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University Writing Seminar 30A – Fall 2015 
Gender on Trial: Sensational Court Cases in Nineteenth-Century America 

 
Instructor: Cassandra Berman 
Class: Mondays and Wednesdays, 1-1:50  
Room: Golding 103 

Office hours: MW, 2-4, and by appointment 
Office: Rabb 324 
Email: cnberman@brandeis.edu  

  
Sensational legal cases have always captured the American imagination – from divorce and child 
custody battles to trials of prostitution and murder – and gender has often arisen as a key component of 
these disputes.  In the nineteenth century just as today, the court of public opinion arguably played as 
important a role in these legal cases as did the court of law.  Popular print – newspapers, pamphlets, 
magazines, and even novels – provided a venue for Americans to read about and debate a variety of 
legal and social issues, such as enslaved women’s rights as mothers, the boundaries of “appropriate” 
sexual activity, and men’s authority over their families.   
 
Focusing on several hotly debated legal cases in the nineteenth century, this course examines how 
gender was constructed, contested, and reconstituted through the trials and disputes that fascinated the 
American public.  Through close readings of both historical studies and nineteenth-century sources, 
students will consider the various ways that gender was both literally and figuratively “on trial.”  This 
course will develop students’ analytical skills and academic writing through three types of writing 
assignments (a close reading essay, a lens essay, and a research paper), class discussion, peer reviews, 
and revision. 
 
This course is a University Writing Seminar.  Its primary goal is to prepare students for college-level 
academic writing.  Students will learn the standards of academic writing, practice those standards, and 
develop a critical vocabulary for thinking about the process of composition and revision.  The 
seminar’s secondary goal is to improve upon the critical skills necessary for academic research.  As 
such, students will learn to make good use of the research tools available through Brandeis University.  
Above all, students will need to read, understand, and construct critical arguments about the course 
material, discuss these materials in the classroom, and engage in independent research outside of class. 
 
Required Texts 
 
Required texts available at the Brandeis Bookstore: 

! Write Now!  
! Writing in Response (Macmillan)  

 
All other readings and assigned materials will be posted on our course LATTE page.  It is your 
responsibility to check the LATTE page and obtain the assigned readings for each class session.  You 
must print out and take notes on these readings, and bring the assigned readings to class. 
 
Course Assignments and Evaluation  
 
Assignment  
Essay 1: Close-reading Essay  
Essay 2: Lens Essay  
Essay 3: Research Essay  
Portfolio 
Attendance, Participation, and Conferences 

Weight     
20% 
25% 
30% 
5% 
20%
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Essay assignments:  Our investigation will require you to engage with the two most basic forms of 
scholarly learning: reading and writing.  As such, you will read documents written by people who 
participated in sensational court cases firsthand (known as primary sources) as well as the work of 
historians who have interpreted those experiences (known as secondary sources).  You will also write 
three of your own interpretive essays grounded in your understanding of our primary and secondary 
readings.  These essays are: 
 

1. A close-reading essay, a 5-6 page essay interpreting historical texts (20% of your grade). 
 

2. A lens essay, a 7-8 page essay applying and engaging with a secondary theoretical argument 
about a primary source text (25% of your grade). 

 
3. A research essay, a 10-12 page essay based on your own research into both primary and 

secondary sources (30% of your grade). 
 
All of your essays should be typed in Times New Roman 12-point font on numbered, double-spaced 
pages with one-inch margins.  Essays should have Chicago style citations and page numbers.  Each 
essay must include a cover letter.  The essay and letter must be printed out, stapled together, and 
handed in to me the day it is due.  For each of your draft assignments, you will also need to email your 
essay as a Word document to your peer reviewers. 
 
Peer review workshops:  Each paper you write will undergo peer review.  The day your first drafts of 
an assignment are due, you must turn one copy in to me, and email your paper to your two assigned 
peer reviewers. You will carefully read and mark up the drafts of two of your peers’ essays and write a 
1-2 page response to each essay you are reviewing for the following class.  You will share your 
feedback in small groups.  You are expected to participate respectfully and intelligently during these 
workshops; this means not only providing constructive comments, but also receiving and acting on 
comments directed to your own work.  I will be looking at your final drafts for significant revisions 
that address my comments and those of your peers. 
 
