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ENGLISH 496: SENIOR SEMINAR: POSTMODERNISM 
Winter 2008, Tuesdays 1:30-4:00, MC 229 

 

 

Darcy L. Brandel      Office Phone: MC 262 / 313.927.1447 

Department of English and ML     Office hours: Mo 4-5, Tu 11-12, We 3-4 

dbrandel@marygrove.edu     Additional hours available by appt. 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 
Because this is the capstone experience of your undergraduate career, the Department of English and Modern Languages 

expects you to draw upon the critical and analytical powers you have honed in your literature and criticism courses, and the 

research and writing skills you have practiced in Academic Writing (ENG 108), Approaches to Literary Studies (ENG 260), 

Advanced Written and Oral Communications (ENG 312), and Literary Theory and Criticism (ENG 314). The seminar 

culminates in an extensive written research paper derived from in-depth critical reading, research, and analysis, and a public 

oral presentation based on the paper. 

 

This course is designed to realize all three major goals of the College mission: to develop in students the skills necessary to 

understand and participate effectively in the world; to foster in students the compassion to care about and respect the worth and 

dignity of people; and to promote the commitment to act responsibly for the building of a more just and humane world.  

 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

 
1.  The following required books will be made available to you for purchase in the bookstore: 

  Brautigan, Richard. Trout Fishing in America (1967) 

DeLillo, Don. White Noise (1985) 

Jones, Gayl. Corregidora (1975) 

Maso, Carole. The Art Lover (1990) 

Powell, Jim. Postmodernism for Beginners (1998) 

Toomer, Jean. Cane (1923) 

2.  Additional readings will be provided in class, sent via email, and/or posted on our Blackboard course site.  

(These supplementary readings will also be available on reserve in the library.) 

 

OBJECTIVES 

 
1. To introduce the concept of postmodernism, its theories and examples, and to understand it in historical and cultural 

context.  

2. To learn to think in great depth about a focused field of study. 

3. To demonstrate and enhance your powers of literary analysis and independent critical thinking. 

4. To demonstrate and enhance your mastery of research, writing and oral presentation skills. 

5. To demonstrate, enhance and build confidence in your ability to participate effectively in the discipline. 

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
1. A major critical research project that culminates in a paper of 18-25 pages. This should be a critical essay that 

examines postmodernism and the primary texts in depth. You should consult and employ secondary materials about the 

texts as necessary to your project. By the second week of class, you should select a tentative topic of interest and begin 

to develop an understanding of how this topic operates in the works we will study. In each class, you will be expected 

to discuss your topic as reflected in the week’s reading. In the final paper, you should elaborate upon some critical 

insight or question related to your topic. Your success in this project depends on your ability to make connections 

between the texts of your choice on our reading list, the secondary materials you examine, and your own experiences 

and insights. You may change your topic as your understanding of postmodernism evolves, but you should always 

clear your topic with me. I expect you to take the initiative in selecting your topic, identifying secondary material, 

doing the research, and composing and presenting your paper.  
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You will complete this project in stages, with several checkpoints throughout the semester. The final paper should be 

done using correct and accurate MLA documentation. The first draft of the paper is due in my office no later than 

NOON on Friday, Mar 14; the final version is due (along with the research portfolio) in my office no later than NOON 

on Tuesday, Apr 22. 

 

2. A 20-25 minute oral presentation excerpted from the paper. This will entail presenting a section of your discussion 

of the major works. After presenting your excerpt, you are expected to address questions from the audience.  

 

3. Reading response journals and secondary source summaries. To help you to engage with the readings, and to form 

the basis of our discussions, you will need to write a response journal based on each primary text. Responses should be 

posted on our online Blackboard discussion forum *no later than Monday at 8 pm* in order to allow everyone to read 

each other’s postings before our class on Tuesday afternoon.   These responses are short, informal writings that will 

allow you to prepare thoughtful commentary on the assigned readings prior to the class discussions, using your chosen 

topic as the basis for your discussion. These should be typed and no more than two pages long. They may be key 

passage commentaries (based on analysis of how a short passage from the day’s text reveals your topic), a more 

general look at the operation of your topic in a specific novel, or a discussion of what the secondary sources that you 

consult have to say about your topic and the week’s reading. You should keep these writings in the working portfolio 

so that you may turn them in as part of the final research portfolio described below. They will serve as a basis for your 

larger research paper. You may, of course, include your developing research in these responses. 

