English 101-12: Writing Lives



Professor Kristin S. Carter
Fall 2004  





New England 203, 437-7166

W F 12 – 1:15 p.m.
krcarter@vassar.edu
SC 017
Office Hrs: W Th 1:30 to 2:30 and by appointment

This course looks at the problem of representing experience, one’s own or someone else’s, in the biographical/autobiographical mode. British biographer Richard Holmes writes, “I conclude that no biography is ever definitive, because that is not the nature of such journeys, nor of the human heart which is their territory. Sometimes all one achieves is another point of departure.” This course looks at the points of departure for writing lives, whether it is the writer’s own life, or that of another.  What makes one life worth writing about?
This course, like all freshman courses, stresses the development of analytical thinking, clarity of expression, and originality.  Toward these ends, you will write and rewrite several short papers, with the benefit of feedback from me and from your peers.  Some of the assignments will be autobiographical in nature, some more strictly literary-critical.  This course will also introduce you to basic library and research skills, as you prepare written and oral presentations on the life of a literary figure.
Texts available at the Three Arts Bookstore on Collegeview Ave.:
Douglass, Frederick. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass.

Franklin, Benjamin. Autobiography (Norton edition).

Holmes, Richard. Sidetracks.

Hurston, Zora Neale.  Dust Tracks on a Road.

Strachey, Lytton.  Eminent Victorians.

Woolf, Virginia. Flush.

These books are also on 3-hour reserve at the library.

Readings Available On-Line at Blackboard (please download and print out for class)

Barrett Browning, Elizabeth. “To Flush, My Dog.”

Didion, Joan. “On Keeping a Notebook.”

Kingston, Maxine Hong. “No-Name Woman.”

Lee, Hermione. “Biography.”

Maines, Rachel. Preface to The Technology of Orgasm.

Scott, Joan. “Experience.”

Shepard, Thomas.  From The Autobiography of Thomas Shepard.

Walker, Alice. “Looking for Zora” and “Zora Neale Hurston: A Cautionary Tale.”

Williams, Patricia. From Alchemy of Race and Rights.

Woolf, Virginia. “Jane Austen”; “Aurora Leigh.”

Woolman, John.  From The Journal of John Woolman.

Course Requirements:  

Please refer to the attached guidelines for a general discussion of English Department expectations regarding attendance, deadlines, and standards of excellence, all of which apply to your work and conduct in this course.

Your final grade will be based on a writer’s journal, which I will collect regularly over the course of the semester, five formal essays (two of which will be revised for re-submission), attendance, in-class writing, and participation. Please keep copies of all work submitted for the course, with my comments on them. You will submit a portfolio of your work at the end of the semester.

Note: Each assignment, draft, rewrite, and writing/peer edit workshop is a required component of the course.  Missing any of these components will result in failure in the course. 

The writer’s journal can be kept on a computer or in a notebook, whatever is most comfortable for you.  You will use the journal in two ways: first, to respond to issues in the readings, keep track of questions you have and issues that interest you, and write about issues that emerge from class discussions.  Second, you will use it as a place to record events and observations about your first semester at Vassar—autobiographical “research” of a sort.  Be honest and consistent with your writing — this is not a place to show off your skills and sophistication.  The journal is an integral part of the course and will be the basis for your final, autobiographical essay.  I will collect your journals September 15, October 27, and December 3.

The formal essays will vary in length from 2 to 9 pages, typed and double-spaced.  Papers should conform to MLA guidelines for writers of research papers (see below).  Late papers will receive an “F” unless you have consulted with me well in advance of the due date; late papers that I do accept may be downgraded.  In any case, all required work for the course must be submitted, late or not; if you fail to turn in any written assignment you will fail the course. 


Much of class time will be devoted to discussion, and in order for it to be a useful and interesting part of the course, each of you needs to pledge your full participation. You must come to class prepared to discuss the relevant text.   Participation also includes your response to classmates’ comments and writing, your willingness to act on written comments on your papers, and your readiness to visit me during office hours to discuss the readings and your work in the class.   If you have not been comfortable speaking up in class before, now is the time to work through that discomfort; I would be delighted to help you develop strategies for doing so. 

