
English 213/01: Studies in American Lit  Heather Urbanski 
Post-Apocalyptic Science Fiction Office: Willard 320 
MW 3:05-4:20; Willard 302 Telephone: ext. 22745 
Office Hours: Email: urbanskihea@ccsu.edu 
M: 4:30 to 6 pm; T: 1-1:30 pm; W: 12-1:30 pm and 4:30-6 pm; and by appt 
 
 

 
Chacchoben Mayan Temple near Costa Maya, Mexico (picture taken in June 2012, courtesy of Roger Weeks) 
 
 
Course description 
The world has ended many times over for centuries, at least in myths and stories. This course 
uses the legend of the Mayan calendar’s prediction of the end of the world in December 2012 as 
a tongue-in-cheek reference point to consider the profound questions raised by post-apocalyptic 
science fiction. In particular, we will examine how the fictional societies “re-build” themselves, 
with often disturbing results, which will also lead us into the dystopian tradition within the genre 
as well.  
 
We will read these works primarily for the ideas and content they include and the questions they 
raise, but we will also examine how they use medium, genre devices, and other elements of 
fiction to tell their stories. This course is designed both for students who are avid speculative 
fiction fans as well as those who have no prior experience with the genre. 
 
 



English 213 Syllabus, Fall 2012 
page 2 

Course goals and objectives 
By the end of the course, students should be able to: 
- Identify the features that distinguish speculative fiction texts from other genres. 
- Discuss effectively common threads within post-apocalyptic science fiction. 
- Discuss effectively the areas of overlap between post-apocalyptic science fiction and the 

dystopian tradition within the genre. 
- Write coherent and cogent analyses, using textual support and appropriate academic 

conventions and language, that reach provisional conclusions regarding American popular 
culture texts.  

 
Reminders:  
- English 110: Freshman Composition is a prerequisite for this course. If you have not 

completed that class, or received credit for some equivalent, then you will not receive credit 
for this course. 

- This course does not count toward the English major. It does fulfill the Study Area I 
Literature requirement in the General Education program.  

 
 
Required books and materials  
Texts available at bookstore: The Handmaid’s Tale (Atwood)  
    V for Vendetta (Moore and Lloyd) 
    Lathe of Heaven (LeGuin) 
    Hunger Games (Collins) 

Catching Fire (Collins)  
Mockingjay (Collins) 

      
     
Texts available on Blackboard: Occasionally materials will only be available electronically. You 
need to print each of these on your own, read them before the assigned date, and bring them to 
class so you can refer to them during discussions and in-class writing activities.  
 
 
Blackboard Learn Pilot 
This semester we will be part of the pilot transition from Blackboard Vista to Blackboard Learn. 
The three most important things you need to know about this transition are 

1. If you have used the Vista version of Blackboard before, much of the Learn program will 
be familiar, though you will want to spend some time exploring the new interface. Self-
paced videos are available from Academic Technology to help with this. 

2. When you log in to Blackboard through CentralPipeline, be sure to use the “Blackboard 
Learn” button. 

3. Glitches and unexpected difficulties are likely to occur. If you see something strange on 
the system, or don’t see what you expect, let me know and ask me questions as soon as 
possible, via email. Please also contact the Help Desk to see what assistance they can 
provide. Do not wait until the next class, after a deadline has passed, to tell me 
“Blackboard didn’t work.” 

 



English 213 Syllabus, Fall 2012 
page 3 

 
Attendance policy 
It is expected that you will be at each class meeting, on time, prepared, and ready to participate 
in class discussion. I take attendance at each class period and if you miss more than six class 
periods, for any reason, your final grade for the course will be reduced. In addition, arriving late 
to class is disruptive and frankly disrespectful. Thus, two late arrivals (i.e. after I have begun 
class) will count as one absence.  
 
