
ENGLISH 214-61:  “The Meaning(s) of Sustainability:”       
   Academic Research, Rhetorical Constructions, and Meaning-Making
Spring Semester, 2016 Instructor: Dan Curtis-Cummins
Course Meets: Tues/Thu: 9:35-10:50 am Contact:  dccummins123@gmail.com
Location: Burk Hall 247 Office Hours: HUM 128,  Tue/Thu 11:00-12, and appt.
Course Website: access via iLearn Mailbox: TBA

Course Description 
This course is about meaning making.  As members of an academic community, the ways that we make 
meaning by reading and writing are both personal and communal, involving our individual identities, 
personal experiences with language and literacy, and knowledge as it is being transformed by our 
engagement in an academic ‘conversation.’  How we engage in this conversation is defined by what we 
bring to it, our fields of study and interests, and our emerging academic authority.  This course is 
designed to allow you to develop this authority and academic voice through critical discussions of the 
multi-faceted concept of ‘sustainability’ as you understand it, and your personal construction of meaning 
through rhetorical devices, understanding of academic genres, connection with an academic audience and 
the needs of the academic community (i.e. academic standards), balanced with what your voice, research 
stance, and purpose has to add to ‘the conversation.’

In this course you will: 
Write daily in ‘practice writes’ to learn through ‘idea drafting’ and develop a narrative voice. 
Choose one full length book from the selection below, based on pre-reading activities practiced in 
class, to engage in a ‘Book Club’ group both online and in-class; you will discuss your individual and 
group processes of reading and ‘meaning-making’ from a long text in order to further understand 
multiple definitions of sustainability and add to our class dialogue.
Engage in effective reading strategies with a variety of texts, from fiction to instructional writing 
texts to academic articles you research, critically discuss them with peers to promote collaborative 
learning, and effectively use those texts to support arguments in your writing.   ALL weekly 
readings and Book Club page goals will require ‘annotation blogs’ (like ‘double-entry journals’) 
prior to course meetings to preface discussion questions and reactions to the reading.
Practice research strategies that begin with an original inquiry question and draw from multiple 
and diverse sources, including personal experience (narrative), ‘visual media’ research and 
rhetorical analysis, library research of online academic databases, and original, ‘primary source’ 
research of interviews.  Your project for this course will synthesize these methods based on your 
inquiry question into what ‘sustainability’ means to you as an academic concept.
Reflect critically on your reading and writing processes through daily quick writes, book club blogs, 
and required post-unit reflections for each major assignment.  Reflecting on the development of 
your academic voice and identity through reading and writing is the ‘metacognitive’ focus of this 
course.
Revise, revise, revise!  All four major writing assignments will be evaluated in a final research 
synthesis, which means you will have multiple opportunities to revise your essays based on my 
written comments, your peer revision group process, and your individual editing strategies before 
compiling them in your final synthesis.  Your participation in your peer revision group process is 
also evaluated for each essay and the final synthesis.

Course Texts 
1.  They Say/I Say, 3rd Ed., Graff & Birkenstein, 2014 (SFSU Bookstore,  Amazon, 2nd Ed. on iLearn) 
2. selections of From Inquiry to Academic Writing, 2nd Ed., Greene & Lidinsky, 2011/2012 (iLearn)
3. selected scholarly essays for weekly discussion of course themes (iLearn)
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4. One of the following Book Club choices: (Library; Amazon used or digital copies) 
Island, by Aldous Huxley
Ishmael, by Daniel Quinn
Absurdistan, by Gary Shteyngart 
Black Skins, White Masks, by Frantz Fanon
Oryx and Crake, by Margaret Atwood

Grade Breakdown 
Formal Writing Assignments

10% Essay 1:  Inquiry Question and Original Research Proposal
10% Essay 2:  Visual Media Research and Rhetorical Analysis
10% Essay 3:  Literature Review; Library Database Research 
10% Essay 4:  Interview Research and Write-up
20% Essay 5:  Research Synthesis:  Revisions and Conclusions, including the ‘So What?’

