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Course Description 

This course offers an introduction to American literary and cultural studies through the 
examination of several movements, moments, and historical figures mostly after 1945. We’ll 
read poems by various poets, August Kleinzahler’s 2013 book, and two recent novels that Time, 
the Times, and Oprah deem superb. We’ll also give some close attention to a few songs by Bob 
Dylan. We’ll examine these texts in light of songs by selected artists, movie and video clips, 
magazine articles, an essay and a eulogy, a couple obituaries, a few documentaries, and excerpts 
from two classic autobiographies (Frederick Douglass and Malcolm X), as well as any other 
texts we might find along the way.  

We’ll explore some of the ways American writers have drawn on folk traditions, as well as how 
they have responded to their nation’s post-war “mass culture.” We’ll consider what makes these 
writers embrace, celebrate, and resist mass culture (sometimes doing all of these things in a 
single work), and also how they give it literary form. We’ll clarify the meanings of the terms 
“literature” and “popular culture,” and also those of “genre” and “style.” Throughout the course 
we’ll consider how the primary authors find appropriate ways to represent their subjects, and 
how, in doing so, these authors expand both their national canon and the possibilities of literary 
representation in English.  

You should emerge from this course not only with a greater understanding of the topic but also 
with enhanced skills for literary and rhetorical study, and practice thinking and writing critically. 

 

Texts 

The following texts are available at the UW Bookstore. They are listed here in the order in which 
we’ll need them: 

    Winter 2014 ENGL 247 Course Readings (UW Courseware) 
    Cormac McCarthy, The Road (2006) 

    Jonathan Franzen, Freedom (2010) 
    August Kleinzahler, Hotel Oneira (2013) 

In addition to these works, the texts for this course include songs, movies, and videos available 
on YouTube. Bob Dylan’s lyrics are available at bobdylan.com, but Dylan’s original recordings 
will be our point of focus.  
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Assessment 

1) Attendance, Participation, Preparation. Weight: 20%.  

You are expected to be present for every class, to make regular contributions to the discussion, 
and to cooperate in all class exercises. Attendance and punctuality count. You should aim to 
arrive a few minutes before class so as to have adequate time to set up. I expect you to attend 
conscientiously and to participate in an informed and productive manner. This means you will 
need to arrive to class with perceptions and opinions about the assigned work. I expect you to 
show courtesy and respect listening and responding to what others say. The work you do in class, 
both in groups and individually, will count towards this grade.  

2) Four Short Assignments. Total weight: 20%  

These assignments allow you to engage with a text in either a short informal essay (about 300-
500 words, not including quotations) or an artistic assignment like a song or poem. Each 
assignment is worth 5% of the course grade and should take one of the assigned readings as its 
point of focus or departure. Assignments should be submitted to me by email 24 hours before 
the class in which we’ll discuss the reading. All students should be ready to answer questions 
relating to their assignments in class. The due dates for these assignments vary. I will send 
around a list of assignments and due dates in the second week of classes.  

3) Midterm Test. Weight: 15% (Wednesday, February 12) 

4) Essay. Weight: 25% (due Monday, March 31) 

The essay should be 1500-2000 words, typed (double-spaced), and submitted to me in person at 
the beginning of class on the assigned day. Essays submitted afterwards will be considered late. 
No electronic submissions will be accepted except in the case of a medical emergency. Five 
percent of the assignment grade will be deducted per day for lateness. 

5) Final Test. Weight: 20%  

This is a “take home” test, to be picked up on the last day of classes (Wednesday, April 2) and 
submitted to me by email no later than 11:59 pm on Friday, April 4. 

 
General Note on Assignments and Essay 
These assignments should be written in grammatically correct prose. A clear and direct style will 
be preferred to one that depends on jargon and florid language. If you have problems with the 
mechanics of writing, you should bring me a sample of your writing to assess. I might suggest 
you seek help from a specialist at the UW Writing Centre (SCH), or I might simply make a 
suggestion or two for improving your work. Many common mistakes are easy to fix with a bit of 
attention and practice. If you are already a good writer, don’t forget to read your work aloud to 
sound it out—to yourself first of all, then to another’s attentive ears, taking care to voice the 
words with meaning. If a sentence sounds wrong it likely is. Think about what you intend to say 
and then try writing it anew.  
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Assignments should be formatted according to MLA (Modern Language Association) guidelines, 
and any assignment that consistently ignores this style will be penalized. Cornell University 
Library provides information on these conventions, visit: 
http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/mla. These conventions apply to all quotations 
in the text, the works cited page, and to all general formatting. All sources of information that 
you use in your written work in this class must be cited fully and scrupulously.  
Note for students with disabilities: The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD), located in 
Needles Hall, Room 1132, collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate 
accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of 
the curriculum. If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, 
please register with the OPD at the beginning of each academic term. 
Academic Integrity: in order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the 
University of Waterloo community are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and 
responsibility. Check www.uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/ for more information.  

Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of her or his university 
life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance. Read Policy 
70—Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4, 
www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm. When in doubt please be certain to 
contact the department's administrative assistant who will provide further assistance. 

Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 
committing academic offenses, and to take responsibility for his or her actions. A student who is 
unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid 
offences (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration should seek 
guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. 
When misconduct has been found to have occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under 
Policy 71 – Student Discipline. For information on categories of offences and types of penalties, 
students should refer to Policy 71 - Student Discipline, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm. For typical penalties check 
Guidelines for the Assessment of Penalties: 
           http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/guidelines/penaltyguidelines.htm 

Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under Policy 70 - 
Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 71 - Student 
Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be established. Read Policy 72 - Student Appeals: 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm. 


