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Syllabus: Writing and Critical Inquiry 
Ethical Dilemmas and Writing with Empathy 

Spring 2018 
 
Catalog #: TUNI 110      Instructor: Amanda Giracca 
Course #: 7333      Email: agiracca@albany.edu 
Meets: Tues/Thurs 2:45-4:05     Office: LI B (Libr Basement) 96W 
Classroom: BI 152                                                     Office Hours: T/Th 1:15-2:30; W by 

appt.  
 
Required Book 
From Critical Thinking to Argument, 5th Edition, by Sylvan Barnet & Hugo Bedau 
 ISBN: 9781319035440 (Print or e-book acceptable) 
 
Required Materials 

• Notebook and pen/cil to have in class (every class period) for notes and in-class writing 
assignments;  

• Folder or binder to hold readings not included in course packet that I will hand out, and 
which you will be expected to bring to class, and to hold on to your own work throughout 
the semester;  

• Regular access to internet for assignments submitted through Blackboard;  
• Regular access to a printer for printing readings and drafts of your essays. 

 
Course Theme: Writing through Ethical Questions  
This semester we will be considering ethical dilemmas: dilemmas to which there is no one clear 
answer. We will read arguments and think-pieces about various current ethical dilemmas 
together as a class and discuss. You will research and write about one dilemma in particular 
(either one we discuss or one of your own choosing). In examining your ethical question this 
semester, you will research your topic, practice active listening by considering perspectives you 
may disagree with, and think—by writing—your way through an honest, difficult question to 
attempt to arrive at an answer.  
 
Empathy is the practice of trying to understand what someone else is thinking and feeling and 
why they think or feel that way. By having you practice empathy in your writing you are 
automatically engaged in the act of critical thinking, which is the cornerstone of academic 
writing (and of much non-academic writing). We will draw on the ideas of Thich Nhat Hanh (a 
Vietnamese Zen Buddhist Monk), and Carl Rogers (a 20th century psychologist) on how to listen 
deeply, and how to craft written arguments that take into consideration views different from our 
own.  
 
Course Description and Goals 
Writing and Critical Inquiry (WCI) emphasizes intensive practice in academic writing as well as 
writing in other rhetorical contexts. In WCI, writing is both a subject of study and a vehicle for 
academic inquiry. Students engage in rigorous guided practice in various rhetorical situations 
(meaning, writing for different kinds of audiences) in order to enhance their ability to negotiate 
varied writing tasks in both academic and non-academic contexts. WCI is an invitation for 
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students to explore, through sustained, guided practice, their new academic community’s 
conceptions and practices of writing and to prepare to collaborate with their subsequent 
instructors in continuing that exploration, in all their studies. In WCI, we like to emphasize that 
writing, in both academic and non-academic contexts, is a social act. 
 
Course Objectives 

• To help you improve your ability to write effectively in various situations, including 
academic contexts; 

• To become a more careful and critical reader (of your own work and of others'); 
• To engage in writing, peer reviewing, and revising in order to become a more analytical 

thinker and writer; 
• To search, evaluate, and analyze sources, including scholarly sources; 
• To gain experience with digital technologies like Blackboard and multimedia resources, 

such as online media and social media; 
• To practice communicating informally in class discussions as well as formally in 

presentations. 
 
Web Component 
Blackboard: This syllabus, all assignment details, grading details, schedules, and most handouts 
will be available as PDFs on the Blackboard component of this course. If you lose something, 
you can find it there. Go to: http://blackboard.albany.edu/ and select Writing and Critical 
Inquiry. I try to make the homepage self-explanatory, with various folders labeled “Syllabus,” 
“Schedules,” etc. 
 
Assignments 
In this class, expect to do the following: 
 
3 Essays: 

• Personal Essay: Your first essay will be a personal essay where you examine an 
experience you have had with an ethical/moral decision or dilemma. 
 

• Analysis: You will write a rhetorical analysis of an opinion piece, argument, or speech 
given by a prominent thinker/figure related to your topic.  

 
• Conversation Essay: This will be your culminating project of the semester. After 

research and analyzing perspectives about your topic, you will pose an honest question 
that you would like to think through. By combining academic research that you have 
closely analyzed and your own philosophical thinking, you will write through your 
question in search of an answer.  