 

In addition to your response to the primary texts, you will also be required to provide a brief summary of one 

secondary source assigned to you for the week. Your brief summary (no more than one paragraph) should also be 

posted to Blackboard no later than Monday at 8pm. 

 

4. Take-home exam. On February 19, after we finish our in-class discussions of the primary texts, you will be required to 

take an exam covering all five texts. The exam will be take-home and will ask you to consider the texts in relation to 

one another and in relation to the concept of postmodernism. The exam will be due in my office no later than NOON 

on Monday, February 25. 

 

5. Research Portfolio. The primary means of assessment for your written work this semester will be through a final 

research portfolio. This will be a comprehensive collection of all the work you have done on your project during the 

semester, including your reading journal, your take-home exam, all drafts of the final essay, and a final version of the 

essay. Throughout the semester, you should maintain a working portfolio where you keep all of your notes, drafts, and 

journal entries. The final research portfolio (including the final version of the paper) is due in my office no later than 

NOON on Tuesday, April 22. Please note that I will not accept just the final version of the research paper without the 

supporting materials described here. 

 

COURSE POLICIES 

 
1. I expect you to have finished reading all assigned readings before the class when they will be discussed, to participate 

in class actively, and to complete all the work for the course on time. Because of the intense nature of our work this 

semester and because a major objective of this course is to teach you to participate successfully in the discipline, 

meeting deadlines is *absolutely* essential. Outside assignments are always due at the beginning of a class.  If for 

some very good reason you know that you will be unable to meet a deadline, speak with me before the deadline to 

negotiate an extension. If you miss more than three deadlines (including due dates for response journals and paper 

revisions), you will fail this course.  

2. Attendance is mandatory. Come to every class and come on time. In a seminar, learning to listen and respond to others 

is as important as learning to articulate one’s own ideas and positions. The process of critical thinking and collective 

inquiry is as important as the conclusions reached. Absence and tardiness severely compromise individual performance 

and inhibit the progress of the entire seminar. If you miss three class sessions or scheduled conferences, your final 

grade will automatically be lowered a whole grade.  If you miss more than three classes or scheduled conferences 

during the semester, whether the absences are excused or not, you will fail this course.  

3. All written work handed in this semester should be original work. Neither Marygrove College nor I will tolerate 

academic dishonesty in the form of plagiarism or cheating.  The course policy on plagiarism is listed in more detail 

below. 

4. Classroom decorum:  During class, please do not chat,  read extraneous materials, sleep, leave and re-enter the 

classroom, use cell phones, or do other things that may distract the instructor or other students from our tasks.  

5. See, call, or e-mail me to discuss your work, especially if you want me to make an assignment more clear or need help 
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figuring something out.  If my office hours are not convenient, make an appointment with me.  Take responsibility for 

your own learning by knowing when to seek help. 

6. If in my judgment you are not ready to present a credible, defensible paper in the public setting, I will not allow you to 

participate in the presentations, nor to complete the course. 

7. Students who need special consideration because of any sort of disability should make an appointment to see me; I will 

be as cooperative as possible in making any necessary accommodations. 

8. Plagiarism is a serious breach of academic honesty and discipline. Plagiarism means to treat the ideas or words of 

someone else as one’s own. It is a general term that covers a number of serious writing and research problems, such as: 

 claiming authorship of a complete paper or assignment that someone else has written;  

 purchasing a paper from an on-line service or an individual and submitting it as one’s own; 

 downloading material from the Internet and pasting it into an assignment as if it were original work; 

 failing to document the words or ideas of a source within a paper;  

 failing to indicate direct quotations from another writer; 

 patchwriting: integrating words and sentences from a source into one’s own prose without appropriate 

indication (quotation marks or spacing) and/or documentation; 

 misrepresenting in any way the extent of one’s indebtedness to others for ideas or words. 

English 108 thoroughly covers documentation and plagiarism. English 260, 312, 314 and most other English courses 

reinforce these ideas and provide practice in the MLA documentation required in this course. I suggest that you review 

your handouts, texts, and materials from these courses before you begin any assignment. If you have any questions 

about plagiarism and documentation, please ask me before you submit an assignment. You may also consult a tutor in 

the Marygrove College Writing Center. Any student guilty of plagiarism is reported to the Dean. Such offenses may 

result in academic probation, suspension, or dismissal from the college. 

 

 

EVALUATION 

 
As your instructor, I believe that grades—and the anxiety that surrounds receiving them—are an impediment to learning. 

