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Course Description (adapted from the Whitman website)  

 The two-semester sequence of First Year Seminars are designed to immerse students in deep thought 

and transformative conversations, while helping you gain the skills you’ll need to succeed in college.  The fall 

semester course (GENS 175) is entitled “Exploring Complex Questions,” while the spring semester course 

(GENS 176) is entitled “Making Powerful Arguments.”  So, our focus this semester will be on identifying, 

interpreting, and analyzing evidence, and then organizing the presentation of that evidence to be rigorous and 

persuasive. 

 Our particular topic in this section will be incarceration.  The American prison system has some obvious 

flaws that are easy to criticize. But it is much more difficult to come to a deeper understanding of how the 

system functions, why it is the way it is, and to determine what a better alternative would look like. In this class, 

we will work toward that kind of deeper understanding, of both the theory and practice of incarceration. We will 

examine different potential purposes of imprisonment, including deterrence, rehabilitation, and retribution (just 

deserts). We will learn from first-person experiences of people who are incarcerated and their families, and 

from a century of prison newspapers from the Washington State Penitentiary in Walla Walla. We will visit two 

nearby prisons, to see the facilities for ourselves and to hear the perspectives of the staff who work there. We 

will look at the after-effects of imprisonment, and the challenges faced by those trying to reenter society. And 

we will consider potential reforms and replacements to the current system, drawing on comparisons with the 

practices of other countries, ideas from restorative or transformative justice, and forms of prison abolitionism. 

 

Learning Outcomes 

Students in GENS 176 can expect to achieve the following learning outcomes: 

• improved ability to read with attention to detail and nuance. 

• improved ability to debate respectfully and rigorously. 

• improved ability to develop arguable and defensible thesis statements. 

• improved ability to integrate appropriate evidence to support argumentative claims. 

 

  



Materials to be Used 
For this section, there is one book that you need to possess: 

• Danielle Sered, Until We Reckon: Violence, Mass Incarceration, and a Road to Repair (The New Press, 

2019) – ISBN 978-1620976579. 

Other assigned materials will be available electronically, linked through the Canvas site. 

 
 

Summary of Requirements and Grading 
 participation in class discussions: 30% of your overall grade 

 5 brief reflections: 20% of your overall grade (4% each) 

 2 moderate-length essays: 30% of your overall grade (15% each) 

 syllabus project: 20% of your overall grade 

* NOTE:  You must complete both of the essays at a passing level in order to pass the course. 

 

 

Expectations for Participation 
 Before class, you should carefully read, listen to, and/or view the assigned material for the day.  I may 

provide some questions for you to answer and/or other tasks for you to complete, to help guide your initial 

engagement with the material.  But it will also be important for you to take time to reflect on it yourself, to 

begin identifying the issues, ideas, and parts that seem most interesting and important to you. 

 Our meetings will primarily be discussions, and will rely on the active and collaborative engagement 

of everyone in the class.  You should not just be prepared if called on, or make a point of saying one thing each 

meeting to check the box for “participation.”  Rather, you should consider yourselves collectively responsible 

for how productive our class meetings are, each and every day.  I’ll serve as the moderator of the discussion, 

and will sometimes shape the agenda – but you should also make sure to develop your own sense of the key 

passages, ideas, arguments, questions, and responses as you work through the materials. 

 Understanding and insight take place in the process of engaging in discussion; they are not just products 

of it that you can passively absorb.  In every one of our conversations, you should be willing to think out loud, 

to raise questions that might seem basic, to offer ideas that might seem uncertain, to make arguments that might 

seem sketchy, to propose links that might seem tenuous, and otherwise to take intellectual risks.  These are very 

complex and challenging issues, and our class will only succeed to the extent that we’re all willing to struggle 

through them together. 

 I understand that everyone has good days and not-so-good days; some of the materials and conversation 

topics will engage you more than others.  But if are consistently having difficulty participating in class, 

please talk with me about it – I’ll be happy to help you develop some specific strategies and techniques that 

can make it easier for you to get involved.  While speaking in class is definitely the best form of participation, 

talking with me outside of class or emailing your thoughts to me are also valuable and can help your 

participation grade. 

 NOTE:  As a matter of basic courtesy, everyone in the class should be fully mentally present.  If you 

have something else to do that can’t wait, just do that instead.  If you’re too drowsy to stay awake and focused, 

go home and take a nap.  We’re here to talk about the materials and issues, and everything you do during our 

meetings should contribute to that. 

