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Course Description & Goals 

 
And somme seyen that we loven best 
For to be free and do right as us lest...  

       - Chaucer, The Wife of Bath’s Tale, 935-36 
 

Questions about the nature of self-determination arise time and again in literature from Beowulf (the 
earliest surviving poem written in English) through early modern drama and beyond. Beowulf, a 
warrior serving kings, eventually becomes a ruler himself. The poet Edmund Spenser suggests that 
desire can be an exquisite form of bondage, while in King Lear, Shakespeare tests the boundaries of 
familial obligation and individual suffering. These literary depictions can help us understand the 
ideals and priorities of the cultures in which they were produced. By attending to the tensions 
between autonomy and oppression in matters of love, religion, and governance, early English writers 
explored both the anxiety and exhilaration of human existence in ways deeply tied to their own 
historical moments.  
 
Using this thematic framework, English 251 will provide a survey of English literature from the 
Anglo-Saxon period through the Restoration. The course will introduce students to prominent early 
English literary genres and rhetorical forms through a series of canonical drama, poetry, and prose 
readings. Class meetings will consist of both lecture and discussion and are meant to deepen 
students’ understanding of the social, intellectual, and political contexts underpinning each work. 
Grades will be based on class participation, brief written and online responses, two papers, a 
presentation, and a midterm exam. Formal and informal writing assignments will help students 
develop the close reading and critical analysis skills required within the English Literature major. 

 
Required Texts 

Books can be purchased through an online bookseller (Abebooks.com, Half.com, Amazon.com) or 
at [location]. Required texts for the course are:  

• The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Vol. 1, Ninth Edition (Norton, ed. Greenblatt et al.) 

A notebook for in-class writing and your own notes should be brought to each class.  
 Note: Reading from your laptop during class isn’t permitted, but I may ask you to bring it to 
 class for a particular day’s activity.  

I will periodically post supplementary material on the class Wiki. I will always alert you if it’s 
required reading.  



Course Guidelines 

Reading  

Since this is an English literature course, you should expect to do a substantial amount of reading 
throughout the term. Please come to class having thoroughly 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. Moreover, the course requires careful reading, not just skimming: for most people, early 
modern literature takes time to understand. It’s often helpful to take notes in the margins of your 
text to prepare for discussions.  

Part i c ipat ion   

Your regular attendance and participation are vital to the course’s success, so please come to class 
alert, active, and ready to engage. I will lecture for part of the class period, but I also expect you to 
participate in discussion by offering thoughts, ideas, and questions. This doesn’t mean you need to 
wax eloquent or provide the “key” or “answer” to any given text. In that spirit, please be respectful 
of each other’s contributions. The class will be most interesting and productive if we maintain an 
open and comfortable atmosphere.   
 
A note about office hours: Please take advantage of them!  If you’re uncomfortable speaking in 
class, talking with me one-on-one is a great 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 [address], but please save longer questions for office meetings. 

Course Wiki 

You are expected to maintain an active presence on Copia, the class Wiki. I will periodically check to 
see who actively engages with the contents of the site beyond the required postings, and your Wiki 
grade will reflect your level of input.  

Attendance   

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 
such a situation 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 [time], and tardiness will affect your grade (2 late arrivals = 1 unexcused 
absence).  

Written work   

This is a literature seminar, so you will be writing several interpretive responses to our readings, as 
well as longer papers. You’ll spend time writing both inside and outside class so you can engage 



more deeply with the texts we read; the writing you do is meant to expand and facilitate your critical 
reading skills.  

Scene Per formances  

You will be responsible for one in-class presentation during the term. In pairs or triads, you’ll stage a 
reading of a scene or textual excerpt for the class. I strongly encourage you to meet with me before 
your presentation to discuss your plans. 

Writing Assis tance  

[Location] is a fantastic resource that offers writing help via walk-in or appointment. You don’t need 
a final product: the Center will help you with any stage of the writing process. Contact the center for 
details: [location], [phone #], [website].   

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 term 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. 

Class participation 10 
Wiki activity  10 
Interpretations 
 1  10 
 2  10 
Scene presentation 10 
Midterm  15 
Paper 1   15  
Final paper  20 

Reading Schedule 

Week 1 Introduction 
Week 2 Beowulf 
Week 3 Selections from The Canterbury Tales  
Week 4 The York Play of the Crucifixion 
Week 5 Utopia 
Week 6 Dr. Faustus 
Week 7 Major poetic figures (e.g., Sidney, Spenser, Lanyer, Herbert, Donne) 
Week 8 King Lear 
Week 9 Selections from Paradise Lost 
Week 10 Final papers due 


