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ENG 210 

INTRODUCTION TO LITERARY STUDIES 

Instructor: Sean Guynes 

Fall 2017 | TR 10:20-11:40 | Wells Hall A302 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

ENG 210 is a course about how to investigate, find meaning in, grapple with questions posed by, and learn 

to ask question about texts—whether literature, traditionally defined (whatever that means), or other forms 

of storytelling and narrative art; whether realist, experimental, or in the mode of any one of the popular 

genres, such as science fiction or horror. We ask political and aesthetic questions; formal and generic, 

authorial and cultural, psychological and social ones; we ask the questions that interest us, as well as those 

that the text seems to demand, and we follow where the text leads (but with a cautious, keen, critical eye). 

ENG 210 emphasizes close reading of and analytical writing about literature and literary forms as the 

foundation for literary studies and as skills important to twenty-first-century citizenship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
REQUIRED READING* 

Assorted short stories** 

Ellen Klages, Passing Strange (Tor, 2017). ISBN 978-0765389527 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925; Scribner, 2004). ISBN 978-0743273565 

Cristina Garcia, Dreaming in Cuban (Ballantine, 1993). ISBN 978-0345381439 

H.T. Tsiang, The Hanging on Union Square (1935; Kaya Press, 2013). ISBN 978-1885030092. 

Nisi Shawl, Everfair (Tor, 2016). ISBN 978-0765338051* 

Carmen Maria Machado, Her Body and Other Parties (Graywolf Press, 2017). ISBN 978-

1555977887** 

 

 

*  The course texts are available at the Student Book Store, but they are also available (usually much) cheaper online, 

through websites like Amazon.com, BarnesandNoble.com, Half.com, HPB.com, and other online and local (new and 

used) book sellers. 
**  Short stories and critical scholarly readings will be available through the course D2L page. They must be printed out and 

brought to class; you must have a physical copy in order to take notes and to use for reference and discussion in class 

(since we have a no laptops or cellphones policy). 
*  Note that, while Shawl’s book is available at the beginning of the semester in hardcover (cover price $26.99), it will be 

available in paperback (cover price $16.99) on September 26, 2017. You can preorder the cheaper paperback online for a 

discounted price or get it in a bookstore when it comes out. 
**  Please note that Machado’s Her Body and Other Stories will not be published until October 3rd. You can preorder it 

online or get it in a bookstore when it comes out. 

  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0765389525/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0743273567/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0345381432/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1885030096/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/076533805X
https://www.amazon.com/dp/155597788X/
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GRADING  

GRADING BREAKDOWN 

1% Introductory Letter 

6% Six Reading Quizzes (1% each) 

20% Every-Three-Weekly Reading Notes (5% each) 

32% Four Close Readings (8% each) 

21% Three Critical Analysis Essays (7% each) 

10% Group Presentation 

10% Final: Book Review 

 

GRADING SCALE 

4.0 (93-100%), 3.5 (87-92%), 3.0 (80-86%), 2.5 (77-79%), 2.0 (70-76%), 1.5 (67-69%), 1.0 (60-66%), 0.0 (<59%) 

 

COURSEWORK 

INTRODUCTORY LETTER, 1% 

You will pen a short, 400-to-500-word letter, addressed to me, detailing your interest in literature, in 

English, and in reading/writing. You may discuss anything from your nerdy reading habits to your 

dreams of one day being a prize-winning novelist or a lauded teacher. I want to hear about you, your 

history and interest in the work we’re doing in this course, what you expect to learn, what you hope to 

accomplish this semester, and what sort of challenges you expect (for example, after reading through 

the syllabus and hearing my introductory spiel about coursework and readings). 

 

SIX READING QUIZZES, 6% 

Throughout the course of the semester I will dole out reading quizzes, six in total. These serve a 

number of purposes. First, to ensure attendance and participation. Second, to encourage participation 

in course discussions by using quiz questions as a launch pad. Third, to gauge where individual 

students are with a short story, secondary reading, or novel, and thus to better gauge where the class 

as a whole stands on reading comprehension and various concepts and issues raised by the readings. 

 

EVERY-THREEE-WEEKLY READING NOTES AND JOURNAL, 20% 

To encourage an understanding and life-long practice of engaged critical reading you will be required 

to turn in reading notes every three weeks (see the course schedule for due dates). These notes can be 

either in a reading journal/notebook that you hand in for me to grade (and which I will return 

promptly!) or you can type up and print them out. I recommend coming up with a reading notes system 

that you follow and/or improve throughout the semester as you learn what works best for your flow. 

