
English 448/71: Special Topics in American Lit  Heather Urbanski 
Speculative Fiction Cautionary Tales Office: Willard 320 
Tuesday 4:30 to 7:10 pm Telephone: ext. 22745 
Office Hours: Email: urbanskihea@ccsu.edu 
M: 3:30 to 5:30 pm; T: 11am -12pm; 1:30-3:00 pm; W: 11 am-12 pm; and by appt 
 

 
Course Summary 

 
Course description 
In my own analysis of the genre of speculative fiction, Plagues, Apocalypses, and Bug-Eyed 
Monsters, I explore the subset of SF texts known as cautionary tales and propose what I have 
called the Nightmares Model as a way to understand them. This model helps readers think 
through the texts’ implications for the reciprocal relationship between contemporary American 
culture and popular media texts. That model provides the organizing structure for this course as 
we experience and analyze a small selection of both classic and current cautionary tales.  
 
Our goal is not to replicate the analysis in Plagues but instead to hold a semester-long 
conversation about the genre using the Nightmares Model as a guide to begin the discussions. 
Because speculative fiction is historically a genre that includes multiple media, the texts in this 
course will mix print novels and short stories with graphic novels, films, and episodes from 
television shows. Some of these I’ve worked with extensively while others are relatively new to 
me. 
 
The foundational image of this course is that of conversation. Sometimes texts are direct and 
obvious responses to those that came before; sometimes that response is less explicit. But within 
our contemporary American cultural context, there are identifiable strains of conversation 
regarding what we fear. Our task this semester is to trace those connections and conversations to 
see where they lead. We will not be searching for the definitive interpretation of any text we 
encounter. Rather, we will be looking through them for the common themes and connections 
among the ways we as a culture discuss and debate what we fear through popular media. 
 
 
Course goals and objectives 
- To hone your skills in literary analysis, which include reading and talking about literature. 
- To connect the texts of contemporary American culture with each other and with major social 

concerns and historical events. 
- To examine the relationships among genre, cultural context, rhetoric, and text. 
- To combine conventional literary analysis techniques, such as close reading, with rhetorical 

approaches, such as discourse analysis, to reach provisional conclusions regarding popular 
culture texts.  

 
 
Reminder: 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. 
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Required books and materials  
Texts available at bookstore: Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (Dick) 
    Beggars in Spain (Kress)  
    Lathe of Heaven (LeGuin) 
    V for Vendetta (Moore and Lloyd) 
    Ender’s Game (Card) 
     
Texts available on Blackboard: Some readings 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. Set aside approximately 
$15 for printing costs if you will be using the CCSU printers tied to the BlueChip system. 
 
Films: You will also be responsible for watching three relatively recent films outside of class that 
are available on DVD. Copies will be put on reserve for those who can’t otherwise obtain copies. 
 
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 two 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). 
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Course Requirements 
 
Response Papers*  30% 
Panel Presentation  15% 
Mid-Term Paper*  20% 
Seminar Paper*  35% 
 
*  These assignments will be submitted via Blackboard’s Assignments button and are due on 

Tuesdays by 4:30 pm, except for the Seminar Paper (which is due Thursday, December 15). I 
do not accept hard copies of assignments in lieu of electronic submission. Response papers 
will not be accepted late. The Mid-Term and Seminar paper 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 3:30pm on the due date). 

 
I have loaded a file onto Blackboard that details all of the specific guidelines that apply to all of 
your papers, including the 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 either the 
book or a printout of the day’s readings to each class. The Course Schedule in this syllabus (also 
on Blackboard) indicates what you need to bring on which day; I recommend that you bring it 
with you to each class meeting.  
 
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 will include a one- or two-sentence summary of the article, a bulleted list of the most 
important 3-5 points, and 2-3 responses to specific passages. In addition, marginal notations (not 
just highlighted passages) are expected for each 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. 
 
In order to ensure productive discussion, I ask you to come to each class with at least two 
passages marked in the assigned readings and at least three questions with which to start and 
guide our analysis of the day’s readings. Some days you will share all three, others, perhaps only 
one, but you should always be prepared with enough material to keep the seminar moving.  
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Response Papers 
These short (600-1000-word) papers provide a chance to begin working through your response to 
the assigned texts. They can be used to begin exploring ideas for either the Mid-Term or Seminar 
paper and are most effective when you think about one event, character, passage, etc. that 
intrigued, confused, or otherwise interested you, and explore that one element in a few 
paragraphs of focused writing. You can also consider how two texts explore the same question 
from related, or contrasting, positions. The purpose of these responses is to get you thinking 
ahead of time about issues that could develop into promising class discussions. You might want 
to bring a copy of your response with you to class so you can refer to it during our discussions. 
These papers must be submitted electronically before the applicable class meeting (via 
Blackboard Vista) and will not be accepted late, nor can they be “made up.” See the “Style 
Sheet” on Blackboard Vista for details on formatting, submission requirements, etc. 
 
