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Course Description

Long stigmatized as “kid stuff,” comics have come of age, winning critical respect as an art form. Nonetheless,
graphic novels offer an unparalleled window into the lost worlds of childhood. Our reading this semester will
look at kids’ experiences of sexuality, disability, war, religion, and perhaps the greatest of all mysteries: what
does it mean to “grow up”?
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A note on genre: this is a course on graphic narrative – sometimes called “comics.” The term is derived from
“graphic novel,” comics at book length (enabling the writer to tell a more complex story) and aimed at a
“general readership,” adult audience (departing from “juvenile” genres and subjects such as superheroes and
adventure). Not all narratives are novels, however – nor are they all fictional. “Graphic narrative” thus includes
auto-biographical, essayistic, and even journalistic comics of widely varying length and scope. As we’ll see,
many of our readings complicate the distinctions between fictional and nonfictional genres, producing an
“autobifictionalography” (Lynda Barry’s term).

Course Objectives

In this course, we will…
● Explore the history of comics as a narrative art form
● Examine the links between graphic narrative and childhood
● Use graphic narratives to explore the ways in which childhood is historically constructed differentially (by

race, gender, sexuality, and ability)
● Analyze the formal construction of graphic narratives: panel and page composition, word/picture

combinations, transitions, and aesthetics
● Use social theory and formal analysis to interpret graphic narratives

Required Materials
Textbooks

Lynda Barry, One Hundred Demons (ISBN:
2901570614599)

Alison Bechdel, Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic**
(ISBN: 9780618871711)

Cece Bell, El Deafo* (ISBN: 9781419712173)
Emil Ferris, My Favorite Thing Is Monsters, vol. 1 (ISBN:

9781606999592)
Joseph Lambert, Annie Sullivan and the Trials of Helen

Keller** (ISBN: 9781368027076)

Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible
Art*

Marjane Satrapi, The Complete Persepolis (ISBN:
9780375714832)

Mariko Tamaki and Jillian Tamaki, This One Summer
(ISBN: 9781596437746)

Craig Thompson, Blankets* (ISBN: 9781770462182)

Other readings to be supplied via link/Brightspace

*Free to read on/download from the Internet Archive **Free to borrow from the Internet Archive

Assignments and Determination of Course Grade

Assignments Points
Weekly responses to questions on the readings (1-2 pp., 4 pts each) 32
Participation in live class discussions 20
Quiz on sequential art terminology 10
Presentation #1 (on a theme or concept in childhood studies via graphic

narrative)
18

Presentation #2 (interpreting a specific graphic narrative about
childhood)

20

Totals 100 pts
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 COURSEWORK

32% Weekly responses to questions on the readings

Each week, you will post your responses to questions on the material. Each post will receive 2
points if complete and on time.

20% Participation in live class discussions

I recognize that some people are more shy or slow to speak out than others. Nonetheless,
regular, active participation in class is important and expected. Good participation also entails
keeping up with the viewing and the reading. We can't have good discussions if no one has read
the material we’re discussing. Be prepared: this is a reading-intensive course. It is your
responsibility to get your hands on the readings and other materials, to factor reading time into
your schedule, and to be smart about how long it will take you to have read all of Emil Ferris’
My Favorite Thing Is Monsters, vol. 1 by the discussion date. I’ll begin the semester on the
"honor system," trusting you to stay on track, but if I sense that people are falling behind on the
viewing/reading, I will give short quizzes. Each failed quiz would knock your participation grade
down by half a grade (an A-minus would become a B-plus, a B would turn into a B-minus, and so
on). Let's not let it get to that point.

10% Quiz on sequential art terminology

This will be an open-book test asking you to explain some terms covered in McCloud’s
Understanding Comics and the “Glossary.” I’ll explain more about what the test will be like as we
get closer to it; in the meantime, ask questions and take notes!

38% Presentations

You will sign up for two days during the semester to give a 15-minute presentation, one on an
important theme or concept in childhood studies via graphic narrative, and the other
interpreting one specific graphic narrative about childhood. (See the assignments for more
details.)