Portfolio:  At the end of the semester, you will collect the work that you produced in this course, 
review it, and reflect on your development as a writer.  You will write a review of 2-3 pages evaluating 
your own essays and your engagement with the writing process.  Note that in order to complete this 
assignment, you will need to save every piece of writing you do in this class (cover letters, pre-drafts, 
drafts, and final versions).  I recommend purchasing a binder early in the semester and keeping all of 
your assignments in it when you get them back.  At the end of the semester you will have everything 
together for you to review and then turn in to me. 
 
Course Policies 
 
Academic honesty:  Do not plagiarize.  Presenting your own, original work and appropriately citing 
outside sources are crucial elements of an academic classroom.  As such, you are expected to know 
and respect University policies regarding academic integrity.  I take this policy very seriously, and I 
will refer suspected instances of dishonesty to the Office of Student Development and Conduct. 
Potential sanctions include failure in the course and suspension from the University.  For more about 
these policies, consult the University’s Rights and Responsibilities handbook, available online at 
http://www.brandeis.edu/studentlife/srcs/rr/. 
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Accommodations:  If you are a student with a documented disability on record at Brandeis University 
and need an accommodation made for you in this class, please speak to me immediately.  
Accommodations cannot be provided retroactively. 
 
Late work:  Students must satisfactorily complete all assignments in order to pass this course.  Due 
dates and assignments are subject to change but I will always give plenty of advanced notice.  
Extensions will be granted except under extreme circumstances and only well in advance of the 
paper’s due date (not the night before).  For every day or part of a day an assignment is late, your paper 
will be downgraded a third of a mark (e.g., a B+ will become a B). 
 
Class participation:  Attendance and participation in class constitutes a substantial part of the grade 
for this seminar, so be sure to come to class active and prepared, and with a readiness to take part in 
conferences, discussions, and workshops.  Please note that silence during class will have a negative 
impact on your grade.  Always bring assigned readings to class.  
 
Absences:  The Brandeis Writing Program has a strict attendance policy.  After three absences, your 
academic services advisor will be notified.  Any subsequent absences will lower your overall grade for 
the course by a third of a letter grade.  After six absences, you will receive a failing grade for the 
course.  Note that conferences are a required part of this course, and missing a conference meeting will 
count as an absence.  If you know you will need to miss class, please email me before the class session. 
 
Communication:  All official course communication will be sent to your Brandeis email address, 
which you must check on a regular basis.  I am happy to address questions about the course via email, 
but I will only discuss grades in person. 
 
Conferences:  Each student is required to meet with me for three 15-minute conferences, or one 
meeting for each essay assignment.  Sign-up sheets will be distributed in class and then posted on my 
office door and our course LATTE page.  You must come prepared to discuss the essay assignment to 
receive credit for the conference.  These conferences count towards both your participation grade and 
your classroom attendance. 
 
Electronic devices:  Because they detract from the educational environment, laptops and tablets are 
not allowed in this class without a documented accommodation.  Use of cell phones is never 
permitted in class.  All phones must be kept in a bag or in your pocket. 
 
Writing Center:  Students are encouraged to make use of the Writing Center located on the 
Mezzanine in Goldfarb Library.  Writing tutors can help you fine-tune your argument, organization, 
and writing.  When you visit the Writing Center, you may have a tutor fill out a Consultation Overview 
Form, which will earn you a 24-hour extension on the final draft of the assignment you discuss.  For 
more information and to schedule an appointment, visit 
http://www.brandeis.edu/writingprogram/center. 
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Course Schedule 
 
Week 1 
Aug. 27 (Th)  

! In-class: Introductions; discussion of high school vs. college writing; diagnostic writing 
 
Unit 1: What is Close Reading? 
 