 
All essays will go through five steps: an exploratory draft; first full draft; peer review; final draft 
that is a substantial revision of the first draft; and reflection. All steps are required to receive a 
check for each essay. 
 
Reading Responses:  

http://blackboard.albany.edu/
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Most reading assignments will require a response of approximately 300 words on Blackboard. 
Your response must show that you’ve read closely and that you understand the reading. These 
questions and your responses to them will often for the basis for our in-class discussions. 
Reading Responses are always due by the start of class (preferably by 9 AM so I can read 
them before class). Occasionally, there will be a writing assignment instead of a reading 
response. Responses not completed by class time will not receive credit. 
  
Participation:  
WCI offers us a unique opportunity. Since our class is relatively small, 19 or fewer, we have the 
chance to actually get to know each other—something you aren’t likely to do in your large 
lecture classes. Participating in class discussions is often daunting for first-year students. 
However, voicing your thoughts, opinions, and ideas is key for this course. You must pay 
attention, listen to others, and complete workshops and in-class assignments. You must 
participate in class discussions at least sometimes. A few tips for getting started with speaking in 
class:  

• Bring notes to class—questions, issues you had with a reading, places where you got 
confused. Write down what you think. If you’re too shy to talk about it, it’s okay to read 
what you wrote instead.  

• Remember, if you have a question, it’s pretty likely that someone else has the same 
question. Way too often I hear students say, “I didn’t want to sound stupid,” or “I 
assumed I was the only one who thought this.” And in most cases, they can’t be further 
from the truth! Stick to the old saying here: There’s no such thing as a stupid question.  

 
Group Presentations: 
You will be working with a group throughout the semester for peer review and other class 
activities. Your group will be responsible for researching and compiling a presentation on a 
subject related to the class topic. Your focus will be: In what ways can responding to writing be 
an act of empathy? Your group will have freedom to take that in any direction you desire. You 
can reflect on any of the activities we’ve done throughout the semester—peer review, reflecting 
on your own work, judging the contest, reading opinion pieces, etc. Or, you can take the topic in 
a different direction. Each group will also perform their presentation for the Honors Symposium, 
to take place on a Saturday towards the end of the semester. 
 
Contest Judging: 
This semester you will be serving as judges for the Writing and Critical Inquiry essay contest. At 
three points throughout the semester I will bring in three finalist essays for each category 
(personal essay, analysis, and argument/conversation). We will all read these essays. After a 
group discussion, everyone will individually cast a vote for the one you think should be the 
winner in each category. You are all invited to an end-of-the semester celebration on 
Wednesday, May 3rd, where the three winning essayists will read their work.  
 
Grading:  
I do not give grades on assignments. Please see the Course Contract to see how grading works. 
 
Policies 
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A class is a community. How one person acts affects the entire group’s learning experience. In 
order to maintain a respectful and functioning class setting, I expect you to adhere to the 
following policies to ensure that everybody is getting the learning experience they deserve from 
this course: 
 
Attendance: Please strive to attend all classes. You are allowed three unexcused absences, no 
questions asked. You are allowed five excused absences. More than three unexcused, five 
excused, or a combination of five excused/unexcused will result in you losing your check-mark 
for the attendance requirement on the course contract. Please note, it is extremely rare for a 
student to pass the course if they miss more than five classes. This is because they miss so 
much crucial in-class work that they do not receive passing grades on assignments. You will also 
lose your check-mark on participation—you have to be present in order to participate. An excuse 
qualifies as a doctor’s note or a court summons—something in writing. Always come talk to me 
or email me if you’re not sure. Notifications of your anticipated absences ahead of time is 
cordial, but it does not excuse you. When you miss class, you are still responsible for any 
assignments due that day, even if it is supposed to be turned in in hard copy. Make 
accommodations with a group member, or get in touch with me.   
 
Lateness: For every three times you are late to class it counts as one absence. If you arrive more 
than 20 minutes late you will be counted as absent.  
 
Late Work: Is not okay. Reading responses will not be accepted late. For essays, if I do not 
receive your first drafts on time, then I do not read it or provide feedback. Final drafts turned 
in late will not be read, which means you cannot receive a check mark for that assignment.  
 
Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is when you take the words or ideas of somebody else, whether 
intentional or unintentional, without giving them credit, and use them as your own ideas in an 
essay. Plagiarism is unacceptable. Please familiarize yourself with the University policies on 
plagiarism, which are available at www.albany.edu/undergraduate_bulletin/regulations.html. 
Plagiarizing will result in an X for that assignment, and you will be required to re-do the 
assignment entirely. If a second offense occurs, you may fail the course.   
 
Multiple Submissions: Submitting substantial portions of the same work for credit more than 
once without receiving the prior explicit consent of the instructor to whom the material is being 
submitted the second or subsequent time is not permitted and is considered academic dishonesty. 
Learn more at: http://www.albany.edu/studentconduct/standards_of_academic_integrity.php  
 
Incompletes: Incompletes will be considered as a grade for this course only in the event of 
unusual circumstances, such as serious illness or a family crisis. 
 
Devices: PLEASE, put your phone away. I love checking my twitter feed as much as the next 
person, but class time is not the time to do it. Please get your 
emailing/texting/snapchatting/tweeting etc. out of your system before class. If you’re on your 
phone or other device, that’s communicating that you’re not engaged in the class. If you’re 
struggling to be engaged in the material, remember that college is a time to step outside of your 

http://www.albany.edu/undergraduate_bulletin/regulations.html
http://www.albany.edu/studentconduct/standards_of_academic_integrity.php
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comfort zone. Except during in-class work days, laptops should be put away. It’s very distracting 
for me to see you looking at a screen while we’re trying to have a discussion.   
 
Winter Weather Advisory: If class is canceled due to inclement weather, I will send an 
announcement via Blackboard. You are still responsible for turning in to Blackboard any 
assignments due that day. Since I commute about one hour to campus, sometimes I am delayed 
even if the university has not canceled classes. I will always communicate via Blackboard 
announcements; please check either Blackboard or your UAlbany email if I am late to 
class. You will be responsible for any instructions I send electronically. 
 
Additional 
Grammar & Style: We will be using an online site called the Purdue Online Writing Lab 
(OWL): https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/. Here you will find assistance to grammar, 
punctuation, and sentence structure—keep it as a handy reference for any grammatical questions. 
 
Academic Integrity: The University’s Standards of Academic Integrity Policy states that, 
“Students are responsible for familiarizing themselves with the standards [of academic integrity] 
and behaving accordingly, and UAlbany faculty are responsible for teaching, modeling and 
upholding them. Anything less undermines the worth and value of our intellectual work, and the 
reputation and credibility of the University at Albany degree.” Please familiarize yourself with 
UAlbany’s complete guidelines for academic integrity: 
http://www.albany.edu/undergraduate_bulletin/regulations.html  
 
Disabilities: Accommodations will be provided for students with documented physical, sensory, 
systemic, cognitive, learning and psychiatric disabilities. If you believe you have a disability 
requiring accommodation in this class, please notify the Director of the Disability Resource 
Center (Campus Center 137, 442-5490). They will provide the course instructor with verification 
of your disability and will recommend any accommodations. See 
http://www.albany.edu/disability/prospective-new.shtml 
Or email: DRC@albany.edu  
 
The Writing Center: The Writing Center is located in room 140 of the Humanities Building; 
additional hours are held in the library. I encourage anybody to visit. If I think you may benefit 
from extra help on your writing, I may recommend you to sign up for one on one tutorials with a 
tutor. Learn more and make an appointment at: http://www.albany.edu/writing/index.html 
 
Proposed Schedule: Please note, everything after week 5 is just a suggestion of how the rest of 
the semester may go. I will print and post definite schedules every 5 weeks. 
 

SCHEDULE SPRING 2018: # 7333 (TUES/THURS 2:45) 
 
                                                        WHAT’S DUE                                                                 IN CLASS 
WEEK 1 
TUESDAY, JANUARY 23:                                                                                            INTRODUCTIONS, SYLLABUS                                                                                                                                         
 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/
http://www.albany.edu/undergraduate_bulletin/regulations.html
http://www.albany.edu/disability/prospective-new.shtml
mailto:DRC@albany.edu
http://www.albany.edu/writing/index.html
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THURSDAY, JANUARY 25:  READING & RESPONSE: PAGES FROM            COURSE CONTRACT; IDENTITY EX.  
                                                 TEXTBOOK  
                                                                                                                                                       
 
WEEK 2 
TUESDAY, JANUARY 30:         READING AND RESPONSE: “OUR SECRET,”  
                                                                                  (299-328)                                        DISCUSS READING; ESSAY 1  
  