You should, among other things, note important ideas/concepts raised by the reading, write down any 

growing questions you have, jot out observations of what you think is happening in a given text, chart 

out key themes as they develop, and so on, remaining aware of page numbers and other formal markers 

(epigraphs, chapter and story breaks, inserted poems or visuals, etc.). Taking good notes while reading 

is one way to ensure a deeper engagement with the material; it helps you remember key ideas/themes, 

shapes your thoughts about what you read, and makes it easier to go back to the text when it comes 

time to present on or write about a reading. 
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FOUR CLOSE READINGS, 32%  

Because close (or critical) reading is the key component of literary studies (even at the elementary 

school level) and the core learning objective of this course, you will turn in four close readings 

throughout the semester, each based on selections of single sentences or short passages that I have 

chosen (and that you can pick from among). Each close reading assignment will vary slightly, but the 

emphasis is on understanding as many elements as you can about the sentence/passage chosen, how it 

relates to the other parts of the book, and to construct a coherent argument about the sentence/passage. 

 

THREE CRITICAL ANALYSIS ESSAYS, 21% 

For three of our novels you will write analytical-argumentative essays, of varying lengths, that delve 

into particular topics of interest to you, building on discussions in class and any secondary readings 

we might have looked at. The essays will grow in word-length over the course of the semester to reflect 

your growth in literary studies and your increasing mastery of literary-critical language. 

 

GROUP PRESENTATION, 10% 

To encourage peer-peer discourse about the novels and to give those of you interested in education an 

opportunity to hone your skills, you will be required to present on one of our readings in a small group 

(numbers per group will vary depending on class size). You presentation should last roughly 20 

minutes, should cover a significant aspect of the assigned reading for that week, and must include two 

things: (1) a close reading of a portion of the text that the group members collaborate on together and 

(2) an activity or lesson to encourage discussion, reflection, and/or deeper engagement with the text. 

Groups will be required to meet with me one week in advance of their presentation in order to discuss 

your presentation strategy and close reading and activity ideas. You should think of it this way: on the 

day you present, you are the expert on the text. As such, you’ll be expected to be at the fore of 

discussion for the rest of the class period after your presentation has ended. 

 

FINAL: BOOK REVIEW, 10% 

Three of our major texts this semester were published in the past year! This means that they are brand 

new to the literary community. One way that new texts are dealt with, and one way that consensus 

emerges as to whether or not something is “literary”—and what its value is to a particular literary 

(sub)community—is through book reviews. In lieu of a traditional essay final, we will look at the very-

much-alive practice of reviewing contemporary fiction and you will produce a succinct, well-crafted 

600-word book review of either Ellen Klages’s Passing Strange, Nisi Shawl’s Everfair, or Carmen 

Maria Machado’s Her Body and Other Parties. You will have the option of publishing them on my 

website and I will circulate them to the respective authors. 

 

COURSE POLICIES 

PREPARATION / PARTICIPATION / ATTENDANCE 

Although there is no grade for class participation, you must nonetheless be an active member of the 

course. Absences may affect your overall grade. Because participation and presence is important to 

your own learning as well as that of your classmates, continued absences (unless otherwise excused) 

of 5 or more will begin to lower your final grade. 10 or more absences is grounds for a failure, since 

if you miss ten classes, you’ll have missed nearly half of the course! To think in economic terms, each 

class period missed during a 15-week semester, with tuition at ~$14,500/semester for 15 credits, costs 

just over $69. Excused absences will of course be allowed; speak with me in person or write to me 

about your situation if you need an absence excused. 
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  5 absences — loss of .5 from final grade 

  8 absences — loss of 1.0 from final grade 

10 absences — grounds for failure 

 

ACADEMIC DISHONESTY AND PLAGIARISM 

I take plagiarism—which is the use of others’ words and ideas without proper citation and is 

considered cheating—very seriously. I understand that students want to do their best in every course, 

but plagiarism is not doing your best; it might help you complete an assignment on the fly, but in the 

long run, you are learning nothing and, what’s more, if you get caught, there are severe penalties. 

Plagiarism of any assignment will result in automatic failure of the assignment and will be reported 

to administration (a university requirement), which may subsequently result in administrative action. 

Handing in someone else’s paper or ideas as your own (including buying or taking papers, sections of 

papers or ideas, without proper citation, from the internet or a print source) is a very serious offense 

and will be punished at the maximum permissible extent according to university policy. For more 

information about plagiarism, what it is, how the university deals with it, and how to avoid it, see 

MSU’s Plagiarism Policy and the webpage on Student Academic Integrity. 

 

GRADE IMPROVEMENT POLICY 

In order to emphasize that critical thinking about literature is a process of growth that requires extended 

effort and learning, I offer the following: 

 unlimited rewrites on close reading assignments up to a grade of 3.5 

 one rewrite per essay up to a grade of 3.5 

Rewrites will be accepted up to the end of our last course meeting of the semester on Dec 7. 

