wrong. 

The information technologies only provides an extra choice on what and how we do things. 

Given the fact that no one forces us for using technology products. In the process of 

selection, we are the one that plays the active role while the technology itself plays a 

passive role. Our choice to take advantage of the technology is not due to the mysterious 

mind trick of Internet. It is because of the fact that we value the advantage that technology 

gave us over than its side effect, which on the economy level, we would say that our 

marginal utilities of using a technology product exceed the marginal utilities of doing things 

in traditional ways. In overall, we value the actual data more than the process of trying to 

get in touch. And this is the reason we start to use technology products. As we hold our 

own rights of selections, wouldn't it be pathetic for us to blame our losses on those non-

living things just because they provide unbelievable huge advantages on one side? 

Wouldn't it be funny that we deny all our responsibilities while we are the one making the 

choice? In overall, there are just not enough logic proof in Carr's point of view that Internet 

side effect. There could thousands of other reasons beside Carr's "Internet makes us read 

less" opinion. For example, people "skim though" the net could just be due to the reason 

that the information is not what they needed, just like we seldom read a book that we are 
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not interested. The technologies do not make us "read less" or actively influence our mind, 

they act simply as a new choice to us. We are free to do things in old ways if we want to. 

     There are also people arguing that the technologies is making us machine like. Those 

people who goes against the evolving technologies usually hold a common opinion that the 

technologies are moving us away from the human form and are changing us into a 

efficiency-focused machines while sacrificing "something important not only in our selves 

but in our culture" (Carr 8). People like Pallasmaa might say the technologies have moved 

us away from his version of human rootedness as the current technologies (Internet for 

example) does, in some way, " housed the intellect and the eyes, but has left the body and 

the other senses homeless" (Pallasmaa 286). It is true that the modern technologies might 

have simplified our senses, or even changed them. However, the huge advantages the 

technologies have brought us should be able to outweigh such concern. In some way it 

can still be considered as natural evolvement of human beings. The evolution of the 

technologies nowadays have no differences other than the evolution of human from stone 

ages to modern ages. Beginning from ancient ages, we, humans, are evolving nonstop. 

With the use our intelligence advantage, we invent tools and houses to convenient our 

lives and after all we have successfully hold the dominance position of this planet. It is 

reasonable that the objective as a human being is also changing through time - from just 

surviving in the ancient ages to much more things we attempt to do today. With the 

advantage of our technologies we no longer struggle to survive. We no longer suffer from 

cruel nature competitions. We, human invent convenient ways to communicate and to 

protect ourselves. And given the safe, reliable environment we can evolve, we can think, 

we can explore and so that we can stand on top of our current achievements and attempt 
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to climb higher. When it comes to our today's information technology revolutions, there is 

no difference with the past changes such as invention of stone tools, books and other 

great creations we made during evolution. Whenever there is a new inventions, we value it 

and decide whether to use it or not. We hold the key to our own rootedness. There is 

simply no need to fear the influence of today's technology innovations, as the shift of our 

ways of thinking and living is a process that has began a long time ago. 

     There is no doubt that our intelligence creations have created the world we live today. 

 The innovations of the technologies have made our lives more convenient and secured. 

The existence and the evolvement of technologies have given us more choices with less 

opportunity cost in processing daily business, and thus increases our standard of living. 

Although it might seems to bring us changes and make us move away from our human 

nature, there simply no need to worry about it as it could be think as the human evolution 

process that began long ago. Given the fact that the modern technology products give us 

extra choices of our daily life and can provide us the information we need in a more 

accurate, efficient way, the advantage that technology brought us should be able to 

outweigh most of the concern of the side effect. In overall, the modern information 

technologies have brought us many new features while still keep the tradition way 

available upon our choice.  It is clear that the technologies have expanded our life. 

 

 
 
 

Sample Paper 2 
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In “The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses,” Juhani Pallasmaa 
argues that Western culture has overemphasized vision, and vision’s 
relationship to knowledge, for millennia. Accepting this argument requires us 
to radically change the way we think about how we know what we know. 
Using Pallasmaa’s descriptions of how the other senses can lead us to 
different types of knowledge, go back to Gladwell, Nafisi, or Stout, and 
identify some ways in which their arguments change under Pallasmaa’s 
worldview. Then, write an essay that answers the following question: How 
can Pallasmaa’s non-ocularcentric view of the world change your 
reading of Stout, Nafisi, or Gladwell? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jeniffer  

Our Visual Perception  

 One will not be able to relate to others if they do not experience through the same 

incident or event. It is difficult for two different people to agree on a particular insight if both 

individuals have their own perspectives and outlooks. Reading Juhani Pallasmaa’s 

“Excerpts from The Eyes of the Skin,” alters my perspective of the sense of vision in 

“Selections from Reading Lolita in Tehran,” written by Azar Nafisi. Pallasmaa’s essay 

focuses on the viewing the world using our other four senses of touch, taste, and smell, 

and discusses the impact of people focusing too much on the sense of eyesight. 

Pallasmaa’s essay contrasts Nafisi’s essay where women in Tehran mostly focused on 

their eyesight as the main source of life shielded behind their veils. For the women in 

Tehran, their means of understanding the world and reality is through a limited lifestyle. 

Pallasmaa’s non-ocularcentric view, however, demonstrates to us how ocularcentrism 

inhibits our understanding of the world because it does not fully incorporate other senses. 

Pallasmaa’s non-ocularcentric view of the world changes my reading of Nafisi by 
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neglecting the usefulness of one’s vision as a mean of survival. Consequently, readers 

cannot associate the values and importance of eyesight in Nafisi’s essay because vision in 

Pallasmaa’s essay is seen as an overstatement.  

A positive or negative overemphasis of vision depends on the outlook of a situation 

in our environment. To some individuals, like Pallasmaa, there is a negative overemphasis 

on the use of vision. Pallasmaa’s non-ocularcentric view of the world implies that people 

often overemphasize the sense of vision, to the point where people lose notice of their 

other sensory perception such as taste, hear, and smell. As Pallasmaa puts it, “that fact 

that the modernist idiom has not generally been able to penetrate the surface of popular 

taste and values seems to be due to its one-sided intellectual and visual emphasis… it has 

left the body and the other sense, as well as our memories, imagination, and dreams, 

homeless” (286). Pallasmaa believes that people tend to rely heavily on their eyesight as a 

sense of direction in reality. We have become so “one- sided” on relying on our vision that 

we have left our other senses, dreams, and imagination “homeless”. Pallasmaa suggests 

that we should neglect the use of our eyesight for a brief moment and notice how our other 

sensory perception plays important roles in our world. However, for others, is it also 

possible for this overemphasis on vision to play a positive aspect on the lives of those who 

rely immensely on their eyesight? For other individuals, the sense of vision is a type of life 

essential element that they cannot live without. For the women in Nafisi’s essay, the 

women’s vision was the only obtainable privilege they could have from their covered veil. 

