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ENGLISH 230: FICTIONS OF SICKNESS
Intro to Short Story & Novel

1507 CC Little         Katie Will
MW 1-2:30 pm   willkath@umich.edu

Office: 3029 Tisch Hall
Office hours: M 2:45-3:45, Th 4-5

Required Texts

Books can be purchased cheaply through an online bookseller (try Half.com, Abebooks.com, and 
Amazon.com) or expensively at local bookstores. Any editions are fine for use in this class. New 
copies will be available shortly at Shaman Drum (313 S. State St.), but they’ll cost substantially more 
than used books from online stores. You may try Borders, (612 E. Liberty St.) or the used bookstores 
near campus, David’s (516-B E. William St.) and Kaleidoscope (200 E. Ann St.), but they are likely to 
stock 1-2 copies at most. Required texts for the course are:

o Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Love in the Time of Cholera
o Mark Haddon, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time
o Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar

Readings (usually short stories) will be posted on the course C-Tools site in advance of our discussions. I 
will e-mail an announcement with each reading. Please print out each text so you can read and mark up 
your hard copy, and always bring this with you to class (no reading from laptops will be permitted).

A reading journal for in-class writing and your own notes should be brought to each class. This can be 
an actual journal or simply a notebook—it just needs to be bound, with lined pages. 

Course Description & Goals

Illness can be a short-term nuisance, or it can be a constant part of life. Almost everyone knows 
someone who’s had cancer; maybe we’re dealing with a family member’s (or our own) depression on a 
daily basis. From these experiences, we know that serious illnesses, addictions, mental illness, and 
disabilities can bring out both the best and the worst in us—whether we’re sick, or just close to 
someone who is. Illness can be a source of despair, but also of inspiration; it forces us to confront our 
weaknesses and learn more about ourselves in the process.

This class uses fiction to explore what humans do when they’re confronted with physical or mental 
“illness”—whether their own or others’, real or imagined, temporary or permanent. Illness is a major 
theme in fiction: authors’ real experiences with disease have inspired a slew of short stories and novels 
that deal with it in various forms. Why does unhealthiness inspire so much creativity? It can be an 
analogy for a fictional character’s existential hang-ups: in the short stories of Kafka, it’s a physical 
symptom that hints at serious psychological problems. In the novels Love in the Time of Cholera and The 
Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, it’s something entirely different. We’ll consider portrayals 
of depression, alcoholism, insanity, and even pregnancy as kinds of disease, and look at how sickness 
narratives have changed over the years (for example, what does it mean when a sick character has AIDS 
rather than tuberculosis?). The stories and novels we read will explore how social norms determine 
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what qualifies as disease, and how concepts as wide-ranging as love, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
and even homosexuality are shaped by ideas of healthiness. 

You don’t need to be an English major to take this class. Nor will we be reading morality tales a la 
“Chicken Soup for the Soul.” The narratives we read may resonate with our own lives, or they may 
disgust and terrify us. Either way, disease is just one way that authors of great fiction can tell us about 
ourselves and the people we interact with (infect?) every day.

Course Guidelines
Reading
Since this is an English literature course, you can expect to do a substantial amount of reading 
throughout the semester. Some of the texts we’ll discuss are more accessible than others, so don’t 
worry if you’re not immediately hooked—or if you’re confused—by a piece we read. I highly encourage 
you to read with a pen or pencil in hand so you can jot down notes and questions in your reading journal 
and the margins of your text to prepare for our discussions. Please come to class having read ALL of 
the assigned reading for that day. A productive discussion depends on your preparation!  You need to 
actively engage with each text—not just so you can express your own ideas, but so you can respond to 
others’ thoughts, as well.

Participation & Attendance
Your regular attendance and participation are vital to the course’s success, so please come to class 
alert, active, and ready to engage. I look forward to our discussions, and I expect everyone to offer their 
thoughts, ideas, and questions. This doesn’t mean you need to wax eloquent or offer lengthy literary 
analysis: you’ll be doing well if you simply aim to speak at least once each class. And please, be 
respectful of each other’s contributions. The class will be most interesting and productive if we strive to 
maintain an open and comfortable atmosphere. 
* You are required to act as a discussion facilitator for one class during the semester (sign-ups will 
take place the first day). This will count towards your participation grade.

