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Kim Socha 
 
During the Fall 2009 semester, Normandale 

Community College in Bloomington, MN started 
planning for what has become a yearly event: The 
Normandale Writing Festival. It is a day of 
concurrent writing workshops for students and the 
community, and it includes a talk and reading by the 
author of our campus’s common reader. At a 
department meeting in 2009, faculty members were 
asked to write down ideas for workshops that we 
could offer during the one day festival in February 
2010. For reasons not yet clear to me, I scribbled 
something down about using zombies as a pathway to 
teaching students about essay writing. Much to my 
initial anxiety, the planning committee responded 
with excitement to the idea, meaning that I would 
have to come up with something of substance to 
connect what appear to be disparate topics: 
composition and zombie fiction. 

As we look ahead to our fourth Festival in 
Spring 2013, I have now offered a successful 
workshop presentation on zombies and composition 
three times at Normandale. Students have responded 
positively, as have my colleagues who report their 
students applying presentation concepts to their 
writing. The PowerPoint and video presentation 
explores the following topics: patterns and creativity, 
introductions and conclusions, context, paragraphing, 
audience, plagiarism, and revision. Interspersed with 
this exploration are excerpts from zombie literature 
and film. The following is an overview of this 
presentation for others in the field who can adapt it as 
needed. As educators know, students become more 
engaged when we can incorporate their interests into 
lesson plans, and if those interests correspond with 
faculty interests—as is the case with my affinity for 
zombies—then all the better. I encourage others to 
borrow this lesson plan for exploration over one or 
two class periods, either in high school, pre-college 
level, or college level composition classes. 
 
Patterns and Creativity 

In a typical composition class, instructors 
teach students using essay patterns and rhetorical 
models dating as far back as ancient Greece. This 
continuing  trend  elicits   the question  students  have 
 

 
 
 
 
Posed to me in different ways:  “Why do we continue 
to use  these same patterns  to write  about topics  that  
have   been   written  about   so  often   before.    (For 
example, if you are a Freshman Composition teacher,  
consider   how  many  papers   you  have  read   about 
abortion,  the   death penalty,   and   marijuana.)     In 
response, I defer to Eugene Garver’s insightful 
introduction to Aristotle’s Rhetoric: “Rhetoric is a 
liberating force […] fighting against the 
irrationalities of entrenched privilege” (7). There is 
power in the patterns of rhetorical modes, especially 
in terms of argument. However, there are also 
dangers therein. To wit, many students are taught the 
classic five paragraph essay format that, if followed 
too rigidly, completely negates potential for the 
creativity and critique that are essential to dynamic 
writing (Wesley 57; 60). Thus, I encourage my 
students to question and rework the patterns they 
have been taught and to see each writing moment as 
an opportunity to put his or her creative mark on an 
old formula in a way that no one has before, as is the 
case with successive tales of the walking dead.  
 Attendees at my workshop are almost 
always fans of the zombie genre. Therefore, my 
opening questions are met with ready answers: “What 
are some popular zombie movies?” and “How do 
their storylines usually unfold?” From the lists 
created through student responses, we quickly learn 
that, with some notable exceptions, zombie movies 
follow nearly identical plot lines; they start in medias 
res and follow a group of individuals, seemingly the 
last remaining non-zombie humans, as they try to 
remain uneaten. However, even though the plots are 
similar, people remain fascinated by cinematic, 
literary, and now even televised (i.e. The Walking 
Dead on AMC) zombie iterations because each 
screenwriter, director, and author puts his or her 
unique mark on what is, in fact, an exceptionally 
cliché formula. Thus, patterns should not be seen as 
stifling, but as opportunities for augmenting 
established formulas into distinctive final products 
that can engage successive audiences and offer what 
previous iterations cannot: the individual writer’s 
inimitable style and insights. 
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Introductions and Conclusions 
 Unlike most zombie films and book, 
academic-style essays usually do not start in medias 
res; rather, they need enticing introductions and 
satisfying conclusions; students know that these are 
important elements of any good piece of writing, and 
therein follows insecurity about developing skills that 
draw readers in and leave them feeling the paper 
finishes with clarity and purpose. In my anecdotal 
experience, while both elements of essay 
development cause student anxiety, it is usually 
conclusions that stymie them the most. 