 
Academic Honesty policy 
All students are expected to demonstrate integrity in the completion of their coursework. 
Academic integrity means doing one's own work and giving proper credit to the work and ideas 
of others. It is the responsibility of each student to become familiar with what constitutes 
academic dishonesty and plagiarism and to avoid all forms of cheating and plagiarism. Students 
who engage in plagiarism and other forms of academic misconduct will face academic and 
possibly disciplinary consequences. Academic sanctions can range from a reduced grade for the 
assignment to a failing grade for the course. From a disciplinary standpoint, an Academic 
Misconduct Report may be filed and a Faculty Hearing Board may impose sanctions such as 
probation, suspension or expulsion. 
 
For further information on academic misconduct and its consequences, please consult the 
Student Code of Conduct (http://www.ccsu.edu/StudentConduct) and the Academic Misconduct 
Policy (http://www.ccsu.edu/AcademicIntegrity). 
 
 
In addition, given the well-known nature of the texts we’ll be discussing this semester, I know 
you will be tempted to “check” various web resources and other “guides” to these novels while 
you read and/or write your papers and other responses. I strongly discourage you from doing 
this. I’m looking for your ideas, not the collaborative conclusions collected on Wikipedia or 
other such sites. If you seize onto an idea from an online resource that “sounds good” but that 
doesn’t come from your own analysis and thinking, you will quickly run out of things to say 
and/or write about the novel. 
 
And I hope it goes without saying that every word you write, whether in a discussion board, in a 
response paper, or in your final exam, must be your own. No outside research is required, or 
even allowed, for your work this semester, therefore you have no reason to worry about 
“accidental” plagiarism or trouble with citations. Please do not give into the temptation to copy 
and paste sentences and/or paragraphs from an online source—any online source—and just 
change a few words here and there. Read the novels, think about them, and then write down what 
you think.  
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Course Requirements 
Fifty-percent of your final grade in this course will be based on your role within the class 
conversation (both in person and online) and the other fifty percent on your work as an 
individual. So, the more engaged you are in this class, the higher your grade is likely to be.  
 
Class Participation    10% 
Discussion Board conversations (weekly)* 20%  
Group Presentation    20% 
Response Papers (4)*    20% 
Expanded Response Paper*   15% 
Final Exam (take-home)   15% 
 
*  These assignments will be submitted via Blackboard and are due on Fridays by 3 pm. I do 

not accept hard copies of assignments in lieu of electronic submission. Late Discussion 
Board posts will not be counted. The Response Papers will be penalized a full-grade step for 
every day (24-hour clock) late, unless an exemption is arranged with me well in advance (i.e., 
not at 2:30pm on the due date). 

 
A file on Blackboard details the specific guidelines that apply to all of your papers, including 
headings, etc. Please print and review this file carefully before you turn in any assignment.  
 
Final grade averages will be determined using the following values: 
A= 4.0 B+ = 3.3 C+ = 2.3 D+ = 1.3 
A- = 3.7 B = 3.0 C = 2.0 D = 1.0 
  B- = 2.7 C- = 1.7  
 
 
Texts and Discussions 
Assigned texts need to be read completely before the class meets. You should bring the book for 
the day’s readings to each class. The Course Schedule in this syllabus (also on Blackboard) 
includes a page range or chapter numbers per class for the novels, but please read ahead 
whenever possible. As this is a literature course, the assigned texts provide the context for every 
assignment and you should practice “active” or “rhetorical” reading, annotating each text as you 
read. These annotations should include a bulleted list of the most important three to five points 
and two to three responses to specific passages. In addition, marginal notations (not just 
highlighted passages) are expected for each day’s reading. Making this effort while you read will 
save you time later not only when you begin writing your papers but also for in-class analysis. 
 