 

** COURSE POLICIES ON LATE ASSIGNMENTS, LAPTOPS, PHONES, AND CLASS DECORUM  

TBD ON THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS BY STUDENTS AND INSTRUCTOR ** 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE 

Date Due To Read 

WEEK THE FIRST 

Aug 31   

WEEK 1 

Sep 5  Bennett and Royle, ch. 1, “Studying Literature” (on D2L) 

Eagleton, ch. 5, “Value” (on D2L) 

Sep 7  Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper” (on D2L) 

Bennet and Royle, ch. 4, “Reading a Short Story” (on D2L) 

WEEK 2 

Sep 12  Baldwin, “Sonny’s Blues” (on D2L) 

https://ombud.msu.edu/academic-integrity/plagiarism-policy.html
https://ombud.msu.edu/academic-integrity/student-faq.html
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Sep 14 Close Reading #1 draft Alexie, “What You Pawn, I Will Redeem” (on D2L) 

WEEK 3 

Sep 19 Close Reading #1 Butler, “Bloodchild” (on D2L) 

Clarke, “Nine Billion Names of God” (on D2L) 

Sep 21 Reading Notes #1 

 

Klages, Passing Strange, pp. 9-60 

Bennett and Royle, ch. 3, “Reading a Novel” (on D2L) 

WEEK 4 

Sep 26 Group presentation #1 Klages, Passing Strange, pp. 63-162 

Bennett and Royle, ch. 8, “Writing an Essay” (on D2L) 

Sep 28 Essay #1 outline and intro Klages, Passing Strange, pp. 163 to end 

WEEK 5 

Oct 3 Essay #1 Fitzgerald, Great Gatsby, chs. 1-3, pp. 1-59 

Oct 5 Group presentation #2 Fitzgerald, Great Gatsby, chs. 4-6, pp. 61-111 

Buell, Dream of the Great American Novel, ch. 1 (on D2L) 

WEEK 6 

Oct 10 Close Reading #2 draft Fitzgerald, Great Gatsby, chs. 7-9, pp. 113-180 

Oct 12 Close Reading #2 

Reading Notes #2 

Garcia, Dreaming in Cuban, pp. 3-55 

WEEK 7 

Oct 17  Garcia, Dreaming in Cuban, pp. 57-126 

Girgus, “The New Ethnic Novel” (on D2L) 

Oct 19 Group presentation #3 Garcia, Dreaming in Cuban, pp. 127-181 

WEEK 8 

Oct 24 Essay #2 outline and intro Garcia, Dreaming in Cuban, pp. 183 to end 

Oct 26 Essay #2 
Tsiang, Hanging on Union Square, pp. 9-58 

WEEK 9 

Oct 31 Group presentation #4 Tsiang, Hanging on Union Square, pp. 59-151 

Nov 2 Close Reading #3 draft 

Reading Notes #3 

Tsiang, Hanging on Union Square, pp. 152 to end 

WEEK 10 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25112058?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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Nov 7 Close Reading #3 Shawl, Everfair, pp. 19-115 

Nov 9  Shawl, Everfair, pp. 116-168 

WEEK 11 

Nov 14  Shawl, Everfair, pp. 169-243 

Secondary source reading TBA (on D2L) 

Nov 16 Group presentation #5 Shawl, Everfair, pp. 244-311 

WEEK 12 

Nov 21 Essay #3 outline and intro Shawl, Everfair, pp. 312 to end 

Nov 22 

THANKSGIVING / NO CLASS 

Nov 23 

WEEK 13 

Nov 28 Essay #3 Machado, Her Body and Other Parties, pp. 3-63 

Nov 30 Group presentation #6 Machado, Her Body and Other Parties, pp. 65-148 

WEEK THE LAST 

Dec 5 Close Reading #4 draft Machado, Her Body and Other Parties, pp. 149 to end 

Dec 7 Close Reading #4 Select book reviews TBA (on D2L) 

FINALS Book Review due Thurs, Dec. 14 @ 11:59pm via email 

 

STUDENT RESOURCES 

DISABILITIES 

I make every effort to accommodate student all differences in my course. If you require any special 

accommodations, services, or resources, please contact the Resource Center for Persons with 

Disabilities (RCPD) in Bessey 120 or through https://www.rcpd.msu.edu. Do not hesitate to let me 

know what accommodations you may need for our online course. 

 

COUNSELING 

As a student at MSU, you are eligible for free counseling should you desire or require it. I take 

depression and other issues of mental health and wellness seriously, so please feel free to use these 

resources should you need them. See http://www.counseling.msu.edu for more information. 