RESPONSIBILITY and PARTICIPATION

Although much of our work this Summer will be “nonsynchronous” — that is, you will be
free to log in and work when it is convenient to you, as long as you turn in your work by the
due dates — we will nonetheless be meeting “live” once a week, for an hour, on my Zoom
channel (https://tinyurl.com/cohn-zoom-classroom). This hour of being present to one
another — even through the mediation of a computer screen — is precious; it will keep us
oriented, provide a space for discussions, and (crucially) help me to take stock of where you
all are in the process, so that I can provide help when and where it’s needed. Because this
important work takes place in class, attendance is mandatory. Here’s what “attendance”
means for us this semester:
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● You will sign into Brightspace at least four times a week.
● You will show up to no fewer than 12 of our 15 Virtual Classroom sessions; if you

must miss a session, you will watch the recording by the end of the next day and
email me with questions.

Here is how non-attendance will affect your grade:

Number of
unexcused absences

Highest possible
final grade

3
5
7

B+
C+
F

Mutual Respect

This course will include some lectures, but it is not primarily a lecture hall; much of the time, we
will be taking turns speaking, writing, and listening, and it is important that we do this in a spirit
of mutual respect. We will learn the names of our classmates. Much of your class time will be
spent drafting documents, conferring with me and your classmates, and discussing issues. I will
ask you to share your writing, your reading, your ideas, and your reaction to your peers’ writing.
I expect you to show consideration for our class and its members in how you act in class and
what you say in our discussions. I recognize that some people are more shy or slow to express
themselves than others. Nonetheless, regular, active participation in our Virtual Classroom
sessions is important and expected. It is just as important that your participation be productive
and respectful.

● Productive: speaking out is less than productive if what you have to say is disconnected
from what has just been said. Discussions are productive when students respond directly
to each other, so that, for example, one student’s tentative observation about a line in a
poem is quickly seconded or questioned or otherwise added to by another student. As
Laura Portwood-Stacer remarks, “some people will always feel more comfortable
‘lurking,’ but [by responding to other students,] you’ll be giving social cover to the others
who might like to speak up.” Even in an online context, we can and should practice active
listening.

● Respectful: debate and dissent are encouraged within a context of mutual respect. That
means being considerate of others’ feelings and appreciative of legitimate differences of
opinion. Obviously, it also means that you are polite, appropriate, etc. Students have the
right and privilege to learn in this class, free from harassment and disruption. Racist,
sexist, homophobic, transphobic, ableist, or otherwise oppressive speech will not be
tolerated. Anyone behaving in this way may be given a warning and/or asked to leave1

1 Note: Purdue University Northwest prohibits discrimination against any member of the University community on the basis of
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the course, and the Dean of Students may be notified.

My job as the instructor is to create an environment that is safe and conducive to learning. I
want and expect your help in this matter. Purdue Northwest supports the principles of freedom
of expression for both faculty and students, respecting the rights of faculty to teach and
students to learn; however, maintenance of these rights requires classroom conditions that do
not impede the learning process. Bottom line: disruptive classroom behavior will not be
tolerated. An individual engaging in such behavior in the Virtual Classroom will be booted and
could be subject to disciplinary action per the official guidelines for handling student disruption
in the classroom.

Zoom Etiquette
Because Zoom meetings will serve as our “virtual classroom space,” the same classroom civility
policies apply. When others are speaking, please mute your microphone. We encourage your
active engagement in Zoom discussions and request that you use the “hand raise” function to
allow the instructor to facilitate a respectful conversation. Please arrive to your Zoom sessions a
few minutes early to allow the instructor time to get all members of the course admitted.

TARDINESS

Please do not join Virtual Classroom sessions late. This distracts all of us: when you log in late,
all of the attention pivots to you — not the work the class has begun. Students must be in the
classroom by the time class begins with their class work loaded in another tab/window, ready to
work. If you regularly come in more than 5 minutes late, I will employ PNW's Civility Code to
address these disruptions.

Final Letter grades for English 388 are assigned as follows:

Grade point equivalent 100 Point Scale
A+ 4.3 104+
A 4 97-103
A- 3.7 88-96
B+ 3.3 79-87
B 3 72-78
B- 2.7 63-71
C+ 2.3 54-62
C 2 47-53
C- 1.7 38-46
D+ 1.3 29-37

race, religion, color, sex, age, national origin or ancestry, genetic information, marital status, parental status, sexual orientation,
gender identity and expression, disability, or status as a veteran. Any student who believes they have witnessed or experienced
discrimination are encouraged to report the incident to the Office of Equity, Diversity & Inclusion in Lawshe 231, Hammond or
call (219) 989-2337 or in Schwarz 25, Westville or call (219) 785-5545. Additional information can be found on
http://www.pnw.edu/diversity .
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D 1 18-28
F 0 0-17

