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ENGLISH 496: SENIOR SEMINAR: WOMEN WRITING RESISTANCE 
 Winter 2015, Tuesdays 1:30-4:00 pm, MC 291 

Darcy L. Brandel      Office/Phone: MC 262 / 313.927.1447 
Department of English and ML     Office hours: Wednesdays 1:30-3:30 pm 
dbrandel@marygrove.edu     Additional hours available by appt. 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

Many artists believe that the way to accomplish art which creates social change in the world is to challenge the 
status-quo, to resist the traditional and “normal” by utilizing new forms, styles, and approaches. Writers, for 
example, may use aesthetic form to resist dominant ideologies and power structures in order to create work 
that shocks readers into new ways of thinking, seeing, and understanding the world around them. Challenging 
any kind of established literary tradition, however, often results in marginalization; therefore, for an already 
historically marginalized group like women writers to use their writing for resistance raises the risk of being 
silenced, discredited, and attacked. This course considers how various women writers across the twentieth 
century have experimented with literary form and explores the implications of these acts of resistance on the 
authors, on notions of gender, on the world.  

Because this is the capstone experience of your undergraduate career, the department 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 research paper derived from in-depth critical reading, research, and 
analysis, and a public oral presentation based on the paper. 

Marygrove College believes that every individual has the responsibility to exercise leadership for the common 
good. A Marygrove College education concentrates on developing the knowledge, awareness, abilities, and 
courage that produces competent, compassionate, and committed graduates whose leadership benefits the 
communities in which they live and work. Marygrove has adopted seven institutional learning outcomes that 
promote urban leadership aptitudes. English 496: Senior Seminar is designed to ensure your capabilities in the 
following areas: (1) critical and creative thought, (2) effective communication, (3) depth and breadth of 
knowledge, and (4) promotion of social justice. 

COURSE OUTCOMES 

By the end of this course, each successful student will: 

1. Increase your understanding of the particular challenges many women writers face and the strategies they 
have used to articulate their experiences  

2. Examine the use of aesthetic form as a method of resisting dominant ideologies and power structures 
3. Articulate thorough understanding of the connections between works of literature and the forces affecting 

our city, nation, and world and leave class better able to question the levels of diversity and social justice 
present within other texts 

4. Articulate your awareness of a range of perspectives in literature with a willingness to hear alternate views 
to advance respectful understanding 

5. Think in great depth about a focused field of study 
6. Demonstrate and enhance your powers of literary analysis and independent critical and creative thinking 
7. Demonstrate and enhance your mastery of research, writing and oral presentation skills 
8. Demonstrate, enhance, and build confidence in your ability to participate effectively in the discipline 
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COURSE MATERIALS 

1.  The following required books will be made available to you for purchase in the bookstore: 
  Griswold, Eliza (translator). I Am the Beggar of the World (2014) 
  Mullen, Harryette. Sleeping with the Dictionary (2002) 

 Paley, Grace. The Collected Stories (1994) 
 Rankine, Claudia. Citizen (2014) 
 Stein, Gertrude. Tender Buttons (1914) 

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

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 the primary texts in depth as well as their use of aesthetic 
form. 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 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 from our reading list, the secondary 
materials you examine, and your own experiences and insights. You may change your topic as your 
understanding of the course material 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. You will complete this project in stages, with several checkpoints 
throughout the semester. The final paper should use accurate MLA documentation. The first draft of the 
paper is due via email no later than 5pm on Friday, Mar 13; the final version is due (along with the 
research portfolio) in my office no later than NOON on Tuesday, April 28. 

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 responses  
To help you to engage with the readings, and to form the basis of our discussions, you will need to write a 
reading response based on each primary text. 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, no more than two pages long, and 
posted on Blackboard *no later than midnight* the evening before our class. 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. These responses will help 
with your first draft of the larger research paper. 

4. Take-home exam 
On February 24, after we finish our in-class discussions of the primary texts, you will be required to take a 
midterm exam covering all five texts. The exam will be take-home and will ask you to consider the texts in 
relation to your topic. The exam will also require that you discuss several relevant secondary sources of 
your choice. The exam will be due via email no later than 5pm on Friday, February 27. 

5. Research portfolio 
The primary means of assessment of 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 project log, reading responses, take-home exam, all drafts of the final essay, a 
final version of the essay, and a letter of introduction that reflects on your research experience during the 
course. 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 28. Please note that I will not accept only the final 
version of the research paper without the supporting materials described here. 
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COURSE POLICIES 

1. I expect you to have finished all 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, unless specified otherwise.  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 responses 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. Texting and/or taking phone calls is not appropriate during class. Make sure you silence your phone before 
class begins. 

4. Marygrove College maintains a supportive academic environment for students with disabilities. To ensure 
equal access to all educational programs, activities and services, students with disabilities should notify the 
College, provide documentation, and request reasonable accommodations. If you require academic 
accommodations in this course, you must contact Disability Support Services by email at 
<dss@marygrove.edu> to establish an accommodations plan with the Coordinator; I will be as cooperative 
as possible in honoring your approved accommodations plan. 

5. All written work handed in this semester should be your original work. Neither Marygrove College nor I 
will tolerate academic dishonesty in the form of plagiarism or cheating. Plagiarism is a serious breach of 
academic honesty and discipline. Plagiarized assignments are given a grade of 0/E. Any student guilty of 
plagiarism or cheating is reported to the Dean. Such offenses may result in academic probation, 
suspension, or dismissal from the college. 

6. See, call, or e-mail me to discuss your work, especially if you want me to make an assignment more clear 
or need help 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. 