I address the issues of introductions and 
conclusions on a handout with three opening 
paragraphs from zombie literature. The first comes 
from Richard Matheson’s influential 1954 novella I 
Am Legend: “On those cloudy days, Robert Neville 
was never sure when sunset came, and sometimes 
they were in the streets before he could get back” 
(13). (Astute workshop participants will know that I 
Am Legend is about vampires; however, as 
Matheson’s story has inspired zombie writers and 
filmmakers, I include it in the workshop.) The next 
opener is from contemporary horror writer Brian 
Keene’s The Rising: “The dead scrabbled for an 
entrance to his grave. His wife was among them, as 
ravenous for Jim in death as she’d been in life. Their 
faint, soulless cries drifted down through ten feet of 
soil and rock” (5). Finally, students read the 
introduction from Stephen King’s Cell, a genre 
rewrite (and sharp social commentary from a writer 
who does not own a cell phone) in which a pulse 
transmitted through cell phones turns people into 
zombie-like creatures: “The event that came to be 
known as The Pulse began at 3:03 p.m., eastern 
standard time, on the afternoon of October 1. The 
term was a misnomer, of course, but within ten hours 
of the event, most of the scientists capable of 
pointing this out were either dead or insane. The 
name hardly mattered, in any case. What mattered 
was the effect” (3). 

When asked what these introductions have 
in common, students note that while they all provide 
some information to give the reader a feel for the 
story’s topic, they also leave out just enough 
information to “hook” the reader, thereby making 
him/her want to continue on. Students are then 
prompted to imagine a horror novel that begins with 
the following sentence (which also subtly critiques 
the three point thesis that goes along with the five 
paragraph essay): “The purpose of this story is to tell 
you how zombies ate a lot of people, how the 
remaining people tried to avoid being eaten, and 
whether or not they survived.” In effect, this sentence 
gives the same sense of content as the more creative 

ones, but it is bland and unimaginative. The lesson 
here is that there is room for creativity in academic 
writing. Even a paper on the dangers of, for instance, 
government corn subsidies, can benefit from an 
engaging opening paragraph that leaves the audience 
eager to read more.   

However, as much as students can learn 
from creative writing, I also note limits via Cell’s 
conclusion. The novel ends somewhat ambiguously, 
as King suggests that his character Johnny Riddell, 
who had been “zombified” during the novel, may 
have been transformed back into a regular human. 
However, King does not come right out and tell the 
reader that the transformation occurs. This led to 
criticism from his fans. They wanted answers. In 
response, King, somewhat acerbically, replied on his 
web page: “Based on the information given in the 
final third of Cell—I’m thinking about the reversion 
back toward the norm of the later phone crazies—it 
seems pretty obvious to me that things turned out 
well for Clay’s son, Johnny. I don’t need to tell you 
this, do I?” In a work of fiction, perhaps an author 
does not need to offer a distinctive conclusion 
(though some of King’s readers evidently disagree). 
In contrast, when writing an academic paper, there 
should always be at least one closing paragraph 
giving the paper a culminating sense of import and 
purpose—to answer the classic “So what?” question 
that scholars must consider when finalizing their 
work. The final paragraph should offer the audience a 
genuine sense of closure on the essay’s topic and a 
sense of “Where do we go from here?” The lesson: 
like King’s readers, your readers want answers too.   
 
Context 
 As a composition teacher for the past nine 
years, I have found myself asking student writers for 
“more context” enough times that I eventually 
created an interactive PowerPoint presentation on the 
theme, explaining that as writers, we have a 
responsibility to contextualize material for our 
audiences, filling them in on necessary historical, 
cultural, and sometimes definitional meanings of 
words, phrases, ideas, and concepts. For example, I 
have read papers for and against abortion in the 
United States that do not even allude to, however 
briefly, the history of abortion in America (i.e. Roe 
vs. Wade gets nary a mention). 