Ongoing Assessments, Participation, and ’Homework’
15% Daily practice writes, attendance, participation
10% Reading Annotation Blogs
10%  Book Club blogs (4) and Book Club ‘Share’ 
5% Post-Unit Reflection Blogs
=100%

Course Policies 
Attendance in this collaboration-based course is essential for your learning and maintenance of the 
overall classroom community.  You may miss a maximum of 3 class sessions, after which your 
attendance grade will be lowered by 2 percentage points for each absence; exceeding the 15% of 
your grade for attendance (more than 7 absences past the allowed 3), is unacceptable.  Unexcused 
absences on peer revision days will also affect your Essay grade (submitted teacher drafts must 
contain all rough drafts with peer group members’ comments on peer revision sheets).
Reading Annotation Blogs: For each assigned reading, your blogs should contain 3-4 quotes from 
your annotations, and your comments/reactions to the quotes (in other words, why you annotated 
the passage).  Then, you should summarize, in list form if you wish: Main Points,  Author’s Arguments, 
or your ‘Take-aways’ from the reading.  Third, list 3 questions that were brought up for you while 
reading.  The blogs are not meant to be a burden, but to be drawn directly from the annotations you 
marked while reading, to share your process and interpretive lens with myself and your classmates.
Late Work will impact your ability to fully participate in class discussion or peer response groups, 
both of which are emphasized in this course.  Overall points possible will be lowered for late work.  
A Note on Grammar: As a writing teacher, grammar is not as important to me as your ability to 
make clear, effective meanings and well supported arguments.  However, that said, in a second-year 
composition class I expect that you have a developing personal error analysis and expect that you 
work with your peer group, as well individually, to revise and proofread your work carefully before I 
get to see it.  Always let me know if I can offer any advice or assistance during your writing process.
Tutoring is available free through the English Tutoring Center (ETC) in HUM 480 and the Learning 
Assistance Center (LAC) in HSS 348. Contact offices (links on iLearn) to make one-time or regular 
appointments. 
Plagiarism is very serious and will result in an ‘unacceptable’ paper, as well as possible university 
repercussions.  Always ask a tutor or myself if you are unsure of how to quote and cite a source, or 
are unsure whether a source is valid for academic work.  For more information, see the “College of 
Humanities Plagiarism Resources” web site: www.sfsu.edu/~collhum/plagiarism.html.
Headphones are not allowed in class.  Cell phones can be used for academic purposes only. 
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Appropriate accommodations will be made for any student requiring them, through myself and 
resources provided by the Disability Resource Center located in the Student Services Building, or 
contact by telephone at 338-2472 and email at dprc@sfsu.edu.
SF State fosters a campus free of sexual violence including sexual harassment, domestic violence, 
dating violence, stalking, and/or any form of sex or gender discrimination. If you disclose a personal 
experience as an SF State student, the course instructor is required to notify the Dean of Students. 
To disclose any such violence confidentially, contact:  The SAFE Place - (415) 338-2208; http://
www.sfsu.edu/~safe_plc/  Counseling and Psychological Services Center - (415) 338-2208; http://
psyservs.sfsu.edu/ For more information on your rights and available resources: http://titleix.sfsu.edu 
Other Course Policies will be created and agreed upon by the class participants in the first week of class

English 214 Student Learning Outcomes 
After completion of SFSU’s Written English Communication II requirement, students will be able to:
1. use writing to inquire into authentic social issues and to enter into scholarly conversations, 

articulating responsible, informed positions
2. read, analytically and critically, complex texts from varied cultural and academic frameworks, 

integrating multiple perspectives
3. employ advanced search strategies to examine, and advanced criteria to evaluate, a wide variety of 

sources, including library resources, distinguishing scholarly from non-scholarly and primary from 
secondary information

4. adopt task-specific strategies for generating ideas, drafting, editing and proofreading, and revise 
mindfully, refining ways of giving and using feedback

5. reflect on their own and others' literacy processes, strategies and habits in order to build more 
flexible reading and writing skills

6. compose rhetorically-aware, complex prose in a variety of genres matched to purpose, audience, and 
context

7. use evidence from a variety of sources to support a purpose, distinguishing adequate from inadequate 
support; use and cite information properly and ethically

8. control rhetorical and grammatical features, including style, usage, and conventions, with attention to 
purpose, audience and genre

Major Assignment Descriptions 
Essay 1: Inquiry Question and Original Research Proposal 

We will begin the course by collaboratively defining writing as entering an academic 
conversation, and brainstorm the varied and multi-faceted conversations about ‘sustainability’ that you 
will choose to engage in based on your personal and academic interests.  After reading and discussing 
sustainability as a diverse concept approached from many points of view based on ‘Transcommunality,’ 
you will choose, or create, an ‘emplacement of affiliation’ from which to define sustainability 
(environmental, social, economic, psychological, dietary, etc.) and take a stand on the work to be done.  
After we learn and discuss what makes a solid academic inquiry question, you will propose your research 
topic for the rest of the semester based on a gap in the conversation about your topic and how you plan 
to address it.  You should see a need to point something out that you think others should know about; in 
this sense, all meaningful research starts with your own personal ‘So What?’ and is motivated by a 
personal investment.