Grades are an extrinsic motivator that tends to coerce students into working out of fear of getting a bad grade. Conversely, 

intrinsic motivation originates from within learners themselves. The desire to learn in order to understand better a topic of 

interest is an example of an intrinsic motivator. Despite my misgivings about grades, I am required to assess your 

coursework by submitting a final course grade for each student. 

 

In order to shift the focus of this course to learning goals, I will not provide letter or number grades for course work 

submitted during the semester. Instead, narrative evaluations (both written and verbal) will detail my responses to your 

synthesis of course material. Where relevant, I will offer suggestions for improvement or refinement of required 

assignments. I will translate my overall assessment of the quality of your written work and your engagement with the 

course into a letter grade for official records. 

 

Why use narrative evaluations? A letter or number grade alone provides little detail about a student’s learning. Such grades 

say nothing, for instance, about student engagement with the course material or intellectual growth during the semester. 

Letter and number grades typically measure learning in relation to reconceived criteria or in comparison to other students. 

A student who struggled with the course material may have learned more than a student who easily understood the material 

from the start and tested ―better‖ on traditional exams. In order to overcome some of the deficiencies of traditional grading, 

I will utilize narrative evaluations. The benefits of narrative evaluations include: 

 helping to create a learning environment in which education is experienced as its own goal; 

 placing an emphasis on learning as opposed to ranking; 

 providing a more detailed and nuanced account of a student’s involvement with course material and overall 

quality of work produced; 

 changing instructor/student interactions from a focus on hierarchy to emphasis on relationship and co-

learning; 

 facilitating communication between instructors and students; 

 eliminating the mystery of instructor expectations about student performance; 

 promoting creativity and intellectual development; 

 promoting a personal motivation to learn and an overall classroom culture of learning. 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 

 

Week 1 (Jan 8)  Course introduction and syllabus overview; getting acquainted 

 

Week 2  (Jan 15) Beginning postmodernism 

   Assignments: Powell, Postmodernism for Beginners 

     Selected readings on the writing process  

 

Week 3 (Jan 22) Exploring modernism.    

Assignments: Toomer, Cane and selected secondary sources 

Reading response #1 and source summary due 

 

Week 4 (Jan 29) Considerations of postmodern form.  

Assignments: Brautigan, Trout Fishing in America and selected secondary sources 

     Reading response #2 and source summary due 

 

Week 5 (Feb 5)  Race and gender in postmodernism.  

Assignments: Jones, Corregidora and selected secondary sources 

Reading response #3 and source summary due 

 

Week 6 (Feb 12) Postmodernism and popular culture.  

Assignments: DeLillo, White Noise and selected secondary sources 

Reading response #4 and source summary due 

 

Week 7 (Feb 19) Experimenting with form: mixing media.  

Assignments: Maso, The Art Lover and selected secondary sources 

Reading response #5 and source summary due 

  Get take-home exam (due in my office by NOON on Mon, Feb 25) 

 

Week 8 (Feb 26) NO CLASS: research and writing days. 

   I will be available for consultation in person, by phone, or through email.  

 

 

 

 

Week 9 (Mar 11) Group discussion of progress and questions. 

Draft of seminar paper due in my office by NOON on Friday, Mar 14. 

 

Week 10 (Mar 18) Individual conferences to discuss draft. Begin revisions on draft. 

  

Week 11 (Mar 25) Revisions due. In-class workshop to discuss revised drafts. Continue revisions. 

 

Week 12 (Apr 1) Revisions due. Individual conferences to discuss revisions. Continue revisions. 

 

Week 13 (Apr 8) Rehearsals for oral presentations. Continue revisions. 

 

Week 14 (Apr 15) Public oral presentations scheduled during this week. Continue revisions and begin  

compiling final portfolio.  

 

Week 15 (Apr 22) Final research portfolio, incl final version of the paper, due in my office by NOON. 

 

*March 3-8 – SPRING BREAK – NO CLASSES* 
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POSSIBLE RESEARCH TOPICS 
 

I encourage you to come up with your own ideas for topics as reflected in the texts. This list is only intended to get you 

thinking about possible directions you might take. 

 

Relationships between modernism and postmodernism 

Postmodern narrative strategies and formal techniques 

 What is ―traditional‖ form? What is ―experimental‖ form? 

 Implications of formal techniques 

Fragmentation / disruption / nonlinearity 

(In)authenticity of narrative voice 

Postmodern representations of race and ethnicity 

Postmodern representations of gender and sexuality 

Postmodernism and popular culture 

Politics of language 

 Is language use political? How? Where? In what circumstances? 

Language and silence 

Who speaks, who doesn’t? How do you know? 