Fortunately, the trailer for the 2002 British 
movie 28 Days Later provides an interesting lesson 
about context. With atmospheric sounds and flares of 
light through the darkness, the following words flash 
upon the screen: “Exposure, Infection, Epidemic, 
Evacuation, Devastation.” Then, we meet the film’s 
hero Jim as he wakes up from a coma and begins 
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traversing post-apocalyptic London. The remainder 
of the trailer includes hints at his cinematic exploits 
as he and his companions attempt to escape being 
infected with the “rage virus” by once normal 
humans. I ask students why the creators of the trailer 
chose to flash those five words before exploring the 
film’s substance. The answer, as one can easily 
surmise, is that the words provide necessary 
background/context for the narrative that is to follow.  

What would become of the trailer if those 
words had been left out? We would have much less 
of an idea of what led up to Jim’s curious 
predicament, making for an incomplete content 
trajectory. In other words, the trailer’s creator knew 
to provide context, that all important background 
information that sets the stage for the main action. So 
too in essay writing. The 28 Days Later trailer 
emphasizes the need for relevant, succinct, and 
substantive background to support an essay’s topic 
and thesis, a point to be addressed later through 
audience consideration. 
 
Paragraphing 

Of course, in between the introduction and 
conclusion and after context is established, students 
are expected to write focused, substantive, and well-
supported paragraphs. Once again basing my 
workshop on problems observed in my own classes, I 
considered the number of times I have made 
comments on essays such as “You are trying to take 
on too many topics in one paragraph” or “The 
purpose of this paragraph is unclear.” To address this, 
I rely on a novelty book and a strategy I developed 
that I have found useful in the classroom. 

Returning to the handout, students read a 
passage from Ibrahim S. Amin’s The Monster 
Hunter’s Handbook: The Ultimate Guide to Saving 
Mankind from Vampires, Zombies, Hellhounds, and 
Other Mythical Beasts. The passage I include is 
actually two distinct paragraphs that I’ve forged into 
one, and attendees are given two tasks: 1) decide 
where the break in paragraph should be and 2) title 
each of the two paragraphs. Students identify the shift 
from zombie history to information on how easy they 
are to hunt, as “they are slow-witted, and their 
shambling forms lack the dexterity and quickness that 
might provide a challenge” (132). The titling, 
therefore, is relatively easy; the first paragraph could 
be titled “The History of Zombies” and the second 
“Hunting Zombies.” Part of the lesson here is for 
students to be able to title their own paragraphs when 
they write essays. If students cannot summarize the 
purpose of their paragraphs in a few words, they may 
have too many topics packed into one bloated 
section.  

I then offer a few caveats. First, these titles 
will not make it into the actual essay. Second, some 
topics are broad and multifaceted enough that they 
cannot and should not be confined to one paragraph. 
However, the strategy I teach them, called “silent 
titling,” helps students write more focused paragraphs 
so that their audience is not confused. This technique 
also fosters sensible paragraph order. When students 
make a list of their paragraph’s “silent titles,” they 
can see a ladder of topics that will either represent a 
sensible progression of ideas or will look like a 
ladder with rungs in all the wrong places. They can 
then revise as needed.   
 