At the end of this syllabus I have also provided a “Reading Guide” for the first two novels, 
broken into sections based on each class meeting. These includes basic questions about the novel 
section as well as space for you to record initial thoughts and questions about the story. I 
encourage you to complete these Guides before each class. Guides for the other novels will be 
provided later in the semester. Whether or not you take advantage of that guidance, however, in 
order to ensure productive discussion, I expect you to come to each class with at least two 
passages marked in the assigned novel and at least one question with which to start and guide 
our analysis of the day’s readings.  
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Discussion Board Conversations 
Each week, several questions and topics will be available on Blackboard Learn’s discussion 
boards for you to continue the conversation we begin in class. You will be expected to post a 
substantial answer to one of those questions or topics and then reply to two of your classmates’ 
posts. Your initial post and subsequent replies do not have to be under the same topic or 
question. All three of these posts must be submitted by 3 pm each Friday. 
 
The only exception to this expectation is the first week, when you will be introducing yourself to 
the class. Replies to introductions are encouraged but not required.  
 
There will be ten opportunities for you to participate in a discussion board conversation. You 
will receive course credit for these on a “grading contract” basis (see below). In order to “count,” 
a “completed week” of posts includes one substantial post (at least 100 words) and two 
substantial replies (also at least 100 words each). In addition, these posts must reflect good 
thinking, be properly proofread and edited, and contribute to the conversation in useful ways, 
rather than just echoing or rejecting previous ideas. There will, on occasion, be opportunities in 
class to earn “Bonus” points for discussion boards that can improve your contract results. 
 
Grading Contract for Discussion Boards 
# of complete weeks Grade 

9 or 10 A 
8 B+ 
7 B 
6 B- 
5 C+ 
4 C 
3 C- 
2 D 

0 or 1 F 
 
 
Response Papers 
These short (minimum of 500 words) papers provide a chance to work through your response to 
each story. Several questions and topics will be provided to help generate your analysis, though 
you are free to propose your own approach ahead of time. Response papers should include only a 
few short quotes and provide only the amount of plot summary necessary to explain the 
conclusions. In addition, avoid coming to any conclusions about “society today” or making other 
broad generalizations. Keep your focus solely on what the stories provide as evidence.  
 
Ideas for response papers are likely to come from the discussion board conversations so the more 
you participate in those, the better your papers are likely to be. Keep in mind, though, that while 
response papers can be inspired by discussion board posts, they need to be revised and expanded 
from those short, initial thoughts. In addition, be sure that the responses are clearly based on your 
own thoughts about the texts rather than “borrowed” from a classmate. 
 
These papers must be submitted via Blackboard by 3 pm on the assigned Friday.  
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Group Presentations 
We will end the semester with a look at some of the other post-apocalyptic science fiction not on 
the syllabus. Each student will choose a text that we haven’t discussed in class (film, episodes of 
television series, novel, short story, etc.), read/view it, and then give a five-minute presentation 
to the class. A list of possible texts will be made available for those students who need some 
ideas, though other stories can be proposed as well. 
 
Groups will be assembled, by me, based on areas of connection among the texts. After each 
student has presented individually, the group will then have a discussion among themselves 
about the connections they noticed. Audience participation and Q&A will then follow. 
 
On each presentation day, audience members will also be evaluated based on how attentive they 
are and the questions and/or comments they contribute. The “audience” grade will be part of the 
presentation grade—thus, if you skip a class meeting when you aren’t presenting, or are not 
paying attention to your classmates’ presentations, it will affect your presentation grade.  
 
Each student will receive an individual grade based on: 
- Individual 5-minute presentation. 
- Contribution to group discussion. 
- Participation as an audience member. 
 
A rubric and other details will be provided approximately one-third of the way through the 
semester. Final decisions regarding the outside text will be due at the beginning of November. 
No two students will be allowed to present on the same story. Choose carefully and have a back-
up plan. 
 
 
Expanded Response Paper 
By the final Friday of the semester, you will take one of your previous response papers and 
expand it, based on my feedback and your additional analysis, into a 3-5 page (minimum 1,200 
word) essay. 
 