Women in Tehran cannot enjoy the leisure of using their other senses more than their 

eyesight because they have to constantly use their eyes to be aware of their surroundings, 

and to keep themselves from danger. Therefore, there is only a positive overemphasis in 
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Nafisi’s essay regarding the use of vision. Nafisi argues, “They are called the Blood of 

God. They patrol the streets to make sure that women wear their veils properly, do not 

wear makeup, do not walk in public with men who are not their fathers, brothers, or 

husbands… Beside the slogan is a charcoal drawing of a woman: her face is featureless 

and framed by a dark chador” (436). Nafisi emphasizes the drawing of a woman on the 

poster; she is “featureless”, with only her veils showing her eyes. One cannot focus more 

on other sensual perceptions other than eyesight in Nafisi’s essay when she is 

“featureless” with her veil, because a woman’s vision is all she possesses. Women in 

Tehran are left with only their vision to see and acknowledge their surroundings. We can 

see that both Pallasmaa and Nafisi agree that there is an obvious overemphasis on vision. 

However, Pallasmaa’s point of view is that there a negative overemphasis of one’s 

eyesight. While this overemphasis of vision is seen in Nafisi’s essay, Nafisi argues that 

there is a strong positive overemphasis on one’s vision instead. Thus, Pallasmaa’s non-

ocularscentric view of the world changes our reading of Nafisi by casting a negative 

overemphasis on one’s eyesight. 

 Because of this negative overemphasis of vision, we fail to notice the importance of 

our eyesight as a source to conceive our reality. It is difficult to understand the significance 

of having one’s eyes closed to set a pathway for imagination when others instead use their 

vision to look, wander, explore, and thus, imagine beyond what they can visually see. 

Pallasmaa focused on the shadows of one’s vision, where this imagination can occur: 

“Deep shadows and darkness are essential, because they dim the sharpness of vision, 

make depth and distance ambiguous, and invite unconscious peripheral vision and tactile 

fantasy” (286). Pallasmaa believes that it is necessary for people to cast shadows by 
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closing their eyes, using their sense of touch to gather sensation intimate feelings in their 

fantasy. For some, when their eyes are closed, shadows and darkness are essentials for 

people to expand and wander in their imagination. However, how can those who rely so 

heavily on their eyesight experience this sense of darkness and intimacy? For the women 

in Tehran, women like Nafisi use their vivid vision with brightness and clarity to visualize 

and imagine. As Nafisi puts it, “Reality has become so intolerable, she said, so bleak that 

all I can paint now are the colors of my dreams…I wanted very badly to hold on to my rare 

mood of jubilance and optimism” (423). In this case for the women in Tehran, where vision 

is heavily focused on, Nafisi implies that vivid colors can create an inspiring imagination 

versus Pallasmaa’s idea of having darkness to be “ambiguous” and as a “tactile fantasy”. 

Because women in Tehran are sheltered by their veils, their clear eyesight of visual colors 

is the only way that allows women to imagine. Pallasmaa implies that darkness and 

shadows are the key significance for one’s imagination to occur. However, for the women 

in Tehran, these shadows and darkness are risky and disruptive distractions from a clearly 

viewed reality. Women in Tehran rely on their clear vision to witness bright colors that 

develop their imagination from their visual scenery. While Pallasmaa discusses the use of 

darkness and shadows from one’s eyesight, these shadows and darkness characteristics 

are hard to be associated in Nafisi’s essay.  

 At a glance of my argument, we might think that Pallasmaa and Nafisi each contain 

their individual aspects of vision. However, both authors actually yield interesting 

implications. At one point, Pallasmaa does mention alternative options of using our other 

sensory perceptions such as our sense of hearing, smell, and taste instead of relying 

heavily on our eyesight. However, if we look further into Pallasmaa’s essay, Pallasmaa’s 
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argument actually connects with Nafisi’s argument by both explaining that there is 

significance found in vision. As Pallasmaa puts it, “Sight is the sense of the solitary 

observer” (289). Pallasmaa implies the idea of sight as the role of an observer. Here, the 

word “solitary” relates to the meaning of being alone, or it may also imply the meaning of 

being the only one. We can interpret the words “solitary observer” as the “only observer”. 

This means that the eyes are the only sense of the body that is doing the observing, 

looking, and seeing. If the eyes are the only ones doing the observing, then Pallasmaa’s 

idea of the solitary observer fits into the same perspective as Nafisi’s. Nafisi explains how 

one’s eyesight was significantly important in terms of using it to read literature as a way for 

the mind to envision: “This was one reason that art and literature became so essential to 

our lives: they were not a luxury but a necessity… where you are completely alone in an 

illusory world full of false promises, where you can no longer differentiate between your 

savior and your executioner” (433). Women in Nafisi’s essay focused on their eyesight 

primarily as the “solitary observer” that Pallasmaa speaks of. The women in Tehran 

depend on their eyesight as the primary sense to visualize, imagine and perhaps use this 

imagination to escape from their reality. They also use their vision to look beyond the 

colors of the world that appear before them to develop their own imagination. We can see 

how important one’s vision is for someone like in Nafisi’s essay. Thus, in Nafisi’s essay, 

people’s vision is the only thing they have, which relates back to Pallasmaa’s idea that 

one’s eyesight is the “solitary observer”.  

 In spite of the fact that both authors at some point do agree on the same idea that 

one’s vision is important, my argument still demonstrates the solid differences between the 

two essays. Pallasmaa’s essay alters our reading of Nafisi by neglecting the usefulness of 
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one’s eyesight. Because Pallasmaa’s essay focused primarily on the importance of our 

other sensual perceptions other than vision, we lose this significance of in Nafisi’s essay. 