Presence and absence 

Who is there, who isn’t? Is there a ―there‖ to be in? 

Uncertainty within the texts 

 Reality vs. simulation 

 Making ―sense‖: the problem of meaning 

Relationships between text, author and reader 

Role of art / artists / creative expression 

War / violence  

Alienation / outsiders 

Fear / paranoia 

Death 

 

 

POSTMODERNISM: A BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
This bibliography contains relevant secondary materials about modernism and postmodernism. Nearly all sources listed 

below have also been placed on reserve in the Marygrove library for your convenience. Additional copies of many of these 

sources are also available in my office. For other sources, please consult the MLA bibliography and the bibliographies, 

notes, and source lists of the works listed here. 

 

Arac, Jonathan, ed. Postmodernism and Politics. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1983. 

Armstrong, Tim. Modernism: A Cultural History. Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2005. 

Ashton, Jennifer. From Modernism to Postmodernism: American Poetry and Theory in the Twentieth Century. Cambridge,  

UK: Cambridge UP, 2005. 

Ayers, David. Modernism: A Short Introduction. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2004. 

Baker, Houston, Jr. Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1989. 

Best, Steven and Douglass Kellner. The Postmodern Turn. New York: Guilford, 1997. 

---, eds. Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations. New York: Guilford, 1991. 

Brooker, Peter. Modernism/Postmodernism. Harlow: Longman, 1992. 

Butler, Christopher. Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford, UK: Oxford UP, 2002. 

Calinescu, Matei. Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism. Durham: Duke  

UP, 1987. 
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Conner, Steven, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Postmodernism. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 2004. 

Curtler, Hugh Mercer. Rediscovering Values: Coming to Terms with Postmodernism. Armonk: Sharpe, 1997. 

Dubey, Madhu. Signs and Cities: Black Literary Postmodernism. Chicago: U Chicago P, 2003. 

Felski, Rita. The Gender of Modernity. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1995. 

Gaggi, Silvio. Modern/Postmodernism: A Study in Twentieth-Century Arts and Ideas. Philadelphia, U of Pennsylvania P,  

1989. 

Geyh, Paula, Fred G. Leebron, and Andrew Levy, eds. Postmodern American Fiction: A Norton Anthology. New York:  

Norton, 1997. 

Green, Jeremy. Late Postmodernism: American Fiction at the Millennium. New York: Palgrave, 2005.  

Hoffman, Gerhard. From Modernism to Postmodernism: Concepts and Strategies of Postmodern American Fiction.  

Amsterdam, Netherlands: Rodopi, 2005. 

Hutcheon, Linda. The Politics of Postmodernism. 2
nd

 ed. New York: Routledge, 2002. 

Huyssen, Andreas. After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986. 

Jameson, Fredric. Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Durham: Duke UP, 1991. 

Kalaidjian, Walter, ed. The Cambridge Companion to American Modernism. Cambridge UK: Cambridge UP, 2005. 

Kolocotroni, Vassiliki, Jane Goldman, and Olga Taxidou, eds. Modernism: An Anthology of Sources and Documents.  

Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1998. 

Lyotard, Jean-Francois. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1985. 

McHale, Brian. Postmodernist Fiction. New York: Routledge, 1987. 

Natoli, Joseph P. and Linda Hutcheon. A Postmodern Reader. State U of New York P, 1993. 

Nehring, Neil. Popular Music, Gender, and Postmodernism: Anger Is an Energy. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1997.  

Waugh, Patricia, ed. Postmodernism: A Reader. London: Arnold, 1992. 

Woods, Tim. Beginning Postmodernism. Manchester, UK: Manchester UP, 1999. 

Zurbrugg, Nicholas. The Parameters of Postmodernism. Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1993. 
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COURSE AGREEMENT 

English 496 

Winter 2008 

 

I, _______________________________________________________, have read and understand the 

course requirements for English 496. I have thoroughly examined the entire syllabus and see it as a 

contract between my instructor, classmates and I as we progress throughout the semester. I know what 

I must do in order to pass this course, and I will refer back to the syllabus when I have any questions 

about course policies, requirements or evaluation. I agree to abide by the requirements of the course 

and to give the course my best effort. 

 

I also certify that I will be the author of all work submitted in this course, and that I will cite any 

sources from which I use ideas or words, either quoted directly or paraphrased. I will fully 

acknowledge any assistance I receive in the preparation of assignments for this course. I understand the 

penalties for plagiarism. 

 

 

Signed ____________________________________________________________________________ 

   (Your name)        (Date) 