There will be nine opportunities for you to prepare a response paper. You will receive course 
credit for these on a “grading contract” basis (see below). In order to “count,” a response paper 
must demonstrate that you have considered the texts in a mature way, looking beyond superficial 
and initial reactions, and have assembled appropriate textual evidence and support for the 
preliminary conclusions. In addition, these papers must reflect careful editing and proofreading 
as well as demonstrate the ability to use the ideas of others with proper documentation and 
without plagiarizing.  
 
Grading Contract for Response Papers 
# of complete papers Grade 

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

0 or 1 F 
 
 
Panel Presentations 
These presentations will occupy the first half of our class meetings on the assigned class sessions 
(approximately 75 minutes of time). The objective of this assignment is to replicate the 
professional conference setting in which several scholars are grouped together to present their 
findings and analysis surrounding a given topic. In this case, that topic involves tracing the 
connections among the texts we’ve encountered in the first two units. Example analyses include, 
but are not limited to, 
- Exploring the same question from the perspective of two separate texts. 
- Reading (or viewing) a text outside the syllabus and tracing for the audience (the class) 

how this new text deals with the issues under discussion. 
- Performing a close reading of a single text assigned in the unit. 
- Research a secondary analysis connected to the topic and trace how that source helps us 

understand the issues we’ve been discussing. 
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Volunteer moderators will be responsible for coordinating the panels, facilitating the sessions 
(keeping time, introducing the papers, etc.), running a Q&A session after all the presentations, 
and, of course, presenting their own analysis. 
 
A rubric will be provided as the first panel presentation date approaches. Sign-up sheets for the 
two panels will be circulated in the second week of class. Choose carefully. 
 
 
Mid-Term Paper 
Instead of a conventional exam, you will be completing a medium-length (1800-2400 words, ~6 
to 8 pages) paper tracing the connections between at least two, but no more than four, texts 
encountered up to that point. More details will be provided as the due date (October 18) 
approaches. 
 
Seminar Paper 
This final paper (a minimum of 3,000 words—10 pages—for undergraduates and 4,500 words—
15 pages—for graduate students) will provide a well-developed analysis of a topic of your choice 
that is within the scope of the course and that is approved by me in advance. Formal MLA 
citation must be used and while undergraduate students are encouraged to use outside, secondary 
sources, such research is only required for graduate students. More details will be provided later 
in the course. The paper is due electronically on December 15. 
 
Note Regarding Written Assignments 
Please remember that this is a 400-level literature course. You are expected to be able to develop 
an interesting and sophisticated thesis about the work(s) you examine and support it with textual 
evidence. In addition, you are expected to be able to employ the conventions of edited academic 
English correctly, and to be able to use primary and secondary sources with proper 
documentation and without plagiarizing. In other words, form AND content matter in ALL your 
written work. Please see the rubric at the end of this syllabus regarding the English Department 
standards for literature essays and be sure to ask questions when they arise.  

 
 

Additional Resources 
 
Blackboard Vista 
I have loaded many documents onto Blackboard Vista, under the Course Content button, that 
give you a better sense of what I am looking for from you this semester. These cover everything 
from how to format your essays 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.  
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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. 
 
 

Course Schedule** 
   
8/30  Syllabus Distribution 

Intro to Rhetorical Analysis and Nightmares Model 
   
9/6  Nuclear War/Information Technology 

Discuss Heinlein (BB) 
Discuss Bradbury (BB) 
Discuss Forster (BB) 
Discuss Sargent (BB) 

   
9/13  Information Technology 

Discuss Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
Discuss I, Robot (film) 

   
9/20  Biology 

Discuss Beggars in Spain 
Discuss Bratman (BB) 

   
9/27  Panel Presentations: Science and Technology 

Unit 1 carry-over and wrap-up 
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Course Schedule** 
10/4  Power of the Individual 

Discuss Lathe of Heaven 
Discuss Lord of the Rings: Return of the King (film) 

   
10/11  Power of the Individual 

Discuss Vinge (BB) 
Discuss Bear (BB) 

   
10/18  Power of the State 

Discuss V for Vendetta 
Mid-Term paper due 

   
10/25  Panel Presentations: Power 

Unit 2 carry-over and wrap-up 
   
11/1  Monsters, Aliens, and “Other” Beings 

Discuss Ender’s Game 
Discuss Swanwick (BB) 

   
11/8  Monsters, Aliens, and “Other” Beings 

Discuss William’s (BB) 
Discuss X-Men 2 (film) 

   
11/15  Progress 

Discuss Read (BB) 
Discuss Chafe (BB) 

   
11/22  Seminar Paper Topics Roundtable 
   
11/29  Science Fiction Scholarship 

Discuss Pethes (BB) 
Discuss Haraway (BB) 

   
12/6  Science Fiction Scholarship 

TBA 
   
12/13  Finals Week 

Seminar Paper Peer Review 
   
12/15  Seminar Paper due 
 
** This is the plan for the semester as of August 30. All aspects of the course, such as the 
schedule and assignments, may change as needed. 
 
 