Thus, readers fail to inhibit the importance of using our vision and therefore, we will 

associate with Pallasmaa’s point of view that vision is an overstatement in reality.  
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In “The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses,” Juhani Pallasmaa argues 
that Western culture relies too heavily on vision-based knowledge, and explores the 
ways in which the other senses can offer alternative types of information, or can 
serve under-acknowledged human needs.  Nicholas Carr’s driving question (“Is 
Google Making Us Stupid?”) presents humans’ relationship to knowledge from a 
different perspective. Carr examines how we have interacted with technology and 
industry from Socrates to the present, and wonders if these advancements have 
helped or harmed us. Using evidence from Pallasmaa, Carr, and one of the first 
three readings (Stout, Nafisi, or Gladwell), please answer the following question: 
How do people acquire knowledge, and why does it matter? 
 

Sample Paper 3 

 
Safwat  

“The Sense of Knowledge” 

 Knowledge is the basis of understanding everything that occurs in our surroundings. 

All the sights, smells, sounds, etc. we experience though our day to day activities require 

our knowledge to comprehend the information we are receiving. Human beings differ by 

the way that they gain information. For example, a blind man must resort to his sense of 

hearing and sense of touch in order to ‘see’ what is in his surroundings. Helen Keller was 

blind and deaf but she still managed to shine light into her world and learn using her sense 

of touch. Knowledge is the key to giving meaning to our world. Junani Pallasmaa’s 

“Excerpts from The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses” explains how people 

have developed a heavy reliance on sight and as a result the other senses have become 

weaker. Nicholas Carr’s “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” gives details about society’s heavy 

use of Google actually deterring our capabilities to gain and keep hold of information. 

Martha Stout’s “When I Woke Up Tuesday Morning, It was Friday” talks about her patient 

who has difficulty retaining information due to a traumatic childhood. Each essay holds a 
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similar theme in that if an individual becomes dependent on a specific mode to gain 

information, they will end up doing the opposite and actually forget what they had learned. 

People ultimately acquire knowledge by grasping every aspect of their surroundings 

through the use of their senses but hampering the senses prevents any form of knowledge 

retention skills. Acquiring knowledge requires the use of multiple resources, whether it is 

with the senses or through the internet, but relying on simply one resource deters our 

ability to gain knowledge. 

 Obstructing one’s senses from the environment prevents any form of awareness 

resulting in a lack of understanding of the situation. Stout’s patient, Julia, allowed herself to 

disengage from the real world and into another mental state, eventually causing constant, 

sporadic series of dissociation. Whenever she would dissociate she lost all grasp of the 

real world. Her immediate environment had become blurred and she had no recollection of 

what she had done throughout the course of the disassociation. She had stated that when 

she dissociated that she just drifted off into her own world. Her detachment from the real 

world had separated her from her senses. Julia grew up taking child abuse, she “had come 

to assume, as abused children do, that she must be a horrible person who deserved these 

punishments” (Stout, 662). Her position became to deal with the abuse even though there 

was not a reason for it. If she had to deal with this on a day to day basis she may as well 

have a coping mechanism to make the pain more bearable. Pallasmaa states “when the 

soundtrack is removed from a film, for instance, the scene loses its plasticity and sense of 

continuity and life” (Pallasmaa, 289). Taking away the senses obstructs any way to acquire 

knowledge. As when she would be beaten by her father, she dissociated to alleviate the 

pain. She separated from her sense of touch until she could no longer actually feel the 
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pain inflicted upon her. The same phenomena occurred as she grew up. She could not 

remember any major events in her lifetime due to her separation so her ability to retain 

what had occurred in her immediate environment had failed. Her abandonment of the 

senses hindered her ability to recollect all events that happened as she grew up. Vision if 

anything is the fundamental sense that people rely on. With just vision alone people have 

an idea of what the environment holds and a possibility of how to react to it. Julia’s 

situation was far more complex. She had even obstructed her vision from providing any 

frame in her memory. She was literally a live doll with no senses whatsoever going on with 

the conducts of society and had no ability to gather information. 

 Acquiring all knowledge based solely on the internet hampers one’s ability to gain 

information. How far can the mind travel in the confines of a computer screen? Carr 

explains “my mind isn’t going-so far as I can tell-but it’s changing. I’m not thinking the way I 

used to think. I can feel it most strongly when I’m reading. Immersing myself in a book or a 

lengthy article used to be easy” (Carr, 1). The internet has multiple distractions that 

prevent users from obtaining information solely on topics they are searching for. A type of 

dissociation occurs as we surf the internet. Straying from the main subject at hand is 

something everyone is susceptible since a new website is always just a click away. “The 

Internet is a machine designed for the efficient and automated collection, transmission, 

and manipulation of information, and its legions of programmers are intent on finding the 

‘one best method’-the perfect algorithm- to carry out every mental movement of what 

we’ve come to describe as ‘knowledge work’” (Carr, 5). When using the internet, every 

action we do is almost automatic. The control we have is robotic, almost planned out from 

the very start. Julia’s dissociation responded in a very similar way. It would start up 
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automatically to produce the desired effect and cancel out everything that seemed inane in 

the surroundings. Julia felt as though “it’s like I’m in jail in my own head” (Stout, 668). 

Knowledge she acquired was never strengthened by secondary sources such as the 

senses she would constantly dissociate from. The information solely extracted from the 

internet never leaves the limits of the net, it never becomes ingrained in our minds 

because we ignore the ways to reinforce the information we receive and make it 

accessible from our knowledge. 

 Technology by itself has many flaws when it comes to acquiring knowledge, but 

supplementing it with the senses helps boost information retention. Pallasmaa explains 

how the using sight by itself leads to an incomplete understanding of surroundings, “the 

dominance of the eye and the suppression of the other senses tend to push us into 

detachment, isolation, and exteriority” (Pallasmaa, 286). When all the senses are 

incorporated a new type of picture develops, one that lingers in the mind much longer than 

the picture from only the eyes. When using the internet as a resource, Carr believes that 

retaining knowledge becomes difficult, that our ability to do so becomes far more 

insufficient and that “what the net seems to be doing is chipping away my capacity for 

concentration and contemplation. My mind now expects to take in information the way the 

Net distributes it: in a swiftly moving stream of particles” (Carr, 2). Users are having a 

constant reliance on this source of knowledge and that the way they gain it occurs just the 

same as the way they lose it, ‘swiftly.’ When the senses apply to technology, acquiring 

information becomes easier. When constructing a project and the internet is used as a 

guide, we formulate ideas on how to start the project and use the internet as a guide to 

support the ideas. Friedrich Nietzsche was slowly losing his eyesight and when he would 
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read a page, dissociation would kick in making it harder for him to even focus. Then “once 

he had mastered touch-typing, he was able to write with his eyes closed, using only the 

tips of his fingers. Words could once again flow from his mind to the page” (Carr, 3). 

