Adult Collegiate Education (ACE) 005W
Great Works of Literature

3 credits

Course Description:

ACE 005W, Great Works of Literature, a course in the curriculum of Adult Collegiate Education, is described in Queens College’s Undergraduate Bulletin as follows: “An introduction into what it means to study literature, involving close reading and critical analysis of a wide variety of literary texts.  This course combines a study of literature with continued training in clear and effective expression.”

In line with the course description, the instructors in ACE 005W typically assign a wide range of literary texts and genres, including fiction, drama, and poetry, teaching students how to do close readings of these three main genres.  When appropriate, scenes from the plays might be read aloud by students, and excerpts from film versions of these literary works might be shown in class.  If possible, the class might take a trip to Broadway or off-Broadway to experience a work discussed in class.  This course aims to show students how to think critically about a literary work and to write critically about literature.  The overriding aim is to give students an appreciation of the three main literary forms and to develop a respect for the power of diverse literary expressions and the ways literature affects our imagination and reveals the human condition.  Implicit in this aim is to discover why some literary texts have gotten and continue to be banned around the world.  Because this satisfies a W requirement, students will be asked to write a response to each weekly assignment in addition to a midterm and final exam (all essays) and a literary research paper due the last class which will be 7-10 pages and must use proper MLA guidelines.
Justification

The first criterion given for PLAS courses is that they “address how, in the discipline (or disciplines) of the course, data and evidence are construed and knowledge acquired; that is, how questions are asked and answered.”  Ideas as to what knowledge might consist in, ideas as to how knowledge might be acquired in various disciplines, and indeed the very idea of “disciplines” of knowledge are major concerns of ACE 005W.  Literature is, after all, an imaginative historical artifact using figurative language.  Students will be asked to explore what kind of knowledge is gained when analyzing a work of the imagination.  How is a short story different, for example, from a newspaper account.  What is gained and lost by not adhering strictly to historical facts?  Do literary works reveal a different kind of truth by not having to rely solely on facts?  Is an author’s life relevant to the study of literary creations?  Is knowledge of history, psychology, sociology, anthropology and other disciplines helpful for a deeper appreciation of literature?  Can literature be interpreted in a vacuum?  As for the second criterion for PLAS courses, a question about the position of a discipline within the liberal arts and within society at large, certainly ACE 005W deals with matters that are central to the liberal arts, if by “liberal arts” we mean, as Webster does, “the studies (as language, philosophy, history, literature, abstract science) in a college or university intended to provide chiefly general knowledge and to develop the general intellectual capacities (as reason and judgment) as opposed to professional or vocational skills” (see under “liberal arts” in Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Diction, 11th ed.).  Reason and judgment cannot be better developed than by studies furnishing historical perspective on, and close acquaintance with, challenging alternative views as to the nature and value of reason and judgment, as ACE 005W aims to do.  Students are asked to explore literary texts that are global in nature and span at least two millennia.  As far as society in general is concerned, ACE 005W aims, as do all courses in the liberal arts, to foster enlightenment and broadness of vision as being desirable both on their own account and because intelligent, discerning and cultivated readers are likely to make better citizens of the United States and the world.
Clearly, a large variety of literary texts provides for global and comparative approaches to learning.  There will be diversity in form, in gender, in time periods, in literary methods and styles which will engage students in active inquiry.  Students will explore what has and has not changes in the human condition throughout time and cultures.  Finally, students will be using both primary and secondary materials to form judgments, producing, in the process, clear, well-supported opinions.

Course Materials, Assignments, and Activities

     See attached syllabus.

Assessment

Questionnaires will be administered to graduating ACE students, asking whether they find PLAS courses in ACE valuable in retrospect, and why or why not.  Questionnaires will also be e-mailed after five years to ACE graduates, asking the same questions.

Grades in ACE 005W are determined on the basis of weekly written responses to the material, an essay midterm exam, and essay final exam, and a 10-page literary research paper by which instructors can gauge the progress of students when it comes to understanding accurately the assigned readings and developing their own reasoned positions on the debatable issues that arise in the course.  (Examples: Did Oedipus cause his own downfall or was it fate?  Is a work of fiction about the Holocaust necessarily a trivialization of the historic event?  Does a poem that uses rhyme affect the reader differently from a poem that does not rhyme?  What is Shirley Jackson’s view of human nature in her short story, “The Lottery”?)  Another gauge of these matters is students’ performance in class discussion.  The subject matter of ACE 005W lends itself to dialogue, and the instructors assigned to these courses are adept at combining lecture with class discussion.  A useful approach is having students select what they think is a critical passage in the work to be analyzed (this can be part of their weekly written response) which generally provokes heated classroom debate.
Administration

PLAS courses in ACE will be taught be selected full-time faculty and adjunct faculty.  The director of ACE, in conjunction with the program’s faculty advisory committee, will ensure that faculty in these courses understand how their courses are to contribute to satisfying PLAS requirements and that syllabi will explain and comport with same.  Current syllabi for these courses, which the director has examined, already comport with most of the criteria.  New instructors will be shown examples of syllabi for their courses and be helped with the preparation of their own.