Essay 2:  Visual Media Research and Rhetorical Analysis 
After you have proposed your research topic and carefully crafted an open-ended, multi-

viewpoint question you wish to explore, you will find a piece of visual media (advertisement, TV show, 
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documentary film, poster, etc.) that approaches your topic from a specific point of view.  After we read, 
review our understandings, and discuss rhetorical analysis, you will then use the visual media you 
researched to practice this, rhetorically analyzing where the creators of your piece of visual media were 
coming from, what their purpose was, and what intentional ‘moves’ they made to persuade the viewer/
reader of their point of view on your topic.  You will then put the authors in conversation with your own 
point of view to further integrate the multiple viewpoints on your topic through a basic ‘They Say/I Say’ 
model.  

Essay 3: Literature Review and Library Database Research 
Once you have built and shared with your classmates some background knowledge on your 

topic through more hands-on visual research and analysis, we will practice more traditional academic 
research as we know it in the 21st Century: online database searches.  Through a review of the SFSU 
Library system and research strategies, you will research multiple academic articles about your topic to 
explore multiple sides of the issues of ‘sustainability’ that your topic brings up.  This is where the 
‘conversation’ gets interesting, and you should frame your topic as a conversation with many valid 
contributors, including yourself, initially based on a ‘They Say/I Say’ model (but feel free to get more 
complex as your understanding of your topic grows).  Whichever side of the issues your authors fall on, 
it is your job rhetorically to use the multiple understandings of your topic to further your own working 
definition of ‘sustainability’ based on your inquiry question; your working thesis should act as a solid 
thread tying the conversation together.  We will practice how to frame your literature review as it fits 
into your overall research synthesis, based on ‘secondary sources’ and background voices in the 
conversation about your topic, a conversation that is already taking place in the academic community.

Essay 4: The Interview 
The interview is the original, primary source research that adds new knowledge to the 

conversation.  You will find a graduate student or faculty member on campus, or community member 
working professionally on furthering the work to be done in your definition of sustainability, and contact 
them to set up an interview and explore their views about your inquiry question.  In a larger study for a 
thesis project or PhD dissertation, you would have the time and resources to interview multiple people 
to learn many perspectives on your inquiry; for our purposes you are practicing the skills to ask original 
questions to fill in the gaps in the conversation which you see that other past researchers may not have.  
Following models from They Say/I Say, Fieldworking, and From Inquiry to Academic Writing, we will discuss 
and practice how to present interview data in narrative form that rhetorically engages your readers, 
presents new and provocative insight into your topic, and contributes to the ‘So What?’ of your inquiry 
project alongside others in the conversation, including yourself.

Essay 5:  Research Synthesis and the Big ‘So What?’ 
The final essay will mostly involve revision of your previous essays, tied together with a 

conclusion that summarizes your conversation and why it is important.  In the last three to four weeks 
of the semester, you will meet with me individually as well as your peer revision groups to further share 
your own research and your evolving understanding of your topic, and to help each other revise your 
previous essays based on my comments.  Then, you will put the pieces together to create a holistic 
‘mega-essay’ in which you will further develop a ‘So What?’ that summarizes the contributions of your 
visual media, the authors from your research, and the professional who you interviewed.   Your ‘So 
What?’ will point to the importance of your research for impoverished people, the environment, social 
justice organizations, animals, world economies, unholy celebrities, etc. (i.e. your stakeholders), and 
discuss future implications for your own or others’ research.  How can your research make the world a 
better place for future generations?



Course Calendar  
*subject to change; refer to iLearn weekly for updated assignments and readings 

Week Guiding Questions Readings and Assignments

Week 1: 
1/28

What is Academic Reading and 
Writing?

1. Pre-reading Book Club novels
2. Set up blogs

Week 2:  
2/2 & 2/4

What are the meanings of 
Sustainability?  What is meaning 
making?

1.For Tues. Read and blog: They Say/I Say: Preface and              
             Introduction (p. xvii-15)
2.For Thu. Read and blog: From Inquiry: Starting with Inquiry  
              p. 1-14 

Week 3:  
2/9 & 2/11

How do you enter an Academic 
Conversation?

1. For Tues. Read and blog: Transcommunality
2. For Thu. Read and blog:  
           - They Say/I Say Ch. 7 (p.92-100)

-CARS Model of Research Introductions
-From Inquiry: From Identifying Issues to Forming 
Questions (p.73-81; 87-89)

Week 4:  
2/16 & 2/18

What does ‘Sustainability’ Mean 
to You?