Nietzache was able to connect his mind to his senses, something that does not occur 

when using the Internet. When reading articles online dissociation has the tendency to 

easily intervene and prevent any knowledge from being retained. We do not use any of the 

senses except for sight when we read and that ultimately prevents us from gaining the 

necessary information. We do not have a connection from one source to another. “The eye 

us the organ of distance and separation…The eye surveys, controls and investigates” 

(Pallasmaa, 286). Just as Pallasmaa states that relying on the eye alone does not broaden 

our view of our surroundings, it only obscures it. The resources we have to gain knowledge 

act as senses in a way. The internet plays as our sight, we use it to read and comprehend 

but simply relying on the net is a mistake. Experimenting with our other ‘senses’ is vital to 

understanding and hanging on to the information we come across.  

 The internet and the senses are not the only resources we have access to. “As we 

come to rely on computers to mediate our understanding of the world, it is our own 

intelligence that flattens into artificial intelligence” (Carr, 8). The internet is not making us 

stupid, but rather our inability to open to more useful techniques to gain information. 

People have the tendency to resort to the easiest and quickest method of finding 

knowledge that in the whole process they forget the point of their search is to actually gain 

information. Involving multiple methods of gaining information is the key to understanding 

exactly what one is searching for in a subject. Reinforcing our knowledge and 

supplementing it with various resources prevents people from easily dissociating. The 



 94 

methods one chooses to better understand a topic all depend on the individual and also 

the initiative to take the time and effort to gain absolute knowledge. Backing up the info is 

key to retaining it. 



 95 

 
In the essay “A Life of Its Own,” Michael Specter writes that “the planet is in danger 
and nature needs help,” help which he and others see as taking the form of synthetic 
biology (377). In “An Elephant Crack-Up?” Charles Siebert writes of traumatized 
elephants who also need help from humans: “They have no future without us … 
saving them will require finally getting past ourselves; it will demand the ultimate act 
of deep, interspecies empathy” (331). In “Rewilding North America,” Caroline Fraser 
writes about the development of the concept of rewilding, a conservation method 
designed to save species from extinction by restoring “connectivity” in nature, 
“holding out the hope and promise that [through this project] humanity could heal the 
environmental damage that had already been done” (119). All three essays suggest 
what seem to be very different understandings of and approaches to crises occurring 
in the natural world. For your fifth paper, please use these essays to develop an 
original argument in response to the following question: To what extent do the 
advances in technology described by Specter offer desirable and/or effective 
solutions to the problems of species extinction and habitat destruction as 
compared to the solutions presented by Siebert and Fraser?  
 

Sample Paper 4 

 
Kimberly 

Rewild for the Win 

 Animals roamed planet Earth for nearly 600 million years prior to the appearance of 

the genus Homo. During all that time, many creatures and species came and went. By and 

large they evolved, disappeared and became extinct all due to nature, geography, 

environment and natural events. Animal extinction is a natural process, but nonetheless 

the rate has heightened because of mans’ interaction with animals. Humans tend to cause 

our wild animal neighbors much more trouble than they do to us, as each day we invade 

thousands of acres of their territories while destroying their homes. These crises occurring 

in nature beg for humans to do something to eliminate or lessen the foreseen calamities. In 

the essay “A Life of It’s Own,” Michael Spector writes about synthetic biology, the design 

and manufacturing of new biological mechanisms, such as enzymes, genetic circuits, and 
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cells, or the redesign of current natural systems. Spector believes that the planet is in dire 

need of help and synthetic biology is the solution. He believes this is a solution that will 

ultimately prevail. Charles Siebert’s concern for the planet is similar to Spector’s, but as 

described in his essay “An Elephant Crack-Up?” he feels that interspecies empathy is what 

the longevity of our planets’ animal species depends on. Siebert and Spector provide 

solutions on opposite sides of the spectrum; one deals with science and technology and 

the other deals with the ultimate act of interspecies empathy. Caroline Fraser, in the essay 

“Rewilding North America” provides what can be appreciated as a balance between the 

latter two potential solutions. She explains the concept of rewilding, a large-scale 

conservation method aimed to restore and provide connectivity between animals and 

humans. The idea of rewilding is a marriage between synthetic biology and interspecies 

empathy because it constructively encompasses aspects from both approaches. Rewilding 

is a feasible solution to eliminate animal suffering that is not only natural but also is a 

tangible and realistic one, in comparison to the ideas of interspecies empathy and 

synthetic biology. 

Rewilding is an appropriate solution to the problem of species extinction because it 

is primarily a natural process. Rewilding, like most natural processes, does not affect 

animal’s lives in any significant negative way. Fraser writes about Banff Project scientists 

and their impact on the concept of Rewilding. They collected “footage from cameras 

mounted on the underpasses [which show] bears and mountain lions approaching the wire 

cautiously, sniffing, and peering around” (123). The animals questioned the underpass at 

first, just as any creature would do when coming upon something unfamiliar. Shortly 

thereafter, “most of them burst over or under the wires, galloping off” (123). All it took was 
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a meek examination of the underpass for the animals to recognize that it was safe, and 

then they were on their way. It was easy for the animals to jump right into it, because it 

seemed safe and natural to them. Natural processes are more sustainable and do not 

require ongoing human interaction to yield virtuous results, as synthetic processes do. For 

example, once the overpasses used in rewilding techniques are built there is little to no 

maintenance necessary thereafter. Synthetic biology, on the other hand, would require an 

ongoing effort; it will not continue without humans’ constant attention and focus. Spector 

includes a passage from Nature in 2007 that claims, “many a technology has at some time 

or another been deemed an affront to God, but perhaps none invites the accusation as 

directly as synthetic biology” (370). Many people, intuitively, do not support synthetic 

biology because the thought of humans possessing this much power over nature is 

frightening or intimidating. It can be perceived as man attempting to play god and, 

consequently, many people worry that if something were to go wrong, results could be 

catastrophic and possibly unalterable. People tend to appreciate and advocate for more 

natural methods, which encompass little chance for negative side effects, since rival 

methods, such as synthetic or more technologically advanced designs, are more likely to 

result in undesirable outcomes. A natural approach, presented by Charles Siebert, is the 

idea of interspecies empathy. Every aspect and intention of this idea is natural. Siebert’s 

goal in this essay is to educate humans on the similarities between elephants and 

themselves in the hopes that they will treat them with respect and fairness. Siebert 

explains that elephants feel emotional pain, just as humans do, and can even show 

symptoms similar to human psychological disorders such as posttraumatic stress disorder. 