 

 



Attendance Policies 
 Active engagement with your classmates and with me is absolutely central to the goals and value of this 

class.  For that reason, there is a minimum attendance requirement:  in order to earn a passing grade, you must 

attend at least 80% of our meetings.  Since there are 26 meetings (including the prison tours), that means that 

you cannot miss more than 5 classes, regardless of the reason.  Classes missed for religious observances or 

due to ADA accommodations do not count toward that total. 

 While attending class is extremely important, I recognize that there are occasionally reasons why a 

student would need to miss class.  In general, I do not distinguish between “excused” and “unexcused” 

absences.  So, you don’t need to tell me why you’ve missed a class meeting, unless it’s for a religious 

observance or an ADA accommodation. 

 ** If you miss a class meeting, as soon as you’re able afterwards you should email me a brief summary 

of the assigned material for that day, as well as a few questions and/or thoughts that you have in response to it.  

Otherwise, your absence will count against your participation grade. 

 

Prison Tours 
 I am arranging for us to receive tours of two nearby prisons:  the Washington State Penitentiary in Walla 

Walla, and the Eastern Oregon Correctional Institution in Pendleton (about an hour to the south).  Seeing those 

prisons for ourselves is an essential component of the course, and so you should do everything you reasonably 

can to be able to attend both tours.  The trips have been approved as “authorized absences,” and faculty will be 

informed about each of them a week in advance.  But, you should talk with your instructors about any classes 

that you’ll miss, as soon as you think it would be helpful. 

 

Religious Observances 
 I recognize the importance that religious practices play in some students’ lives, and I will be happy to be 

flexible to support your religious observances.  If those will require you to miss any of our class meetings or 

create a need for an extension on any of our assignments, please just let me know as far in advance as you can. 

 Providing reasonable accommodations for students’ religious observances is also required by Whitman 

College policy, following Washington State law.  If you believe that I am not meeting my obligations, you can 

find steps for pursuing the issue through the page about Whitman’s Religious Accommodations policy 

(https://www.whitman.edu/campus-life/diversity/religious-and-spiritual-life/religious-accommodations) and the 

page about Whitman’s Grievance Policy (https://www.whitman.edu/human-resources/grievance-policy). 

 

Accessibility & Support 
 I believe that every student should have an equal opportunity to succeed in this course.  If there’s 

anything about the set-up or routines of the course that are making it more difficult for you to succeed, or if 

there’s anything I could do that would be helpful for you, please don’t hesitate to talk with me about it. 

 If you are a student with a disability who might need accommodation in order to have that opportunity 

fully, please connect with Disability Support Services Specialist Kassandra Vinton (dss@whitman.edu) for 

assistance in developing a plan to address your academic needs.  All information about disabilities is considered 

private, and so if I receive notification that you are eligible to receive an accommodation due to a documented 

disability, I will provide it in as discreet a manner as possible. 

 As well, the Academic Resource Center (ARC) provides academic coaching to any student who would 

like to build skills such as time management and study strategies.  For more information, stop by their office on 

the third floor of Olin, or email arc@whitman.edu. 

 



Using Technology in the Classroom 
 You are welcome to use a computer, tablet, or smart phone during our meetings.  But it is essential for 

such devices to be used exclusively for our immediate tasks of drawing on the readings and handouts, taking 

notes, etc.  You should never, ever take even a moment to check your e-mail, Instagram, etc.  Students who 

violate this policy will receive one warning, and then after a second violation will not be permitted to use 

electronic devices in class for the remainder of the semester. 

 

Writing Assignments 
 Detailed instructions for each of the writing assignments will be posted to Canvas.  Here are brief 

summaries of what to expect: 

 

Brief Reflections – 

 In the first part of the semester, we will focus largely on the experiences and perspectives of those who 

have been impacted by crime and incarceration.  Those will provide an essential foundation for our overall 

analyses of the prison system and the development of our ideas for improvements and/or alternatives.  But at 

first, we will simply need to engage with them on their own terms, beginning to develop analyses and ideas that 

we can draw on later. 

 That will be done through a series of brief, informal reflections.  Each of them will be about 1½–2 pages 

long, offering some kind of focused response to an aspect of the previous week’s material that you think is 

particularly significant. 

 There are 6 brief reflections listed on the schedule, and each student will complete 5 and skip one.  Or 

if you’d rather, you can complete all 6 and have the lowest grade dropped. 