As per English Department policy, three absences will result in your grade being lowered one full grade. Five absences will result in your failing the course. 

Academic Honesty: You are welcome to discuss with other students the texts we're        studying here. In fact, such discussion and engagement is encouraged.  However, you are not permitted to consult other students' written work until you have submitted final drafts to me. If you do incorporate the suggestions or ideas of others in your written work, you must credit your sources via a footnote or other acknowledgement. This rule also applies to published sources, including any secondary readings from the syllabus. Citations should follow the MLA parenthetical style: see the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers in library reference, call # LB2369 .G53 1995 or 1999.  If you have any questions as to what constitutes plagiarism, and what constitutes proper attribution, please refer to Vassar’s “Originality and Attribution” guide, and/or come speak to me.  Failure to acknowledge your use of others’ intellectual work will result in referral to the Dean for disciplinary action.

Academic accommodation is available for students with disabilities who are registered with the Office of Disability and Support Services.  If you require such accommodation, please see me as soon as possible.

Schedule of Readings (please prepare entire text unless otherwise indicated):

Wed 9/1 
Introduction

Fri 9/3 
Didion, “On Keeping a Notebook” (Blackboard).

Wed 9/8 
Shepard, from Autobiography; Woolman, from The Journal (Blackboard).
Fri 9/10
Franklin, Autobiography.  First essay due at the beginning of class.
Wed 9/15 
Franklin, Autobiography, continued. Journal collected.

Fri 9/17
Scott, “Experience” (Blackboard).

Wed 9/22
Douglass, Narrative, including Garrison’s Preface and Philips’ letter.

Fri 9/24
Douglass, continued. 

Wed 9/29
Williams, from Alchemy (Blackboard).  Second essay due at the beginning of class.
Fri 10/01 
Maines, Preface to The Technology of Orgasm (Blackboard).

Writing Workshop. 

Wed 10/ 6 
Introduction to Library Resources. Class meets in the Library Classroom. Reminder: THIS IS A REQUIRED MEETING.  

Fri 10/8 
Hurston, from Dust Tracks.
Wed 10/13 
Dust Tracks, continued.

Fri 10/15 
Walker, “Looking for Zora” and “Zora Neale Hurston: A Cautionary Tale” (Blackboard). ESSAY #3 Due at the beginning of class.


10/20 and 10/22: No Class: October Break
Individual conferences in my office for Essay #3: Mon, 10/25 – Wed 10/27


Wed 10/27
Strachey, “Florence Nightingale”; “Dr. Arnold” (in Eminent Victorians). Journal collected.

Fri 10/29 
Holmes, “Chatterton” (in Sidetracks). 


Lee, “Biography.” (Blackboard).

Mon, 11/1: Rewrite of Essay #3 due by 4 p.m.
Wed 11/3
Holmes, “The Feminist and the Philosopher” (in Sidetracks).
Godwin, from Memoir (Blackboard).

Fri 11/5
Holmes, “Scott and Zelda: One Last Trip” (in Sidetracks).

Wed 11/10 
Maxine Hong Kingston, “No-Name Woman” (Blackboard).  Annotated bibliography for biography sketch due.


Fri 11/12 
Woolf, “Jane Austen”; “Aurora Leigh” (Blackboard).

Wed 11/17
Woolf, Flush (also read introduction) and Barrett-Browning, “To Flush, My Dog” (Blackboard).
Fri 11/19 
Flush, continued.

Mon 11/22
NOTE DATE: we will meet on Monday, not Wednesday, this week, during the regular class hour.

Essay #4 (Biographical Sketch) is due at the beginning of class. Peer review in class. THIS IS A REQUIRED CLASS MEETING!


Fri 11/26 
No Class: Thanksgiving Break

Wed 12/1
Biography reports. Rewrite of Essay #4 due at the beginning of class.

Fri 12/3 
Biography reports. Journal collected.

Mon 12/6 
Biography reports (note class meets on Monday as per registrar’s schedule).
 
Final Essay Due Wed., Dec 8, by 4 p.m. Please submit along with portfolio of entire semester’s work.
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