Audience  
 As my students and I begin the first paper of 
the semester, I asked them to imagine their reading 
audience. Invariably, they will say it is me, the 
professor, with some adding that other students are 
their audience too, in the case of peer review. 
Although it is hard to get them to think differently 
about audience, as they are in a general education 
course and some think that they’ll never have to write 
in the “real world,” I am always challenging them to 
imagine their readers as a “general audience of 
people like themselves who are reasonably intelligent 
and interested in what they have to say” (Ackley 5). 
This imagined group that makes up their audience is 
not filled with experts out to criticize, but of 
individuals eager to learn. 
 I complement audience consideration with a 
clip from George A. Romero’s 1985 film Day of the 
Dead. In this particular scene, two characters interact: 
the scientist Dr. Logan and his test subject Bud, a 
zombie. I use these two different character types—an 
erudite researcher and a simple but curious 
individual—to challenge student perception that the 
teacher is always their audience. Such assumptions 
lead to deficient background data and unexplained 
connections amongst ideas. (It could also read to 
essay statements such as, “In the book we had to read 
for class.”) As I explain, composition writing is not 
an exercise in being “close enough” to clarity, and 
students must do away with the presumption that 
their reader “will know what I mean” even though the 
content is jumbled. In sum, when an instructor is 
viewed as the know-it-all scientist, rather than as 
someone who has something new to learn, student 
writing can be uncontextualized, underdeveloped, 
and, therefore, incomplete. 
 In contrast to Dr. Logan, I pose Bud as the 
more efficient model of the writer’s audience. Bud is 
not completely without intellect (though ostensibly 
brainless). He has basic knowledge of the world 
around him, but he needs assistance to be pushed 
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toward greater knowledge. For example, he knows to 
put a phone to his ear, but someone must help him 
with the finer points of telecommunication. He lacks 
the proper contextual, historical, and connective data 
to complete the act of making a phone call. 
Obviously, this is an exaggerated image of the 
vacuous audience, but students readily see my 
ultimate point: your audience is not the lone 
authoritarian figure in the white lab coat who seems 
to have all the answers; rather, think of your readers 
as those with basic knowledge of the world, but for 
whom you must provide enough information to set 
the stage so they can come to better understanding of 
your paper topic. On quite a few occasions,  students 
have told me that they still think of Bud the zombie 
when contemplating an audience for their essays. 
 
Plagiarism 
 Within my approximately eight years of 
teaching at community colleges, online institutions, 
and four-year universities, I am sorry to report that I 
have not facilitated a single semester without an 
incident of plagiarism (and I’m loath to think of those 
stolen passages that I have missed). My experiences 
seem to mirror nationwide trends, as new studies are 
reporting that plagiarism on college campuses has 
increased rapidly over the years, mostly due to easily 
accessible material on the World Wide Web, of 
course (Cofsky). Therefore, I am sure to make note of 
it during the workshop. In fact, plagiarism is one of 
the easiest topics to integrate into the presentation. 
 George Romero is a horror film auteur who, 
despite the existence of pre-Romero cinematic 
zombies, can rightly be credited with creating the 
genre as we know it today. Consequently, successive 
zombie fictions of all genres owe deference to 
Romero, as their plots often unfold in the same ways 
as do his early classic films. Thus, I explain the 
difference between plagiarism and homage to 
workshop attendees. The former is cheating, for it 
entails taking someone else’s work and claiming it as 
your own. In contrast, homage is a respectful tribute 
acknowledging that another before you has 
contributed to the topic you are working on, be it a 
screenplay, novel, or five-page paper for a 
composition course. 
 We next watch a brief interview with 
Romero in which he explains that even his seminal 
work was inspired by Bela Lugosi, early twentieth-
century actor and star of 1932’s White Zombie, and 
Richard Matheson of I Am Legend fame. In kind, I 
note that King’s Cell is dedicated to Matheson and 
Romero. These attributions are the artists’ way of 
saying that although they are not claiming to have 
invented new ideas out of a vacuum, they believe that 

they have something inventive to say about an 
established idea, as there are still new paths to 
discover even in well-trod territory. This lesson 
serves as an apt response to students feeling that they 
have nothing innovative to add to issues they are 
expected to write about in English classes. It also 
helps to offset the nascent writer’s tendency to patch 
together quotes from “experts” instead of finding 
their own “writer’s voice.”  Rather than merely 
repeating what someone else has already done, 
writing classes offer opportunities to build on past 
scholarship in a way distinctive to new generations of 
readers. To wit, King may be telling an old story in 
Cell, but he tells it in his own way, and he 
acknowledges his “research” through the book’s 
dedication. 
 In the interview, Romero also explains that 
he never made money off of his classic 1968 film 
Night of the Living Dead. Despites the movie’s 
lasting success and undeniable cinematic influence, 
he and the rest of his production crew had sold all 
rights to the finished product to ensure its 
distribution. When I ask students how they would 
feel if they could never profit from something that 
they produced with their own ingenuity, time, and 
hard work, they are unsurprisingly indignant at the 
thought. The lesson here, I explain, is that plagiarism 
is stealing someone’s else’s efforts, and it is not 
acceptable in any situation. However, giving credit 
(aka recompense via citation), is appropriate and 
could, in the long run, save a would-be plagiarizer 
from disciplinary trouble. 
 