Spector suggests “psychotherapy” as an appropriate solution to this problem (330). 
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Spector explains that psychotherapy has proved to be successful with elephants in the 

past. Though this method is great in theory, and preferred because it is natural, it is not a 

definite or realistic solution. Clearly it would be difficult to marshal the resources to provide 

psychotherapy to all the elephants that might need it. In addition this approach would not 

eliminate the underlying problems that caused the negative psychological reactions. 

Fraser’s proposal for Rewilding could provide America with concrete results if 

proposed nationally and implemented. Fraser tells her readers about “an eclectic group of 

scientists, activists, and businessmen” who linked together “to form the Wildlands project, 

a group devoted to moving conservation biology from the realm of theory to action.” A year 

later they published an issue of their magazine which was “filled with ambitious maps 

outlining a proposed Adirondack wilderness reserve system, a southern Rockies 

ecosystem, a southern Appalachian wildlands network sweeping up the Great Smoky 

Mountains National Park in a skein of protected areas between Georgia and Virginia. 

There also was … a plan to create a “Path of the Panther” through the narrow Central 

American isthmus” (120-21). Fraser explains that this special issue of their magazine 

captivated people all over the world as people pondered the conceivable potential of 

rewilding. Readers were so interested in the issue because the ideas provided were 

concrete, and thus were implementable. While different from the more natural proves of 

rewilding, Spector’s support for synthetic biology is defensible because he provides 

evidence that the plan will deliver real, beneficial results. Spector proves this when he 

recalls the time when Keasling and his “team reported [their] first success, publishing a 

paper in Nature Biotechnology that described how scientists had created that new 

pathway” which led to many more findings and discoveries including how to generate 
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synthetic drugs in a much more economically efficient way. This experiment indicated that 

this idea of synthetic biology is something that can possibly be done on a large scale in the 

real world. In spite of this, for reasons presented throughout the paper, synthetic biology is 

not favorable in comparison to rewilding. This is primarily because it is such an unnatural 

approach that it may never gain global support. While natural, Siebert’s recommendations 

provide few tangible or innovative examples of how to actually create universal 

interspecies empathy. Siebert admits to providing insufficient tangible propositions when 

he belatedly announces that he will approach this problem on a more “practical level”.  He 

suggests, “doing things like expanding elephant habitat to what it used to be historically 

and avoiding the use of culling and translocations as conservation tools.” Spector 

reinforces and supplements his plan for conserving and protecting elephants with advice 

from Gay Bradshaw, a psychologist of an environmental sciences program, which was the 

need for educating “people [on] how to live with wild animals like humans used to do, and 

to create conditions whereby people can … live with elephants” (331). Almost all of the 

previously cited ideas presented by Spector, are ideas that were proposed by Fraser as 

well. These ideas are merely fundamental objectives in rewilding, which also provide 

specific and detailed plans for implementation. Siebert’s approach is similar to Fraser’s, 

but in many ways is a less robust and holistic solution to the problem. It is evident that 

rewilding is a more favorable solution. 

If a proposed vision or theory is unrealistic then there simply is no point in looking 

any further into it. The ideas presented by Spector and Siebert are impractical thus 

meaning that they would not be sustainable in America. Rewilding, on the other hand, is 

realistic and credible. Fraser explains, “unlike past environmental campaigns … the call for 
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corridors [is] positive and appealing” (119). This means that people will advocate for 

rewilding. It is realistic that we might see ideas and components of rewilding in the near 

future being implemented in our societies because so many people are in favor of it. 

Synthetic biology, on the other hand, is seemingly less realistic a solution than rewilding 

because of the possible negative outcomes. Spector elucidates the concept founded by 

Nobel Prize-winner Hermann J. Muller in 1946. Muller proved that other things could affect 

heredity besides natural selection. Spector explains, “he wasn’t entirely sure that people 

would use that information responsibly though” (368).  This is a major reason as to why 

synthetic biology is not a realistic solution. The fear of this technology falling into the wrong 

hands and being exploited for corrupt purposes is enough reason for most to oppose its’ 

existence all together. Spector brings up the point that, “so many people seem to be 

repelled by the idea of constructing new forms of life” (371). A new major technology, like 

synthetic biology, will never be implemented if a significant portion of our society disagrees 

with it. Opposition to a proposed solution is one reason for failure, but in the case of 

Siebert’s solution it is the lack of concrete suggestions that are to blame. Siebert’s 

fundamental idea is that “saving [the elephants] will require finally getting past ourselves” 

and that “it will demand the ultimate act of deep, interspecies empathy” (331). Though this 

sounds great on paper and is an ideal concept to hope for, it simply is improbable. There 

are plenty of people who harmonize with this notion and possess a great deal of empathy 

for animals. Unfortunately, no matter how much education and lobbying those people 

employ in attempts to extend interspecies empathy, there will always remain the people 

who do not care. Universal empathy is ultimately an unrealistic goal that will likely never be 

attained. 



 101 

Naturally, there are some downfalls to, and arguments against, the concept of 

rewilding. Fraser indicates, “there was just one problem. Many biologists felt that activists 

had been advocating for corridors before knowing where to put them” (124). This 

undoubtedly is an issue, but it is not a reason to dismiss rewilding all together. The ideas 

behind rewilding are powerful enough that if it gained sufficient public support, areas would 

be found to situate corridors. Another issue presented by Fraser is that “the nation’s first 

migration corridor is still awaiting a moment when the political and economic stars align in 

its favor” (125). The plan for this corridor was formed nearly a decade ago and it has still 

not received permission to be constructed. This is a shame because it could protect 

various animals that without the corridor risk being killed by vehicle collisions during their 

instinctive migrations. 

Any adequate proposed solution to a problem must be tangible and realistic. 