Week 2 
Aug. 31 (M)  

! Reading assignment: Hall, “The Nineteenth-Century Law of Domestic Relations” 
! Writing assignment: Respond to reading question on LATTE by 9pm on 8/30 
! In-class: Introduction to Essay #1 writing assignment and background on case; introduction to 

close reading and analysis 
Sept. 2 (W)   

! Reading assignment: Eunice Chapman, “An Account of the Conduct of the People Called 
Shakers”; James Chapman, “Memorial of James Chapman” 

! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 1.1 due in class (Mini Close Reading) 
! In-class: Discussion of writing process, thesis statements, and motive; analysis of Chapman text 

themes 
 
Week 3 
Sept. 7 (M) – NO CLASS   
Sept. 9 (W) 

! Reading assignment: Friedman, “Women and Criminal Justice” 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 1.2 due in class (Mini Close Reading AND Introduction); 

post thesis statement on LATTE by 9pm on 9/8 
! In-class: Discussion of thesis statements, evidence, introductions 

Sept. 10  (Th) – BRANDEIS MONDAY SCHEDULE 
! Reading assignment: Sections 4a-4e, A Pocket Guide to Writing in History; pp. 2-8, Write Now! 
! Writing assignment: Bring two copies of your introduction to class 
! In-class: Peer workshop of introductions, preparing to write the first draft 

 
Week 4 
Sept. 14 (M) – NO CLASS 
Sept. 16 (W)  

! Reading assignment: pp. 10-17 Write Now!;  Sections 4f-4g, A Pocket Guide to Writing in 
History 

! Writing assignment: Draft of Essay #1 with Draft Cover Letter due in class; email draft to 
peer review group 

! In-class: workshop student essay from Write Now!, focusing on thesis, structure, evidence and 
analysis; working with quotations and citations 

 
Week 5 
Sept. 21 (M) 

! Reading assignment: Peer drafts; Lepore, “How to Write a Paper for This Class” 
! Writing assignment: Peer Review of essays due in class 
! In-class: Draft workshop focusing on thesis, structure, evidence and analysis 

Sept. 23 (W) – NO CLASS 
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Unit 2: How to Work with a Text as a Lens 
 
Week 6 
Sept. 28 (M) – NO CLASS 
Sept. 29 (T) – BRANDEIS MONDAY SCHEDULE 

! Reading assignment: None 
! Writing assignment: Final Revision of Essay #1 with Revision Cover Letter due in class 
! In class: Discussion of Essay #2 writing assignment; introduction to lens analysis 

Sept. 30 (W) 
! Reading assignment: Hariman, “Performing the Laws: Popular Trials and Social Knowledge” 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 2.1 (Understanding the Lens) 
! In-class: Discussion of Hariman and introduction of Helen Jewett case 

 
Week 7 
Oct. 5 (M) – NO CLASS 
Oct. 7 (W) 

! Reading assignment: Murder of Helen Jewett trial documents 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 2.2 due in class (Mini Lens Reading) 
! In-class: Discussion of Pre-draft 2.2; thesis and motive in lens essay  

 
Week 8 
Oct. 12 (M) 

! Reading assignment: Cohen, “Snow in April” 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 2.3 due in class (Outline) 
! In-class: Discussion of Cohen; working with quotations; working with lens; discussion of Pre-

draft 2.3 
Oct. 14 (W) 

! Reading assignment: Lens essay from Write Now! 
! Writing assignment: Post on LATTE by 9pm on 10/13 – Write a short paragraph about 

why a popular trial (recent or historical) captured your attention 
! In-class: Workshop student essay from Write Now!; drafting strategies; citation 

 
Week 9 
Oct. 19 (M) 

! Reading assignment: None 
! Writing assignment: Draft of Essay #2 with Draft Cover Letter in class; email draft to peer 

review group  
! In-class: Style workshop: refining transitions, avoiding passive voice 