Visiting Jesse Cohn’s Virtual Office

Visit my Virtual Office during office hours or by
appointment:
https://tinyurl.com/cohn-office-hours

Meeting ID: 803 539 995
Password: 6ia6XZ

Or visit via phone:
One tap mobile: +13126266799,,803539995#,,1#,745378# US

(Chicago)
Dial by your location: +1 312 626 6799 US (Chicago)
Meeting ID: 803 539 995 Password: 745378
Find your local number: https://us02web.zoom.us/u/kcz7c4dzHvc

LATE WORK

Late work may be turned in for ½ credit until end of day on the last day of the session (Saturday,
Dec. 19); no work will be accepted after that. Talk to me if you will need more support and time
for other writing projects. I reserve the right to remove points from late work.

WRITING CENTER

The Writing Center assists students with their writing in all classes by providing tutors who
are trained to be fluent readers and responders to their writing. Tutors can assist students
through any stage in the writing process, from annotating or summarizing a reading
through determining what topic to write about to editing the final draft. Remember to
bring a copy of the assignment and the writings for the current project, along with
textbooks, with you to the Writing Center. In surveys conducted by our department, a
majority of our students indicated that the Writing Center contributes significantly to their
writing improvement. The Writing Center has two locations: Hammond Campus CLO 265
(219-989-2200) and Westville Campus LSF 211 (219-785-5383). For appointments, please
visit http://www.mywco.com/pnw. Further information can be found at the Writing
Center's website: http://www.pnw.edu/writingcenter 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH

The Department of English has two offices: one in Westville and one in Hammond.  If you
are interested in what a minor or major in English/Writing Studies can offer you, look at the
web page and contact us.  Below are some contacts and information.
● English Department Web Page: https://www.pnw.edu/english/
● English Office phone: 219-785-5205 (Westville) 219-989-2645 (Hammond)

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Students who may need accommodations to address barriers caused by documented
disabilities under the Americans with Disabilities Act or Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
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Act need to register with the Disability Access Center (DAC) to receive accommodations. To
request and receive accommodations, students schedule an appointment with the DAC to
initiate review and approval of supporting documentation showing their disability, the
barriers it causes, and the recommended accommodations. If documentation is approved,
the DAC will email a letter to the student’s current semester faculty members outlining the
accommodations needed to ensure accessibility. Accommodations will be provided from
the date the letter originates from the DAC. It is important to register as soon as possible,
as accommodations are not retroactive. The DAC is located at the Hammond campus in the
Student Union & Library Building (SUL) 341 and Westville in the Technology Building (TECH)
101. The DAC can be reached at (219) 989-2455 or emailing: dac@pnw.edu.
 www.pnw.edu/dac

STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Purdue University Northwest is committed to supporting and advancing the mental health
and well-being of our PNW students. During the course of their academic careers, students
often experience personal challenges that contribute to barriers in learning, such as
drug/alcohol problems, strained relationships, chronic worrying, persistent sadness or loss
of interest in enjoyable activities, family conflict, grief and loss, domestic violence, difficulty
concentrating, problems with organization, procrastination and/or lack of motivation.
Students also sometimes come to college with a history of learning difficulties (e.g., any
form of special education), experience difficulties succeeding in a particular subject (e.g.,
math, reading), or have experienced some form of trauma be it emotional or physical (e.g.,
head injury). These mental health concerns can lead to diminished academic performance
and can interfere with daily life activities. If you or someone you know has a history of
mental health concerns or if you are unsure and would like a consultation, a variety of
confidential services are available. The Counseling Center is located in Gyte 05 in Hammond
and TECH 157 in Westville. You can also reach us at (219) 989-2366 or at
www.pnw.edu/counseling/ suicidepreventionlifeline.org (800) 273-TALK.