1. By 2/15: Book Club blog #1, ‘predictions’; 
    By 2/16: respond to group
2. For Tues. SKIM From Inquiry p. 14; 273-294
3. For Tues. post Idea Draft of Essay 1 to blog; respond to
            group with revision template
4.For Thu. revise Essay 1; print copies for group workshop

Week 5:  
2/23 & 2/25

What is Rhetorical Analysis?  
How can we practice this 
concept using visual media?

1. DUE: Essay 1
2. For Tues. Read and blog: From Inquiry p.32;36-38; 236-241
3. For Thu. blog analysis of class video based on readings
4. DUE: Unit 1 Reflection blog

Week 6:  
3/1 & 3/3

How does visual media add to 
your conversation?

1. For Tues. Read and blog: They Say/I Say “He Says Contends” 
              (p. 139-159) from 3rd Ed.: iLearn Week 6
2. For Thu. post Idea Draft of Essay 2 to blog; respond to   
              group with revision template 

Week 7:  
3/8 & 3/10

How does your conversation 
transition between various 
research sources?

1.For Tues. revise Essay 2; print copies for group workshop
2. For Thu. Read and blog They Say/I Say Ch.8 (p.105-120) 
3. By 3/9: Book Club blog #2, ‘page goal 1’; 
     By 3/10 respond to group

Week 8: 
3/15 & 3/17

What do others in the academic 
community say about your 
inquiry question?  How do you 
ask the right questions in 
academic searches?

1. DUE: Essay 2
2. For Tues. Read and blog: selected From Inquiry &   
             Fieldworking readings (iLearn)
3. For Thu. work-in-progress Annotated Bibliography check
4. DUE:  Unit 2 Reflection blog

Week 9: 
Spring 
Break

How do I enjoy a break and not 
lose momentum on my 
research?

1.Read/SKIM They Say/I Say Chs. 1-6 (pg. 19-91); 
2. annotation blog for Ch. 3, The Art of Quoting



Week 10: 
3/29 & 3/31

How does background research 
from secondary sources propel 
your inquiry into original 
interview research?

1.For Tues. post Idea Draft of Essay 3 to blog; respond to   
              group with revision template 
2. begin research and contact potential interviewees
3. CC initial email contact to me (when completed)
4. Thu. NO CLASS; Cesar Chavez Day
      

Week 11:  
4/5 & 4/7

How do you conduct original 
research to add new voices to 
your conversation?

1. For Tues. revise Essay 3 and print copies for group    
           workshop; working thesis check-in  
2. For Thurs. read and blog: selected From Inquiry &   
            Fieldworking readings (iLearn)
3. post draft interview questions to blog

Week 12:  
4/12 & 4/14

How do you write up original 
interview research?

1. DUE: Essay 3
2. Tues. NO CLASS; time to conduct interviews
3. For Thurs. post interview data, notes, transcriptions,   
          outline to blog; respond to group
4. DUE: Unit 3 Reflection blog

Week 13:  
4/19 & 4/21

How are your multiple 
experiences with reading, 
writing, and research 
contributing to your personal 
inquiry into sustainability?

1. By 4/18 Book Club blog #3, ‘page goal 2’; 
     By 4/19 respond to group
2. For Thurs. revise Essay 4 and print copies for group      
          workshop

Week 14:  
4/26 & 4/28

As a peer revision group, how 
do you help each other revise 
your writing most effectively for 
Essay 5?

1. DUE: Essay 4
2. For Tues. post to blog: questions about essay revisions,     
        process, Essay 5, grades, etc.; make revision plan with    
        group
3. Thu. NO CLASS: individual conference day; bring essays     
        1-3 with my comments
4.  DUE:  Unit 4 Reflection blog

Week 15:  
5/3 & 5/5

How do you put all the pieces 
of a semester-long research 
project together into one 
extended, complex, yet 
coherent essay?

1. For Tues. review Essay 5, read each others’ work; in-class     
         work with group
2. By 5/4 Book Club blog #4, page goal 3 (end); 
      By 5/5 respond to group
3. For Thu. Book Club group meeting and ‘share’ planning

Week 16:  
5/10 & 5/12

How do we convey powerful 
meanings from a long text or 
novel in interesting and engaging 
ways for the class?

1. For Tues. & Thu. prepare and present Book Club Shares

Week 17: 
5/17 last 
class

What is the true value of 
reflection and ‘metacognition’?

1. Tues. Unit 5 Reflection Activity and Discussion; Course Endings
2. DUE Finals Week: Essay 5 with drafts of Essay 1-4     
         included (Course Portfolio)