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 1:    READING AND RESPONSE: “OUR SECRET,”             DISCUSS READING; ESSAY 1; 
                                                   (328-END)                                                                       SAMPLE ESSAYS 
 
WEEK 3 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 6:      DUE: ESSAY 1 EXPLORATORY DRAFT                     DISCUSS THICH NHAT HAHN;                         
                                                 READING AND RESPONSE: CARL ROGERS             EMPATHY; SHARE DRAFTS 
                                                 ESSAY FROM TEXTBOOK 
 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 8:   READ AND RESPOND: CONTEST FINALISTS          DISCUSS ESSAY 1; FINALISTS 
  
 
WEEK 4 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 13:    DUE: ESSAY 1 FIRST FULL DRAFT                              PEER REVIEW; CONTEST            
                                                                                                                                          FINALISTS 
 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 15:  READ AND RESPOND: GAWANDE                          DISCUSS READING; REVISION 
 
WEEK 5 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 20:   READ AND RESPOND: WALLACE                              DISCUSS READING; ANALYSIS 
 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 22: READ AND RESPOND: ANALYSIS                            ANALYSIS; ESSAY 2 
 
WEEK 6 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 27:   DUE: ESSAY 1 FINAL DRAFT W/ REFLECTION            PRACTICE ANALYSIS  
 
THURSDAY, MARCH 1:    DUE: PROPOSAL/EXPLOR. DRAFT ESSAY 2 
                                             READ AND RESPOND: ADAMS                                     DISCUSS/PRACTICE ANALYSIS 
 
WEEK 7 
TUESDAY, MARCH 6:       READ AND RESPOND: SINGER                                       DISCUSS READING; ANALYSIS 
                                                
THURSDAY, MARCH 8:     DUE: ESSAY 2 FIRST FULL DRAFT                                   PEER REVIEW 
 
TUESDAY, MARCH 12TH: SPRING BREAK 
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THURSDAY, MARCH 14TH: SPRING BREAK 
 
WEEK 8 
TUESDAY, MARCH 20:  READ AND RESPOND: WEISMAN                     DISCUSS READING; GROUP PROJECTS 
 
THURSDAY, MARCH 22:   READ AND RESPOND: CONTEST FINALISTS           DISCUSS FINALISTS 
 
WEEK 9 
TUESDAY, MARCH 27:   DUE: ESSAY 2 FINAL DRAFT & REFLECTION                GROUP PROJECTS 
 
THURSDAY, MARCH 29:   READ AND RESPOND: ARGUMENT                           DISCUSS ARGUMENT; ESSAY 3 
 
WEEK 10 
TUESDAY, APRIL 3: DUE: PROPOSAL/EXPLOR. DRAFT ESSAY 3                         DISCUSS RESEARCH; ESSAY 3 
 
THURSDAY, APRIL 5:  READ AND RESPOND: SCHOL ART. ON EMP.        DISCUSS READING; GROUP PRJCTS 
 
WEEK 11 
TUESDAY, APRIL 10:  DUE: RESEARCH FOR ESSAY 3                                                 ESSAY 3; GROUP PROJECTS 
 
THURSDAY, APRIL 12:  DUE: TBA (WORKING W/ SOURCES)               WORK ON ESSAY 3; GROUP PROJECTS 
 
WEEK 12 
TUESDAY, APRIL 17: DUE: ESSAY 3 FIRST FULL DRAFT                                                    PEER REVIEW 
 
THURSDAY, APRIL 19:  READING AND RESPONSE: CONTEST FINALISTS                DISCUSS  FINALISTS 
 
WEEK 13 
TUESDAY, APRIL 24: TBA                                                                                               GROUP PROJECTS/ESSAY 3 
 
THURSDAY, APRIL 26: TBA                                                                                            GROUP PROJECTS/ESSAY 3 
 
WEEK 14 
TUESDAY, MAY 1: TBA                                                                                                    GROUP PROJECTS/ESSAY 3 
 
THURSDAY, MAY 3:                                                                                                         GROUP PRESENTATIONS 
 
WEEK 15 
TUESDAY, MAY 8: DUE: ESSAY 3 FINAL DRAFT & REFLECTION                          GROUP PRESENTATIONS 
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