Excused absences are given at my discretion and should be discussed in advance. Of course, certain 
circumstances (i.e. family emergencies) call for flexibility, so please talk to me as soon as possible if 
anything arises. You are allowed two unexcused absences before they begin to affect your grade; after 
two, each unexcused absence will lower your final class grade by 1/3 of a grade (i.e. 4 total unexcused 
absences = 2 dropped grades = an A- becomes a B). Timeliness counts, too: class begins promptly at 
1:10, and tardiness will affect your grade (2 late arrivals = 1 unexcused absence).

A note about office hours: Please take advantage of them—they’re for you!  If you’re uncomfortable 
speaking in class, talking with me one-on-one is a way to show your engagement and help your 
participation grade. I’m happy to speak with you about paper ideas, drafts, my comments on your 
writing, and any questions or concerns. If you have a quick question, feel free to talk with me before or 
after class, or send it by e-mail (willkath@umich.edu), but please save longer questions for office 
meetings.
* You are required to schedule a one-on-one conference with me to discuss one of your four papers. 
Your attendance at this conference will count toward your participation grade. 
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Written work
This is not a composition course, so we won’t be working on basic writing skills. You’ll spend time 
writing both inside and outside class so you can engage more deeply with the texts we read; that is, the 
writing you do is meant to expand and facilitate your critical reading skills. 

In-class writing
I will often begin class with a question (or questions) about the day’s reading, the course’s 
theme, or your own experiences. These informal, handwritten exercises are meant to prompt 
discussion and to get you thinking about the texts. All in-class writing should go in your journal.

Journals
Throughout the semester, I’d like you to maintain a journal where you complete in-class 
exercises, take notes, and jot down your responses to texts.  I will collect these journals
at random two or three times during the semester, so please bring them to each class. 
They will be graded for thoughtfulness and consistency rather than for content.

Papers
You will write four papers and one film response over the course of the semester. Each 
assignment will have a slightly different aim and should be no longer than 3 pages. In each case, 
your goal will be to focus on a particular aspect of a text or texts, or an element of genre, and to 
express your ideas and/or argument about it clearly and succinctly. 

Written assignments should be typed, double-spaced, with 1-inch margins, in Times New 
Roman size 12 font. Include your name, the assignment number, the course (English 230), 
instructor (Katie Will), and date in the upper-right corner of the first page, single-spaced. Your 
paper should have page numbers and be stapled.

Event response
At some point during the semester, you need to attend a lecture, presentation, or other live 
event related to the course’s theme and write up a one-page, single-spaced response to it. The 
event you attend might be a fiction or poetry reading, a science or social science lecture (e.g. in 
the medical, psychology, biology, or anthropology departments), a humanities lecture (e.g. in 
English, comparative literature, or art history), or even a play or other dramatic performance. 
The only requirement is that the event be related to illness or disease in the broad sense we’re 
giving those terms in this course. Your response is due on the last day of class (April 20).

Presentations
Everyone will be responsible for one in-class presentation on an author, genre, or class theme during 
the semester. You will sign up for presentations on the first day of class, so be sure to note your 
scheduled presentation date. A maximum of 2 people may sign up for each topic (listed throughout the 
syllabus). Single-person presentations should last 5 minutes; 2-person presentations should last 10 
minutes, with each member contributing equally. Feel free to talk with me before your presentation to 
discuss your ideas and ask questions.

Plagiarism
Long story short: don’t do it. The University of Michigan defines plagiarism as “submitting a piece of 
work (for example, an essay, research paper, work of art, assignment, laboratory report) which in part 
or in who is not entirely the student’s own work without attributing those same portions to their correct 
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source.” For more information, see the English Department’s plagiarism policy: www.lsa.umich.edu/ 
english/undergraduate/plag.html. Please come to me with questions about proper citation before you 
submit your work. In this class, a plagiarized paper will receive a failing grade, and the writer will be 
reported to the academic dean. 

Sweetland Writing Center
The Sweetland Writing Center is a fantastic resource that offers professional-level writing help by 
appointment. You don’t need a final product to make an appointment: the Center will help you 
with any stage of the writing process. Walk-in hours (during the evening), peer tutors and OWL 
opportunities are also available. Contact the center for details: 1139 Angell Hall, 764-0429, 
www.lsa.umich.edu/swc. 