 
Final Exam (Take-Home) 
This will be a combination of short answer and essay. More information will be provided closer 
to exam week. 
 
 
Note Regarding Written Assignments 
Please remember that even though most if not all of you are not English majors, you are expected 
to be able to find interesting and thoughtful things to say about the stories we read and support 
these thoughts with textual evidence. In addition, you are expected to be able to employ the 
conventions of edited academic English correctly. In other words, form AND content matter in 
ALL your written work, including discussion board posts.  
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Additional Resources 
 
Blackboard Learn 
I have loaded many documents onto Blackboard Learn, under the Course Details menu, that 
give you a better sense of what I am looking for from you this semester. These cover everything 
from how to format your papers to my stance on cell phones (basically, turn them off when you 
come to class). There is too much detail in them to spend class time reviewing but please take 
review this information so we’re all on the same page. If you have questions about anything in 
this syllabus or in those documents, please ask me in class, via email, or in a separate conference. 
 
In addition, Central Connecticut State University provides the following services to all students. 
 
CCSU Writing Center 
Tutors are available in 115 Willard Hall to provide you with extra help with your writing. You 
can make an appointment either by calling 832-2765 or stopping by the Center.  
 
 
Computer Labs and Help Desk 
The primary lab is the Marcus White Computer Lab (located in the Marcus White Annex). Hours 
for the semester are posted outside. In addition, the CCSU webpage lists the location and hours 
for other labs scattered all over campus. The Help Desk is the first line of technology support and 
can be reached at 860-832-1720 or techsupport@ccsu.edu. 
 
 
University Counseling and Psychological Services 
CCSU Counseling and Wellness Center (205 Marcus White Hall) can provide confidential 
advice and counseling to all students free of charge. You can contact this group at 860-832-1945 
or visit their website (http://www.ccsu.edu/counseling/). 
 
 
Office of Student Affairs  
Student Affairs, located in Davidson Hall (room 103), can provide assistance and information for 
students on a range of issues and concerns. You can contact them 860-832-1600.  
 
 
Accommodations for Students with Disabilities 
Please contact me privately to discuss your specific needs if you believe you need course 
accommodations based on the impact of a disability, medical condition, or if you have 
emergency medical information to share.  I will need a copy of the accommodation letter from 
Student Disability Services in order to arrange your class accommodations.  Contact Student 
Disability Services, room 241, Copernicus Hall if you are not already registered with them.  
Student Disability Services maintains the confidential documentation of your disability and 
assists you in coordinating reasonable accommodations with your faculty. 
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Course Schedule 

Monday  Wednesday  Friday 
  8/29   
  Introductions 

Distribute Syllabus 
Bradbury’s “There Will Come 

Soft Rains” 

  

     
9/3: No Class  9/5  9/7 
Labor Day  Syllabus Review and Quiz 

Read What is SF? (BB) 
Last day for Drop/Add  

 Discussion Board 
post  

     
9/10  9/12  9/14 
Read Handmaid’s Tale (pp 1-99)  Read Handmaid’s Tale (pp 103-

88) 
 Discussion Board 

post  
     
9/17  9/19  9/21 
Read Handmaid’s Tale (pp 191-

end) 
 Wrap-up Handmaid’s Tale  

Bring V for Vendetta 
 Discussion Board 

post  
     
9/24   9/26  9/28 
Read V for Vendetta (Book 1: pp 1-

86) 
 Read V for Vendetta (Book 2: pp 

89-179) 
 Discussion Board 

post  
Handmaid’s Tale 

Response due 
     
10/1  10/3  10/5 
Read V for Vendetta (Book 3: pp 

187-265) 
 Wrap-up V for Vendetta  

Introduce Group Presentation 
assignment 

 Discussion Board 
post  

     
10/8   10/10  10/12 
Read Lathe of Heaven (pp 1-50)  Read Lathe of Heaven (pp 51-