Rewilding encompasses both aspects exactly, while synthetic biology and interspecies 

empathy feature only one of the two. Another reason why rewilding has a better chance for 

success is the fact that it is natural. The combination of these three aspects makes 

rewilding the favorable and more effective solution to eliminating animal suffering. 
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Readings: 
  Beth Loffreda, “Selections from Losing Matt Shepard” 
  Malcolm Gladwell, “The Power of Context” 
  Deborah Tannen, “The Roots of Debate in Education and the Hope of Dialogue”  
 
What conditions are necessary to cultivate productive community conversation 
about prejudice? 
 

Sample Paper 5 
 

 
Ellen  
 

We Interrupt this Prejudice: 
The News Media’s Role in Spreading Hate and Stereotypes 

 

  Tabloids have been forever criticized for spreading untruths about celebrities. But 

what if tabloids are not the only media outlet producing exaggerated stories for profit? 

Citizens of the United States today are victim to the sways of news media and are 

sometimes forced to accept biased information as truth. This untruth is the cause and fuel 

for the prejudices that riddle this country. Prejudice against race, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, poverty, even political parties are common themes seen across the United 

States. News media exploits these prejudices to make stories “juicier” in order to gain 

more readers, and this action ultimately spreads more hate, and more ignorance. As 

outlined by professor Beth Loffreda, the media played a large part in how the town of 

Laramie, Wyoming dealt with the horrifying homophobic-fueled murder of student Matt 

Shepard in excerpts from her book, “Losing Matt Shepard.” Malcolm Gladwell, sociologist 

and psychologist, explains how small environmental factors are the main reason why 

people choose to act the way they do in his essay, “The Power of Context.”  Deborah 
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Tannen discusses how the media and different tactics of conversation can affect how 

ideas are spread in her essay, “The Roots of Debate in Education and the Hope of 

Dialogue.” These authors offer insight into how media conversation on human identities 

can celebrate our differences instead of encouraging hatred of our human complexities. 

The news media of today cultivates prejudice by dictating overemphasized identities for 

race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, poverty, and political parties. However, if the perception 

of human identities and the stereotyping attack methods of the news media can be altered, 

complex identities and characteristics can prevent prejudice, and create more meaningful 

interactions between humans. 

 Although the news media claims to be unbiased and fair, prejudice is cultivated 

when identity is skewed by human perception and the media’s tendency to overemphasize 

one aspect of a person’s character. In order to change how prejudice is addressed, we 

must first examine how identities are formed. We use identities to categorize people into 

different blocks of uniformity. But in reality, we humans are much too complex to be 

categorized in such general terms. Gladwell explains the Fundamental Attribution Error 

(FAE) as one of the main reasons we falsely identify people. “When it comes to 

interpreting other people’s behavior, human beings invariably make the mistake of 

overestimating the importance of fundamental character traits and underestimating the 

importance of the situation and context. We will always reach for a dispositional 

explanation for events, as opposed to a contextual explanation” (Gladwell 162). Gladwell 

explains that dispositional attributes are only displayed in certain settings, that they can 

change depending on different situations. Gladwell points out that we usually grasp onto 

certain character traits without noticing the context in which those traits are displayed. 
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Therefore, we attribute someone’s identity as what makes that person different from 

ourselves in a certain situation, but we mistakenly apply that identity in all contexts. The 

media is especially prone to manufacturing caricatures of a person’s identity, which only 

fuels the general public’s tendency to do the same. This oversimplification causes undue 

prejudice, and fuels existing prejudices to grow. Tannen describes how prejudice can 

spiral out of control when the media misconstrues facts to create a false truth. “The press 

is poised to pounce on allegations of scandal, giving them primacy over every other kind of 

news. And the standards by which scandals are judged have declined. Allegations make 

the news, no matter where they come from, often without proof or even verification” 

(Tannen 417). Tannen’s image of a press poised on its haunches, ready to attack is 

frightening, because it exposes that people value news for its entertainment value, not its 

truths. Importantly, Tannen also points out that because scandal has a high entertainment 

value, the media is willing to bend the truth, or completely make up information, in order to 

create more “interesting” news. In some cases, the attributes of a few are hyperbolized into 

the identities of many. Loffreda speaks of journalist Bob Beck, who felt that the media took 

the characters of the murderers of Matt Shepard and falsely applied them to everyone in 

the town of Laramie, Wyoming:  

 Journalists who interviewed him began with comments like ‘Well, this kind of thing 
 probably happens a lot up there,’ or, ‘You have that cowboy mentality in Wyoming, 
so  this was bound to happen.’ Reporters criticized Laramie… [they] wanted to hear that 
this  was a hateful, redneck town, that Wyoming was, in the inane rhyming of some  
 commentators, ‘the hate state.’ (Loffreda 231)  
 
Loffreda remarks that this town was vilified, prejudiced by the media as a place where 

hatred is nourished and grown. The inane rhyming that Loffreda points out further enforces 

the notion that the news media constantly strives to make a sloganized and commercial 
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character for readers to feed off. Even if the media unconsciously creates biased 

categorizations, they force the readers to have prejudicial feelings. Prejudice makes 

money for the media, so identities are constantly smudged for the benefit of magazine and 

newspaper sales rather than for the spread of knowledge and truth.  

 The tendency to oversimplify human identities causes discord, but with an 

understanding of the complex relationship between environmental factors and character, 

there can be acceptance of human differences. Sometimes it takes a terrible event for 

some to realize that perhaps they were not portraying themselves in the best light; they 

were living with an identity that really was not true to who they wanted to be. Gladwell also 

discusses how people’s emotions or actions are dictated by environmental factors. “The 

Tipping Point in this epidemic, though, isn’t a particular kind of person… The impetus to 

engage in a certain kind of behavior is not coming from a certain kind of person but from a 

feature in the environment” (Gladwell 155). Gladwell implies that there is a choice in the 

way someone behaves and how they identify themselves, and the immediate surrounding 

environment directs this choice. Therefore identity is not as stagnant as the media and 

general society make it out to be. We separate ourselves into confining identities, but in 

reality, our characters and identities are as complex and ever changing as our 

environment. Tannen describes how polarized views of identities actually fuel prejudice. 