Accommodations
I am happy to provide accommodations to students with documented learning disabilities and will 
protect your privacy. Please e-mail me or see me within the first two weeks of the semester if you’d like 
to schedule an appointment to talk about any accommodations you’ll need.

Grades
Your grade for this class will be calculated based on the following percentages.

Participation 20%
Reading journal 15%
Paper #1 5%
Paper #2 10%
Paper #3 10%
Paper #4 10%
Film review 10%
Presentation 10%
Event response 10%

Reading Schedule

Week 1:  Introduction
January 
7 Introductions

Week 2:  Plague
12 Presentation on short story genre

Read: Susan Sontag, excerpts from Illness as Metaphor & AIDS and its Metaphor 
Alice Elliott Dark, “In the Gloaming”

14 Listen to This American Life, episode #149: “Bedside Diplomacy” (4 acts)

Week 3:  [Break]
19 Martin Luther King, Jr. Day – NO CLASS
21 NO CLASS

                                                
 Subject to change, but always with notice!
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Week 4:  Sick in the Soul
26 Presentation on Franz Kafka

Read: Franz Kafka, “The Metamorphosis”

28 Presentation on Flannery O’Connor
Read: Flannery O’Connor, “Good Country People” & “The Lame Shall Enter First”

February
Sun 1 PAPER #1 DUE: narrative element comparison (2 pp.) – submit via e-mail by 5 pm

Week 5:  Thoughts on Mental Illness
2 Presentation on novel genre

Read: The Bell Jar, chapters 1-4

4 Presentation on Sylvia Plath
Read: The Bell Jar, chapters 5-10

Week 6:  Thoughts on Mental Illness 2
9 Presentation on depression

Read: The Bell Jar, chapters 11-15

11 Read: The Bell Jar, chapters 16-20

Week 7:  Body & Mind
16 Presentation on post-traumatic stress disorder

Read: Chris Adrian, “Promise Breaker” & Tim O’Brien, TBA

18 Presentation on definitions of homosexuality
Read: David Sedaris, “Road Trips” & TBA

Sun 22 PAPER #2 DUE: close reading (2 pp.) – submit via e-mail by 5 pm

Week 8: Spring Break
23
25 Spring Break – NO CLASS

Week 9:  “Sick” Men
March
2 Presentation on James Baldwin; presentation on Ernest Hemingway

Read: James Baldwin, “Sonny’s Blues” & Ernest Hemingway, TBA

4 Presentation on autism
Read: Disability studies excerpts

Week 10:  Explaining Ourselves
9 Presentation on Mark Haddon

Read: The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, pp. 1-50
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11 Read: The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, pp. 51-100

Week 11:  Mysteries of the Mind
16 Presentation on murder mystery genre

Read: The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, pp. 101-175

18 Read: The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, pp. 176-end

Week 12:  Love is a Disease
23 Presentation on Gabriel Garcia Marquez

Read: Love in the Time of Cholera, pp. 1-103

25 Presentation on magical realism
Read: Love in the Time of Cholera, pp. 104-163

Week 13:  Love is a Disease 2
30 PAPER #3 DUE: literary analysis (2 pp) – bring to class

Read: Love in the Time of Cholera, pp. 164-224
April
1 Read: Love in the Time of Cholera, pp. 225-278

Week 14:  Speaking of Disease
6 Read: Love in the Time of Cholera, 279-end

8 Presentation on Jhumpa Lahiri; presentation on Jonathan Safran Foer
Read: Jhumpa Lahiri, “Interpreter of Maladies” & Jonathan Safran Foer, “A Primer for the 
Punctuation of Heart Disease”

Week 15:  “Sick” Women
13 Read: Matthew Klam, “Adina, Astrid, Chipewee, Jasmine” & Julie Orringer, “The Smoothest 

Way is Full of Stones”

15 Pan’s Labyrinth screening

Fri 17 PAPER #4 DUE: comparative literary analysis (3 pp) – submit via e-mail by 5 pm

Week 16:  Wrap-up
20 Event responses due!

Finish Pan’s Labyrinth
Last-day-of-class party

Fri 22 FILM RESPONSE DUE by 5 pm via e-mail