Oct. 21 (W) 
! Reading assignment: Peer drafts; Hartog, “Lawyering, Husbands’ Rights, and ‘the Unwritten 

Law’” 
! Writing assignment: Peer Review of essays due in class 
! In-class: Draft workshop focusing on thesis, motive, analysis, revision strategies 

 
Unit 3: The Argumentative Research Essay: Beyond the Book Report 
 
Week 10 
Oct. 26 (M) 
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! Reading assignment: None 
! Writing assignment: Final Revision of Essay #2 with Revision Cover Letter due in class 
! In-class: Essay #3 writing assignment; finding a topic; types of sources 
! Framing a research question 

Oct. 28 (W)  
! Reading assignment: Friedman, “The Evolution of Criminal Process: Trials and Errors” 
! Writing assignment: Respond to reading question on LATTE by 9pm on 10/27 
! In-class: Framing a research question; narrowing a research question, identifying analytical 

focus 
 
Week 11 
Nov. 2 (M) LIB FYI SESSION #1 – Meet in Vershbow Training Room, Goldfarb Library 
Mezzanine 

! Reading assignment: Library Prerequisite (posted on LATTE) 
! Writing assignment: none 
! In-class: Library session on available resources 

Nov. 4 (W)  
! Reading assignment: Find, read, and bring in to class three primary sources you plan to use for 

your topic 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 3.1 due in class (Research Proposal) 
! In-class: Brief oral reports on research topics; evaluating primary sources; discussion of 

annotated bibliography 
 
Week 12 
Nov. 9 (M) 

! Reading assignment: Cohen, “The Murder of Maria Bickford: Fashion, Passion, and the Birth 
of a Consumer Culture” 

! Writing assignment: Post on LATTE by 9pm on 11/8 – one annotated primary source for 
your paper 

! In-class: Discussion of Grossberg; sources and analysis 
Nov. 11 (W) 

! Reading assignment: Research Essay from Write Now! 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 3.2 due in class AND post pre-draft on LATTE (Annotated 

Bibliography) 
! In-class: Research question, thesis, and motive in Write Now! essay; quotation and citation 

 
Week 13 
Nov. 16 (M) LIB FYI SESSION #2 – Meet in Vershbow Training Room, Goldfarb Library 
Mezzanine 

! Reading assignment: Feedback on your annotated bibliography; your research materials 
! Writing assignment: Write down and bring in your questions for the librarian about 

research materials and library sources 
! In-class: Library session on research databases and materials 

Nov. 18 (W) 
! Reading assignment: Review “Learning to Do Historical Research” web resource; your 

research materials  
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 3.3 due in class (Arguments and Counterarguments) 
! In-class: Interweaving multiple sources in Write Now! essay; working with sources; moving 

from topic to thesis 
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Week 14 
Nov. 23 (M) 

! Reading assignment: None 
! Writing assignment: Draft of Essay #3 and Draft Cover Letter due in class; email draft to 

peer review group 
! In-class: Essay structure; paragraphing; audience and tone 

Nov. 25 (W) – NO CLASS 
 
Week 15 
Nov. 30 (M)  

! Reading assignment: Peer drafts 
! Writing assignment: Peer Review of essays due in class 
! In-class: Draft workshop focusing on evidence/analysis, structure, and integration of sources 

Dec. 2 (W) 
! Reading assignment: Your research materials 
! Writing assignment: Pre-draft 3.4 due in class (Reverse Outline) 
! In-class: Structure and stitching; conclusions 

 
Week 16 
Dec. 7 (M) 

! Reading assignment: None 
! Writing Assignment: Final Revision of Essay #3 with Revision Cover due by 4pm on 12/8 
! In-class: Brief reports on research essays; discussion of portfolio assignment and reflective 

writing 
Dec. 9 (W) 

! Reading assignment: None 
! Writing assignment: Writing Portfolio due with Portfolio Cover Letter 
! In-class: Discussion of writing in future courses; course evaluations 

 
After the semester: 
Mid-Finals Week 

! Pick up portfolios and final grades in my office 