“[T]he very inclination to polarize varied views… into two opposing camps is in itself 

essentialist because it reduces complex and varied because it reduces complex and varied 

perspectives to simplified, monolithic representations” (Tannen 415). Tannen implies that 

we need to change our tendency to over simplify human characteristics into an 

understanding that human beings are amazingly complex. Loffreda speaks of one student 
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who decided that his identity, or character, needed to change. “After seeing students cry in 

one of his classes as they discussed Matt’s death, he had what he called, with a defensive 

grin, a real breakthrough: he felt a little sick, he told me, that he had thought things about 

gays that the two killers had probably been thinking about Shepard”  (Loffreda 237). 

Loffreda uses this example to show that it was the crying students, who created an 

environment that displayed the effects of such characteristic thoughts, who changed the 

student’s mind. Moreover, the student was able to see that his prejudicial thoughts were 

lacking in embracing the fact that the people of the gay community have more than one 

impact on society. Gladwell’s theory says that the student Loffreda referred to was not a 

prejudicial person, he was just influenced by his environment, and when that environment 

changed, so did his thoughts. Prejudice can be prevented if humanity’s vast differences 

are celebrated instead of criticized. This can only be accomplished if the environment of 

media changes as well.  

 Community conversation can change how people perceive their surroundings and 

can affect how identities are perceived and therefore prejudice will take a backseat in 

social interactions. In the United States, we tend to believe that facts alone are more 

important than facts in juxtaposition to situational influences. Tannen attributes this 

inclination to the way we thrive on argumentative debate. “The tendency to value formal, 

objective knowledge over relational, intuitive knowledge grows out of our notion of 

education as training for debate” (Tannen 405). Tannen uses the word tendency to 

indicate that this behavior is not a steadfast rule, and it can be changed. She also implies 

that education is the root of this tendency, and that this system can be changed. If 

educational systems emphasize the uniqueness of any situation instead of broad-spectrum 
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understanding of all situations, people may be more open to understanding the uniqueness 

of human identities as well. If the broadcasters and journalists are taught this 

understanding at an educational level, a new type of journalism can be born. Thus slowly 

ending the attacking nature of the news media of today, and beginning an era of news 

focused on information, and the triumph of the human spirit. Gladwell surmises that 

positive influences can have the power to change individuals’ behavior. “It can be 

prevented, there is a broader dimension to this. Judith Harris has convincingly argued that 

peer influence and community influence are more important than family influence in 

determining how children turn out” (Gladwell 165). The word “prevented” is powerful 

because it brings emphasis to the fact that we do not have to accept the existence of 

prejudice and fight it, we can prevent it from existing to live freely without it. Moreover, 

Gladwell explains that communities and peers are responsible for creating the environment 

that dictates behavior. This means that news media has the power to create a community 

of change by changing their tone from argumentative, to intuitive.  

 One of the great attributes of the United States is our coveted diversity, our melting 

pot of culture, religion, and friendships. These attributes truly separate the United States 

from hundreds of other countries around the world. It is time that our media starts to 

present these differences in a more positive light, because the negative implications of 

human differences stimulates prejudices of all kinds. To our knowledge, we are the only 

creatures on the planet who get to choose who we want to be; we get to choose our own 

identities. But when the media chooses to impose a false and cumbersome identity, our 

ability and right to do so is impeded upon. The news media has no right to dictate what 

your identities mean, and they have no right to dictate how your identity makes you 
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behave. It is within the power of our television broadcasters and our journalists to 

emphasize the relational information necessary to understand our current events. 

Communities can start to create this change by starting open conversations celebrating the 

diversity of the people within it. Often these conversations emerge out of tragedies, but if 

made a quintessential part of community, this cycle of tragedy and tolerance can be 

broken. Perhaps instead, we should mourn the tragedy of a mislead media, and begin the 

path to change the way we receive our information. In a generation faced with so much 

change in almost every facet (environmental, political, economical, and social) we have the 

power to change the acceptance of prejudice to the acceptance of differences. It is in our 

heritage to dare to be different, and it is time for us to stop punishing those who do just 

that. It is time for the news to deliver what we need, the facts. 
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Deborah Tannen questions paradigms of argument-driven communication in “The Roots 
of Debate in Education and the Hope of Dialogue.” Along the way, she supplies critical 
analysis of dysfunctions in our educational, political, and social spheres; yet, her optimism 
rests in conversational solutions.  How can individuals effectively express themselves in 
our community?  How can we affect change inside our institutions? 
  In “The Power of Context,” Malcolm Gladwell also shows an interest in the ways 
individuals, communities, and institutions change.  His theories may prove useful in 
identifying how ideas spread through a community or environment.  In what ways do our 
institutions of education and government suffer from chaos and disorder? What happens 
when a tipping point is introduced? 
  Let’s take look at how dialogue and debate shape and are shaped by communities.  
Address the following prompt in your essay: To what extent can individuals create 
social change by altering the context of community conversation? 
 

Sample Paper 6 
 

 
Jason  
 

Arguing Against the Argument Culture: A Solution for Public Discourse 

 The political climate of the 2012 presidential race quintessentially characterizes the 

culture of modern America; the polarization of our country, defined by the labels of 

Republican and Democrat, has created a society that emphasizes procedure and method 

over the American people. The presidential election is no longer about electing one man; it 

is about electing a party. The upcoming election exemplifies two major menaces in 

American society: the argument culture and the polarized scope. From youth we are taught 

to defend our freedom of thought as if being swayed to believe another man’s ideas 

diminishes the validity of our own intellect. This American insecurity fuels argumentation 

and polarization. We cannot be wrong—we must argue our position to the bitter end simply 

because it is our own. The dichotomy of right and wrong has created a zero-sum world, but 

this polarized view is nothing more than an oversimplification of a nuanced reality. In her 
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work “The Roots of Debate in Education and the Hope of Dialogue,” Deborah Tannen 

identifies the chief dysfunctions in America’s ability to unbiasedly and critically examine 

political, educational, and even social issues. In “The Power of Context,” Malcolm Gladwell 

examines the spread of cultural epidemics and speculates that even deeply rooted cultural 

principles are easily controlled by the context in which they are presented. If both 

politicians and average Americans can shift the community’s conversational context away 

from the rigidity associated with modern America’s argument culture, genuine concern for 

America’s political climate and positive social change will define the new American culture. 

The paradigm of America’s argument culture has distorted the individual’s understanding 

of social change, creating a stagnant society that not only overemphasizes the rigidity of 

argument but also ignores the nuances associated with intellectual conversation.  