HONOR CODE

The University Honor Code can be found on the West Lafayette website:

I understand that academic dishonesty will not be tolerated at Purdue University Northwest.
I am here to learn. Through learning, I will strive to become a better person and a more
valuable contributor to society.
I understand that dishonesty in the classroom, through cheating, plagiarism or other
dishonest acts, defeats this purpose and disgraces the mission and quality of a Purdue
University Northwest education.
Therefore, I make the following pledge: in accordance with the Honor Code, I will not
engage in dishonesty in my academic activities, and I will not tolerate such dishonesty by
other students.
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PLAGIARISM AND ACADEMIC INTEGRITY2

Purdue University values intellectual integrity and the highest standards of academic
conduct. To be prepared to meet societal needs as leaders and role models, students must
be educated in an ethical learning environment that promotes a high standard of honor in
scholastic work. Academic dishonesty undermines institutional integrity and threatens the
academic fabric of Purdue University. Dishonesty is not an acceptable avenue to success. It
diminishes the quality of a Purdue education, which is valued because of Purdue's high
academic standards. Fostering an appreciation for academic standards and values is a
shared responsibility among students, faculty, and staff.

Purdue prohibits “dishonesty in connection with any University activity. Cheating,
plagiarism, or knowingly furnishing false information to the University are examples of
dishonesty” [University Regulations, Part V, Section III, B, 2, a]. Furthermore, the University
Senate has stipulated that “the commitment of acts of cheating, lying, and deceit in any of
their diverse forms (such as the use of substitutes for taking examinations, the use of
illegal cribs, plagiarism, and copying during examinations) is dishonest and must not be
tolerated. Moreover, knowingly to aid and abet, directly or indirectly, other parties in
committing dishonest acts is in itself dishonest” [University Senate Document 72-18,
December 15,1972].

More specifically, the following are a few examples of academic dishonesty which have
been discovered at Purdue University:

● substituting on an exam for another
student

● substituting in a course for another
student

● paying someone else to write a
paper and submitting it as one's
own work

● giving or receiving answers by use of
signals during an exam

● copying with or without the other
person's knowledge during an exam

● doing class assignments for
someone else

● plagiarizing published material, class
assignments, or lab reports

● turning in a paper purchased from a

● obtaining an unauthorized copy of a
test in advance of its scheduled
administration

● using unauthorized notes during an
exam

● collaborating with other students on
assignments when it is not allowed

● obtaining a test from the exam site,
completing and submitting it later

● altering answers on a scored test
and submitting it for a re-grade

● accessing and altering grade records
● stealing class assignments from

other students and submitting them
as one's own

2 This section is adapted from a West Lafayette brochure, "Academic Integrity: A Guide for Students," composed by Stephen
Akers and published by the Office of the Dean of Students in cooperation with Purdue Student Government. See also PNW’s
Academic Integrity Policy.
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commercial research firm or
obtained from the Internet

● adding items on a bibliography

● fabricating data
● destroying or stealing the work of

other students

Plagiarism is a special kind of academic dishonesty in which one person steals another person’s
ideas or words, falsely presenting them as the plagiarist’s own product. This most often occurs in
the following ways:

1. using the exact language of someone else without the use of quotation marks and
without giving proper credit to the author,

2. presenting the sequence of ideas or arranging the material of someone else even
though such is expressed in one’s own words, without giving appropriate
acknowledgement, and

3. submitting a document written by someone else but representing it as one’s own.
Plagiarism is a serious academic crime that will be handled by the Director of Composition and
the Chair of the Department of English. The vast majority of plagiarism is unintentional, but
unintentional plagiarism is still prosecutable. If you are unsure about the way(s) to acknowledge
sources, ask your instructor and/or go to the Writing Center. Plagiarism can result in failure of
the course and expulsion from the University.

A word about AI:

Large language models like ChatGPT can make plagiarism all but undetectable (to the untrained
eye, at least). There are several problems this creates, however:

1.) ChatGPT mimics human writing capabilities, but it often makes false, even ridiculous
statements, because it doesn’t actually know or understand anything. It is merely
approximating what human beings are likely to write.

2.) ChatGPT duplicates the product but not the process of writing. Writing is a thinking process.
If you don’t write for yourself, you don’t think and don’t learn — so you cheat yourself. (We
would rather read flawed but authentic writing than superficially perfect pretend writing!)

3.) Even when ChatGPT produces accurate, readable (if bland) prose, it doesn’t accomplish
what my assignments call for: it doesn’t express your thoughts, your personality. If we ask
you, “What did you mean by ‘_______’?” ChatGPT won’t be able to answer for you.

There may be valid ways to use language models in college writing. We may explore that
together this semester. For now, though, consider them another source that must be cited.
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