Revision 
 A basic lesson that most English teachers 
want their students to learn is that writing is a 
process. Thus, we scaffold assignments and ask for 
one or more drafts to avoid essay submissions 
quickly written the night before they are due. As I 
also work as a writing center director and tutor, I 
have met with students who have just written a paper, 
hoping that it can be quickly edited because it is due 
in an hour. The concepts and importance of drafts 
and revisions are lost in such situations. Leigh Ryan 
and Lisa Zimmerelli even caution writing tutors that 
student “[w]riters do not always think of their papers 
as drafts, and [ . . . ] they may not be immediately 
receptive to [ . . . ] advice” (58). With some students 
holding this mindset, I end the workshop on the topic 
of revision, emphasizing that a piece of writing is 
never really done—even after being returned with an 
“A” and a smiley face on it. Rather, any writing 
project can benefit from review and revision. 
 The previously mentioned interview with 
Romero took place in 1994, and in it he explains the 
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reasons he remade Night of the Living Dead in 1990, 
twenty-two years after the original. Simply, and aside 
from the financial loss noted earlier, Romero remade 
the Night of the Living Dead because the characters 
needed revision. To wit, in the newer version, the 
character Barbara is much stronger, more determined, 
and no longer reliant on men to save her. This new 
Barbara is reflective of the transformation that 
women have had in the global scene over the last 
several decades, and her self-reliant character is 
based on the new model of a woman. As writing 
students are often expected to do, Romero used the 
most up-to-date information (research) to make his 
work relevant to a contemporary audience, and he 
learned from past errors to grow as an artist. Thus, 
revision must be unmoored from negative 
connotations of drudgery and seen as an opportunity 
to take part in an activity that is progressive and 
encouraging. 
 Romero’s remake leads to two final 
questions that we answer as a group: “Why are there 
approximately 600 zombie movies and hundreds of 
zombie books?” and “What does this ultimately have 
to do with academic writing?” To the first question, 
zombie movies have been integrated into a never-
ending cultural conversation that takes a basic story 
arch and revises it based upon a new writer or 
director’s vision. Zombie films offer both blatant and 
subtle comments on the cultures that produce them, 
factoring in themes of gender, race, class distinction, 
etc. Similarly, academic writing uses well-established 
structures and formulas to find new ways of looking 
at the world, and we must never cease investigating 
issues of gender, race, class distinction, etc., because 
our fast-changing culture demands that we amend our 
views and assumptions based upon historical and 
societal shifts.  

This lesson matters because students 
sometimes believe that “everything has already been 
said” about a given topic, and, thus, writing is futile. 
Further, everything seems to have been said by 
published authorities, and composition students 
rarely feel like experts. I usually respond to this 
contention by asking where we would be if early 
nineteenth-century Americans had felt that 
“everything had already been said” about race, or if 
contemporary Libyans felt that Muammar Gaddafi 
had “already said everything there is to say” about 
liberty. On a lighter note, if zombie manifestations 
had stopped at Romero’s Night of the Living Dead, 
zombie fans would not have enjoyed his sequels, nor 
Army of Darkness, Fido, Zombieland, The Walking 
Dead, or the upcoming Summer 2013 release: World 
War Z. Again, college writing is a way to introduce 
students to the inexhaustible intellectual 

conversations that allow for progress, whether in 
lofty terms of human emancipation, mainstream 
popular culture, or both.      
 
Conclusion 
 The writing lessons learned from zombie 
fiction can certainly spring from any popular culture 
genre, from vampire and werewolf trends and even to 
romance novels. And while the comparisons are not 
flawless, they are often apt and, most importantly, 
engaging to students. I have even surprised myself 
with the success of this workshop, but more 
importantly, I have come to believe in the rhetorical 
connections explored therein, although the idea was 
initially formed without much thought or contextual 
backing. While every composition class can’t be a 
day at the movies, a dip into popular culture here and 
there is, as I have learned, a way to revive seemingly 
lifeless rhetorical modes and to have some fun while 
doing it. 
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