 The argument culture of modern America creates unnecessary polarization between 

opposing groups, which not only creates disorder but also distorts the purpose of argument 

itself. Republicans and Democrats are painted as polar opposites in modern times; both 

sides oppose any bill that originated from the opposite party, regardless of content. This 

unnecessary polarization has not only heated resentment between political factions but 

has also crippled the American government from promoting the welfare of American 

civilians. Today’s current congress, the 112th Congress, is both the most unpopular 

congress of all time and has passed the least bills of any congress in the past 100 years. 

Tannen warns against dichotomy when viewing an issue, “If you limit your view of a 

problem to choosing between two sides, you inevitably reject much that is true, and you 

narrow your field of vision to the limits of those two sides, making it unlikely you will… 

discover the paradigm shift that will permit truly new understanding” (Tannen 425). In other 
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words, by oversimplifying any issue into a dichotomy, the nuances and subtleties of the 

issue are essentially disregarded. In today’s political climate, elected officials cannot act to 

improve the lives of the American people if it goes against their party’s agenda. Suddenly, 

there are no more tough decisions—to know what to do, all a politician has to do is look at 

the color of his political badges. Also, while political games were once used as tactical 

ploys on big issues, modern Congress refers to political party on even the most innocuous 

and sensible legislation.  How could any member of Congress get opponents on the other 

side to arrive at new understanding?  In his work, Gladwell refers to the Broken Window 

Theory, “If a window is broken and left unrepaired, people walking by will conclude that no 

one cares and no one is in charge. Soon, more windows will be broken, and the sense of 

anarchy will spread from the building to the street on which it faces, sending a signal that 

anything goes” (Gladwell 155). The Broken Window Theory suggests that special case 

scenarios can ultimately become widespread if no one is there to repair or regulate the 

aftermath. The political tactics, which began as special cases, suddenly became a defining 

feature in American politics because they seemed so harmless and even helpful in the 

long run. Unfortunately, as Gladwell predicts, the rampant spread of a broken window or 

political tactic leads to a loss of order. The political tactics that were once meant to support 

the party are now the rulers of political decision making; as impossible as it sounds, the 

men which once rode the horse are now the ones carrying it around.  

Both politicians and civilians can supplant the argument culture, which is the context 

by which the American political system converses, by realizing that argument serves the 

arguers and not the other way around. First, people must realize that argument, while 

important, is not the only function of debate. Tannen explains, “Although criticizing is surely 
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part of critical thinking, it is not synonymous with it. Again, limiting critical response to 

critique means not doing the other kinds of critical think that could be helpful: looking for 

new insights, new perspectives, new ways of thinking, new knowledge. Critiquing relieves 

you of the responsibility of doing integrative thinking” (Tannen 414). Criticism, and 

therefore argument, is simply one element in the art of debate and by overemphasizing 

this one element, the American people oversimplify reality and ignore the subtleties of the 

issues. The attack advertisements associated with the 2012 presidential election have no 

direct basis on the legislation and issues associated with the President of the United 

States but instead concentrate on the personal lives of the candidates. Unfortunately, 

personal issues sometimes overshadow core political concerns. Gladwell suggests that 

“the inner states—preferences and emotions—are actually powerfully and imperceptibly 

influenced by seemingly inconsequential personal influences” (Gladwell 160). The 

seemingly innate qualities that we consider intrinsic to us are actually influenced by outside 

factors. By painting a presidential candidate as anti-American or a financial crook, political 

parties manipulate ‘personal influences’ to affect our ‘inner states’. Arguments based on 

criticism attempt to blur the essential tools of critique with emotional bias. The argument 

and polarization paradigm promote dichotomy and a ‘black and white’ view of Republicans 

and Democrats. The views of political parties are not necessarily mutually exclusive—both 

want what is best for the country, for example—and definitely agree on some common 

issues. In other words, argumentation and polarization are simply unfounded in their 

approach to the innate human problem-solving process. Politicians and Americans alike 

must utilize every approach to conversation; argument is merely one of the many tools in 

the conversationalist’s toolbox. Ultimately, both Republicans and Democrats should want 
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to improve the lives of Americans, so why exactly are they fighting against each other? 

They have forgotten that they are partners, and not enemies, in this united goal.  

The most appropriate context for any conversation is contingent upon the 

conversation itself. Once the conversation serves context, the genuine intentions of 

improvement and equality begin to serve the power and authority necessary to shift 

outdated paradigms. Modern American politics embodies this disparity; civilians have 

become tools for the political world. The argument culture has convinced American people 

that issues are absolute and rigid; you either stand for or against any particular issue. 

Tannen provides a constructive solution, “To move beyond this static and limiting view, we 

can remember the Chinese approach to yin and yang. They are two principles, yes, but 

they are conceived not as irreconcilable polar opposites but as elements that coexist and 

should be brought into balance as much as possible” (Tannen 422). A single issue finds 

balance between both sides of its argument. Issues that were once irreconcilable can 

coexist because they are not mutually exclusive. No two solutions are inherently mutually 

exclusive, but the stubborn attitude associated with the argument culture makes them 

appear to be. 

For individuals to create social change by altering the context of conversation, they 

must realize that the context is meant to serve. Argument, the modern paradigm of 

conversation in America today, is viewed as the best, if not the only, mode of 

communication. It is exactly this blind faith in argument, which is only one of many styles of 

conversation, that creates the unproductive and chaotic political climate in America. While 

American politics is not the only victim of this rigidity to argument, it embodies, on a grand 

scale, the main problems in American conversations. Argument has caused extreme 
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polarization between the Republican and Democratic parties. This polarization seems to lie 

in the labels of political parties rather than a fundamental difference in policy opinion. 

Polarizing issues into two mutually exclusive options causes a loss of nuance and subtlety 

on small, albeit important, details. In the scope of politics, polarization from political parties 

hurts the American people the most—politicians, who are meant to serve the people, are 

hurting the average American. The argument culture has spread as an epidemic in a 

fashion similar to the Broken Window Theory but can be replaced by a newer, more 

productive means of communication. Argument should not be seen as a panacea to 

conversation, but as one of many agents to aid the community. Once average Americans, 

as well as political figures, realize that the way we communicate should serve the 

conversation we are having, we can create social change. Finally, the American 

government can put aside political games and serve the country’s best interest. People 

control the context of their lives and by modifying that context, they will control 

conversation itself.  

 