 

Essays – 

 As the semester continues, we will examine other authors’ broader analyses and arguments related to the 

prison system.  In response to that material, you will write two moderate-length essays (5–6 pages each) in 

which you put forward and defend your own views.  Each essay will build in a substantial way from your earlier 

writing in the course, enabling you to revise and refine your earlier ideas. 

 Along with each essay, you will also submit an author’s note in which you explain how it developed 

from your earlier writing, and discuss your perception of the essay’s strengths and weaknesses. 

 

Syllabus Project – 

 Starting after Spring Break, the class will be divided into small groups that will each propose a topic and 

set of readings that could compose a mini-unit to be included on the syllabus of this class.  Topics will come out 

of our work with the Whitman College Archive’s collection of newspapers from the Washington State 

Penitentiary, spanning the early 1900s through the early 2000s.  Each group will develop a research question 

related to some particularly striking article(s) within those newspapers, and then will work with Bridget Scoles 

and me to find scholarly sources that address that question. 

 The culmination of the project will be a single co-authored write-up that describes the topic of your 

mini-unit, and then explains how each of your proposed sources would contribute to the class’s engagement 

with that topic.  Each group will also give a collective presentation to the rest of the class, summarizing the 

topic and proposed sources. 

 

  



Schedule of Materials and Assignments: 

Tue. Jan. 21 

"The Zo":  all 3 episodes 

Ear Hustle podcast:  "Excuse Me on the Tier" and "Left Behind" 
* Content warning:  these sources refer to sexual assault, and "Left Behind" also discusses suicidal 

thoughts. 

Thu. Jan. 23 

more first-person experiences of incarceration:  Jones, “Prison Letter”; York, “Behind the 

Wall”; Hassing, “How I Became a Convict”; Darcleight, “Concrete Carnival”; Beverley, 

“A Perspective on Prison 

Sun. Jan. 26 – brief reflection due by midnight 

  

Tue. Jan. 28 

Pollock, "Prisons for Women" 

selections from Interrupted Life: Experiences of Incarcerated Women [...] 

optional:  Ear Hustle podcast:  “That World”  

Thu. Jan. 30 
Braman, "Families and Incarceration" 

Gaynes & Krupat, "Minimizing the Impact of Parental Incarceration" 
 

Sun. Feb. 2 – brief reflection due by midnight 

  

Tue. Feb. 4 
Sered, Until We Reckon, chapter 1 

Alliance for Safety and Justice, "Crime Survivors Speak" 
 

Thu. Feb. 6 Sered, Until We Reckon, Introduction and chapter 2 

Sun. Feb. 9 – brief reflection due by midnight 

  

Tue. Feb. 11 
Hampton, "An Expressive Theory of Retribution," excerpts 

Lippke, "Retribution and Incarceration" 
 

Thu. Feb. 13 

even more first-person experiences of incarceration:  Haki, “After All Those Years”; 

selections from Letters to My Younger Self; Jacobs, “Food for Thought”; Brown, “The 

Visit”; Witham, “Friendship”; Sampson, “Evolution of a Dreamer” 

* guests to class:  WSP CPM Clark & CUS Carlile 

  



Tue. Feb. 18 

* 8:15a - noon 

tour of Washington State Penitentiary 

      (no class in the afternoon) 

Wed. Feb. 19 – submit reactions to WSP tour by midnight 

Thu. Feb. 20 NO CLASS -- Power & Privilege Symposium 

  

Tue. Feb. 25 debrief about tour of WSP  

Thu. Feb. 27 
Ear Hustle episodes about parenting:  “Thick Glass” and “Are You Listening?” 

* video guests to class:  members of the WSP Family Council 

Sun. Mar. 2 – brief reflection due by midnight 

  

Tue. Mar. 4 Sered, Until We Reckon, chapter 3 
 

Thu. Mar. 6 

Ear Hustle podcast:  “Kissing the Concrete” 

Western, Homeward: Life in the Year after Prison, ch. 3 

optional:  this Ear Hustle episode has follow-up about Ronnie starting at 23:00 

Sun. Mar. 9 – submit participation self-evaluation 

                           + brief reflection due by midnight 

  

Tue. Mar. 11 

Richards & Jones, "Beating the Perpetual Incarceration Machine" 