111) 
 Discussion Board 

post  
V for Vendetta 

Response due 
     
10/15  10/17  10/19 
Read Lathe of Heaven (pp 112-end)  Wrap-up Lathe of Heaven 

Preliminary Group Presentation 
text selection 

 Discussion Board 
post  
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Monday  Wednesday  Friday 
10/22  10/24  10/26 
Read Hunger Games (Parts 1 and 2) 
Pre-registration advising begins 

 Read Hunger Games (Part 3)  Discussion Board 
post  

Lathe of Heaven 
Response due 

     
10/29  10/31  11/2 
Read Catching Fire (Parts 1 and 2)  Read Catching Fire (Part 3)  Discussion Board 

post 
     
11/5  11/7  11/9 
Read Mockingjay (Parts 1 and 2) 
Final Group Presentation text 

selection 
Spring 2012 Registration Begins 

 Read Mockingjay (Part 3 and 
Epilogue) 

Presentation group assignment 

 Discussion Board 
post 

     
11/12: No Class Meeting  11/14  11/16 
Group Presentation preparation  Wrap-up Hunger Games trilogy   
     
11/19*  11/21: No Classes  11/23 
Wrap-up Hunger Games trilogy  Thanksgiving Break 

 
 Hunger Games 

Response due 
*Tuesday, 11/20 is the last day to drop full-semester classes without signatures 
   
11/26  11/28  11/30 
Group Presentations  Group Presentations   
     
12/3  12/5: Final Class Meeting  12/7 
Group Presentations  Final Exam Review 

Group Presentations (if needed) 
 Revised Response 

Paper due 
     
     
Take Home Final Exam due, via Blackboard, Monday 12/17 at 4 pm 

 
 
 
** This is the plan for the semester as of August 29. All aspects of the course, such as the 
schedule and assignments, may change as needed. 
 
 



English 213 Fall 2012 
Reading Guides 

The Handmaid’s Tale 
Monday, September 10 (pages 1-99) 
1. What is the “break from reality” that makes this novel speculative fiction? 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What makes this novel post-apocalyptic? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What mechanisms of control, from dystopian fiction, do you see? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Who are the main characters? What significant events happen in these pages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key passages, questions, and themes you noticed 
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The Handmaid’s Tale 
Wednesday, September 12 (pages 103-88) 
1. What more information do we gather about this world’s post-apocalyptic situation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What mechanisms of control, from dystopian fiction, do you see in this section? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Do we meet any new main characters in this section? What significant events happen in these 

pages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key passages, questions, and themes you noticed 
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The Handmaid’s Tale 
Monday, September 17 (pages 191-end) 
1. What more information do we gather about this world’s post-apocalyptic situation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What mechanisms of control, from dystopian fiction, do you see in this section? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Do we meet any new main characters in this section? What significant events happen in these 

pages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What do we learn in the final section, “Historical Notes”? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key passages, questions, and themes you noticed 
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V for Vendetta 
Monday, September 24 (Book 1) 
1. What is the “break from reality” that makes this graphic novel speculative fiction? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. How do the images help or hurt your understanding of the story? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What makes this story post-apocalyptic speculative fiction? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What mechanisms of control, from dystopian fiction, do you see? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Who are the main characters? What significant events happen in these pages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key passages, images, questions, and themes you noticed 
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V for Vendetta 
Wednesday, September 26 (Book 2) 
1. What more information do we gather about this world’s post-apocalyptic situation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What mechanisms of control, from dystopian fiction, do you see in this section? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Do we meet any new main characters in this section? What significant events happen in these 

pages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key passages, images, questions, and themes you noticed 
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V for Vendetta 
Monday, October 1 (Book 3) 
1. What more information do we gather about this world’s post-apocalyptic situation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What mechanisms of control, from dystopian fiction, do you see in this section? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Do we meet any new main characters in this section? What significant events happen in these 

pages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key passages, images, questions, and themes you noticed 
 
 
 
 
 


