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I. Justification

This course is a broad survey designed to introduce students to a range of American literary works beginning with discovery and colonization and extending to the Civil War era.  Students often begin the course unfamiliar with the rich narrative tradition associated with America’s early literary history, and this course makes an ostensibly remote literary past accessible and interesting.  We offer approximately five sections of English 253 each semester, and we find it attracts both majors and non-majors alike.   

Students are introduced to this literary period by reading works in terms of their cultural, social, and political preoccupations and placing them in a broad circum-Atlantic (Europe-American-Africa) context.  From this vantage point, students gain important critical perspectives on early American literature’s complex and ongoing negotiation of problems arising from slavery, race, colonization, land appropriation and expansion, independence, resistance, and global relations, among others.  They explore how American authors have both shaped and responded to these discourses over time and they learn to recognize the constructedness of these cultural categories.  Moreover, by tracing the afterlife of early American discourses in current contemporary culture – from twenty-first century captivity narratives to recurring issues of religious and racial intolerance – students also learn to perceive themselves as active participants in a cultural continuum rather than as passive observers to an insulated historical moment.  Because it exposes students to a large variety of literary themes and styles from different periods, places, peoples, and cultural moments, the course includes numerous viewpoints and voices that, whether due to gender, race, sexuality, class, or national origin, may be different from the student’s own preconceptions. 

In this respect, it amply fulfills the “United States Context of Experience” requirement, in addition to the “Reading Literature” Area of Knowledge requirement.  English 253 is also particularly attentive to the rhetorical construction of difference (of race, religion, models of collectivity, political opinion, etc.) while attending to the inevitable changes those representations undergo during a period of roughly three hundred years of cultural and political development.  This course is global and comparative in its approach, makes consistent use of primary documents and materials, and active inquiry is central to the course’s aims and successes.

Students are taught to respond closely to texts as texts rather than move immediately to general (and generalizing) assumptions about universal human experience or history.  By honing their critical close reading skills and attention to detail, students learn to respond with care to a literary work and derive insights from specific references to language.  They learn how to identify and analyze such rhetorical devices as metaphor, simile, allusion, tone, diction, etc.  Section meetings encourage discussion of these insights with students’ peers, and an increasing use of online media (blogs, email, Blackboard, etc.) has extended these discussions beyond the classroom.  Students refine their ability to convert these ideas into words, hence to construct a persuasive, critical perspective through written language, by participating in a variety of in-class writing exercises and longer essays.  

II. Course Materials, Assignments, and Activities
Instructors will choose their own texts and reading materials and organize the course as they see fit (see the sample syllabi below for typical examples).  While student assessment may also differ from instructor to instructor, assignments will likely include some or all of the following:

a. Informal writing assignments performed in class (response papers, close readings, quizzes, etc.)

Writing under informal conditions in class invariably stimulates discussion, as it ensures that everyone has something to contribute.  This not only encourages greater participation, but also promotes students’ confidence in public speaking and their engagement in intellectual dialogue with both the instructor and their peers.  It offers students a chance to practice essential skills in writing and analytical thought by reinforcing the connected processes of reading and writing in the formation of ideas.  These responses also give the instructor a sense of each student’s understanding of the material.  She uses them to gauge the students’ commitment to the readings and to decide whether any student may need additional help in comprehension or writing. 

b. Journals, blogs, Blackboard discussions, etc. 

Students may be asked to keep a written journal or blog of their responses to reading assignments.  This not only proves helpful when it comes to studying for exams or formulating essay topics, but also encourages students to make writing a habit as they learn that good ideas proceed from constant practice in writing.  Blogs allow students to respond to one another’s ideas outside the classroom (this can be especially appealing for working Queens students who may otherwise not be on campus much during the week), while offering the instructor a point of entry into the day’s reading that originates in a student’s ideas.  

c. Formal essays. 

Students have an opportunity to improve their written language skills by producing several analytical essays over the course of the semester and receiving detailed written feedback from instructors.  These papers are typically 4-6 pages in length.  Working with the instructor, students transform ideas produced in class discussion, informal response papers, and reading journals into arguments about a text.  The formal essay format requires them to support that thesis by conducting careful, analytical, sustained, and insightful close-readings of quotes taken from the readings. This requires students to pay close attention to the particular details of the passage (syntax, vocabulary, metaphor, simile, tone, sentence structure, grammar, punctuation, etc), explaining how these rhetorical devices contribute to passage’s stylistic effect and conceptual preoccupations.  Students learn to write about authors’ use of conventions, tropes, styles and ideas, and discuss how authors simultaneously engage and revise these literary concepts.  It allows them to practice critical interpretation and improve their prose style.  Students are given specific strategies for reading (annotation, use of a dictionary, drafting discussion questions, etc.) and writing (peer review, examples of successful student papers, opportunity for revision, etc.).  They are required to provide a Works Cited section. 
d. Participation

Instructors may allocate a percentage of each student’s overall grade to class participation.  This encourages attendance and enlivens discussion, and students become more comfortable articulating their thoughts among their peers. 

e. Exams

Exams are designed to test students’ reading comprehension skills, breadth of knowledge, and retention.  They commonly take the form of close readings or longer essays written in response to prompts. 

III. Assessment

Perspectives courses must be recertified every five years, and we are seeking ideas for how to best carry out this assessment.  What forms of evidence that the course is meeting its goals as a Perspectives course would be appropriate to collect for this course during the next five years?  How would you prefer assessment to be conducted?  How might evidence of effective teaching and student learning be collected and evaluated?

Assessment will be conducted as part of the department’s ongoing assessment program, overseen by the Curriculum Committee. This committee will routinely collect syllabi from all PLAS courses and evaluate whether those courses fulfill the designated learning goals of the general education program.
IV. Administration

What process will your department develop to oversee this course, suggest and approve changes, and conduct assessment?  Who will be in charge of this process?

The PLAS English courses and their assessment will be administered by the Chair or her designee, most likely either the Curriculum Committee or the Director of Undergraduate Studies (Associate Chair).  The Chair or her designee will collect syllabi to make sure that the PLAS criteria are being fulfilled and to maintain a file that other instructors can consult.  The Chair or her designee will meet with part-timers assigned to PLAS courses in advance of their teaching the courses to make sure they understand the PLAS criteria and to help them develop syllabi.  Any changes in the course, like curricular changes in general, would be proposed by the Curriculum Committee and voted on by the Department.
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