Washington DOC website about Graduated Reentry + video  

* guests to class:  reentry panel with Anthony, Dean, Gregorio, and Leonard 

Thu. Mar. 13 
Western, Homeward: Life in the Year after Prison, ch. 9 

+ debrief about reentry panel 

           S P R I N G    B R E A K 

Tue. Apr. 1 Sered, Until We Reckon, chapter 5 

Thu. Apr. 3 

* 11:45a - 5:00p 
tour of Eastern Oregon Correctional Institution 

Sun. Apr. 6 – submit reactions to EOCI tour by midnight 



  

Tue. Apr. 8 

documentary:  "The World's Most Luxurious Prison" 

Pratt & Eriksson, "'Mr. Larsson Is Walking Out Again'" 

optional:  Ear Hustle episode “What’s Dangerous about Trees”* 
* content warning:  there is a brief discussion of pornography and sex toys, including some vulgar 

terms 

Thu. Apr. 10 

** come to class with a sketch of essay intro paragraph 

Sered, Until We Reckon, chapter 4 

optional videos about victim-offender dialogue:  “The Victim & Offender Dialogue 

Experience” and/or TedX Talk “Undefinable Relationship” 

Sun. Apr. 13 – first essay due by midnight 

  

Tue. Apr. 15 NO CLASS -- Whitman Undergraduate Conference 

Wed. Apr. 6 – author's note due by midnight 

Thu. Apr. 17 
read overview of the syllabus project 

** meet in front of the College Archives (Penrose Library ground floor) 

  

Tue. Apr. 22 
Booth, "From Topics to Questions," excerpts 

** meet in front of the College Archives 

Thu. Apr. 24 Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete?, chapters 1 and 6 

  

Tue. Apr. 29 Shelby, The Idea of Prison Abolition, pp. 44-67 

* Wed. Apr. 30 – initial list of syllabus project sources due by midnight 

Thu. May 1 Shelby, The Idea of Prison Abolition, pp. 166-182 and 195-201 

  

Tue. May 6 Kelly, "The Problem with Prisons" 



Thu. May 8 
readings for the syllabus project, determined by each group 

+ semester wrap-up 

Sun. May 11 – submit participation self-evaluation, part 2 

                             + second essay due by midnight 

Wed. May 14 – second author's note due by midnight 

  

* Mon. May 19 @ 9a – syllabus project write-ups due + presentations in our regular classroom 

  

 

  



Academic Honesty in Your Writing 

 Intellectual progress is made by building off of the ideas of others.  That’s why there are assigned 

materials for this (and every) class, and why we meet together to discuss them.  As well, there are now amazing 

technological tools that can help us refine our ideas and their expression. 

 But it’s essential that the ideas in your writing, and the words that you use to express them, are 

largely your own.  It’s also essential to give proper credit for any ideas or words that you adopt from 

another source.  Those are among your academic responsibilities throughout your time at Whitman.  Failing to 

meet those responsibilities constitutes plagiarism, whether it’s intentional or not. 

 We’ll talk together about what kinds of outside input and assistance are acceptable without citation, 

what kinds of outside input and assistance are acceptable with citation, and what kinds are not acceptable for 

this class.  But to offer some rough starting points: 

You may, without citation: 

• talk with others about your ideas, and get their general feedback and suggestions 

• draw on other sources for general inspiration 

• have others read a draft of your writing and share their sense of its strengths and weaknesses 

• use spell-checkers and simple grammar-checkers that mark apparent mistakes 

• use autocorrect features that replace apparent misspellings and typos 

• use translation technology for isolated elements of your writing 

You may, with citation: 

• include isolated, specific ideas that are restated in your own words, from any other published source 

or from a human being that you’ve talked with 

• include brief quotations of the exact words from any other published source or from a human being 

that you’ve talked with 

You may not: 

• include specific ideas or words from any other source without citation 

• use word-predictive or -generative technology (* - see note below) 

• use translation technology for large portions or the entirety of your writing 

 With each writing assignment in this course, you should also include a statement that identifies any 

assistance and/or tools that you used.  As long as that statement is honest and complete, I will give you a chance 

to correct any accidental violations of my approach to academic honesty. 

 But if you used assistance and/or tools that you do not include in your statement, or if you fail to follow 

direct instructions that I’ve given you previously, that will be reported to the Dean of Students’ office as 

academic misconduct.  For a first offense, the consequence could range up to failing the course.  For a repeat 

offense, the consequence could range up to dismissal from the College.  For more details, see the Student 

Handbook.  Whitman also has a publicly accessible “Academic Integrity” Canvas site that is extremely helpful. 

 * NOTE:  If you have previously used word-predictive or -generative technology because of a 

documented disability, please talk with me about it right away. 

 