 

WRITING CENTER 

The MSU Writing Center provides assistance for students looking for help in improving their writing. 

The Writing Center is located in Bessey 300 and is a great resource for all students—seriously, even 

https://www.rcpd.msu.edu/
http://www.counseling.msu.edu/
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professor workshop, share, and ask for feedback on their writing! See http://writing.msu.edu for more 

information. 

 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

If you would like assistance in improving your English language skills in order to do better in this 

course or any other at MSU, the English Language Center can help. See http://elc.msu.edu for more 

information. 

 

A NOTE ON ENG 210 AND LITERARY STUDIES 

Because ENG 210 is the baseline requirement for all students wishing to major in English (including the 

creative writing, secondary education, and popular culture concentrations), this course is meant to be a 

gateway into literary studies. It’s not a toe in the water, but a swift dive—an immersion into the methods, 

concepts, practices, texts, and framing ideas that anyone interested in a life with literature (whether as 

writer, reader, teacher, or all three) must know. As such, this class is not “easy” but is designed to be 

rigorous and challenging, to push you to think difficult thoughts and to read in new ways; in fact, to 

conceive of reading not as a passive hobby (though I encourage you to pick up a daily leisure reading 

habit) but as an active, engaged, and exploratory practice that acknowledges that each text (and each 

reader) requires different tools to be understood. 

Literary studies is a discipline. It requires effort and patience: work, mental exertion, rest, 

reflection, work, probably rest again, and then more work—just as chemistry, engineering, law, 

accounting, and other “serious” disciplines and careers do. I say this not to deter you from pursuing literary 

studies; on the contrary! I say this to prepare you for the challenge of life as an adult who wants a career, 

who hopes to live and grow and think and prosper in and contribute to this world, through the frame of 

literary studies and its many possibilities. This course begins that lifeway for majors in English and leads 

to all that comes after. 

 

NOTES TOWARD A CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

The object of critical analysis of a text is to choose an idea that clarifies or explains the text and to clearly 

support—that is, argue or prove—that idea in an essay. In a critical analysis, one can interpret the meaning 

and/or influence of a symbol or theme or of a selected section of a work; one can prove the influence of 

one character on the plot; one can compare and/or contrast two or more characters; one can analyze the 

nature of the influence of political, philosophical, or broadly social thought on the text. There are many 

possible approaches (historical, sociological, formal, generic, Marxist, psychoanalytical, feminist, race-

critical, postcolonial, etc.) to textual analysis, all equally valid. Only a few are named above. 

It is important to note that literary analysis is like all logical exercises; it should offer a 

controversial thesis (one that is not obvious to a casual or first-time reader of the text), and that thesis 

should be supported, or proved, logically and clearly. The same rules that apply to basic argumentation 

(Law “X” should be repealed in Michigan because “1,” “2,” and “3”) apply to critical analysis. In a paper 

as short as the ones you will write for this class, it typically makes sense to hang onto and prove/document 

a single thesis, rather than two or three. 

To support or prove an interpretive thesis, one should first refer to the work itself. Just as an author 

presenting the argument that “Law X should be repealed in Michigan for three reasons” must quote facts 

and figures and must analyze them showing how they help to prove the thesis, so too a textual critic must 

defend each point of the interpretation of a work by citing or quoting words, lines, or passages of that 

literary work. Along with each citation or quotation, the critic must include his/her commentary or 

explanation, which serves the double purpose of explaining what the concept means and of showing how 

the excerpt relates to and helps prove the thesis. 

http://writing.msu.edu/
http://elc.msu.edu/
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So here is breakdown of what is contained in a standard critical analysis paper: 

Introduction: A first paragraph which provides an interesting or graceful lead-in to the idea being 

proved; and then introduces/states the thesis to be proved.  Optionally, one also can provide a preview 

of the major supporting points. 

Body: After the first paragraph, the paper might begin with a brief bit of history/summary.  But 

the bulk of the paper should consist of your proofs regarding the thesis, all laid out in an orderly 

manner using short, actual quotations from your piece of literature.  After citing particular passages, 

you should explain your interpretation of it/them.  And you should demonstrate how each particular 

point is related to the main thesis. 

Conclusion: This last paragraph or so should summarize the major points, showing that you have 

proved them; should restate the thesis, showing that it has been proved; and should end the analysis 

using some well-chosen, satisfying words. 

 

 

The instructor reserves the right to change course content. 

 
Syllabus cover art is borrowed from the cover of Ellen Klages’s 

Passing Strange (Tor, 2017), art by Gregory Manchess. 