7. 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. 

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 (see rubric below for more details). 

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 preconceived 
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: 
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• 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. 

ENGLISH 496 GRADING RUBRIC 

A  RANGE B  RANGE C  RANGE D  RANGE E  RANGE

1 
ATTENDANCE/
PARTICIPATION 

(10%) 

❑ on-time arrival, 
nearly perfect class 
attendance, extensive 
participation in nearly 
every class 

❑ on-time arrival, 
regular class 
attendance, regular 
participation in class 

❑ frequent late 
arrivals but regular 
class attendance, 
occasional 
participation in class

❑ frequent late 
arrivals and 
absences, infrequent 
participation in class 

❑ infrequent 
attendance, little-
to-no participation 
in class

2 
READING 

RESPONSES 
(10%) 

❑ full, thoughtful, 
and on-time responses 
for all readings 

❑ occasionally brief 
but on-time responses 
for all readings 

❑ brief and 
occasionally late 
responses for most 
readings

❑ infrequent and 
late responses for 
some of the readings

❑ irrelevant or no 
responses

3 
TAKE-HOME 

EXAM 
(10%)

❑ strong, insightful 
articulation of topic, 
which is persuasively 
traced through all five 
texts

❑ clear articulation of 
topic, which is traced 
through all five texts

❑ topic is present 
but less clear and 
includes discussion 
of most texts

❑ difficult to 
identify topic, with 
only partial 
discussion of texts

❑ topic unable to 
be identified, with 
little-to-no 
discussion of texts

4 
 ORAL 

PRESENTATION 
(10%) 

❑ excellent 
professionalism in 
delivering paper with 
keen insight when 
responding to 
questions 

❑ relatively good 
professionalism in 
delivering paper and 
thoughtful responses 
to questions

❑ fair delivery of 
paper, perhaps 
rushed or unclear, 
with average 
responses to 
questions 

❑ struggled to 
deliver paper 
successfully, with 
little to no attempt 
to answer questions

❑ did not present 
paper

5 
RESEARCH 
PORTFOLIO 

(60%)

❑ evidence of 
excellent effort: work 
is substantive and 
original in content, 
mature and polished 
in style; several drafts 
and revisions 
produced; language 
use is creative and 
effective; free of 
errors in grammar, 
punctuation, spelling, 
or formatting; pieces 
are well-detailed and 
use disciplinary 
formats appropriately

❑ evidence of good 
effort: work is 
substantive and 
original in content, 
but could stand 
additional polish; 
several drafts and 
revisions; language 
use is effective but 
not as creative as A 
range work; no 
serious errors in 
grammar, 
punctuation, spelling, 
or formatting; pieces 
could use 
improvement in use 
of detail and format

❑ evidence of fair 
effort: work may be 
formulaic or 
predictable, with 
strengths and 
weaknesses evenly 
balanced; language 
use is inconsistent, 
offset by problems 
in content or style; 
errors in grammar, 
punctuation, 
spelling, or 
formatting; pieces 
need further 
development and 
improvement in 
formats 

❑ evidence of below 
average effort:  
weaknesses 
predominate over 
strengths; little or no 
effort at revision; 
language is plagued 
by problems in 
content or style; 
serious errors in 
grammar, 
punctuation, 
spelling, or 
formatting; pieces 
show little 
understanding of 
author’s purpose

❑ evidence of poor 
effort: major 
weaknesses and 
few strengths; 
language does not 
demonstrate 
understanding of 
college level 
writing; many 
serious errors in 
grammar, 
punctuation, 
spelling, or 
formatting; pieces 
show no 
understanding of 
assignment or 
formats
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COURSE SCHEDULE 

Week 1 (Jan 13)  Course introduction and syllabus overview; discussion of urban leadership 

Week 2  (Jan 20) Power and voice, aesthetics and politics: understanding what’s at stake 
   Assignments: Selected readings on the writing process (copy) 
     Butler, Judith. “Values of Difficulty” (copy) 
     Felski, Rita. “Why Feminism Doesn’t Need …” (copy) 
     Woolf, Virginia. From A Room of One’s Own (copy) 

Week 3 (Jan 27)  How language works and who decides what makes sense    
Assignments: Stein, Tender Buttons + selected secondary sources 

Reading response #1 due 

Week 4 (Feb 03)  
   Assignments: Paley, sels from The Collected Stories + secondary sources 
     Reading response #2 due 

Week 5 (Feb 10)  
Assignments: Mullen, Sleeping with the Dictionary + secondary sources 

Reading response #3 due 

Week 6 (Feb 17)  
Assignments: Griswold, I Am the Beggar of the World + secondary sources 

Reading response #4 due 

Week 7 (Feb 24)  
Assignments: Rankine, Citizen + secondary sources 

Reading response #5 due 
  Get take-home exam (due by 5pm, Friday, Feb 27) 

Week 8 (Mar 03) NO CLASS: SPRING BREAK 
   Continue research and writing.  

Week 9 (Mar 10) NO CLASS: research and writing days. 
I will be available for consultation in person, by phone, or through email.  
Draft of seminar paper due by 5pm on Friday, Mar 13. 

Week 10 (Mar 17) Individual conferences to discuss draft. Begin revisions on draft. 
  
Week 11 (Mar 24) Revisions due. Group discussion of progress and questions. Continue revisions. 

Week 12 (Mar 31) Revisions due. In-class workshop to discuss revised drafts. Continue revisions. 

Week 13 (Apr 07) Revisions due. Individual conferences to discuss revisions. Continue revisions. 

Week 14 (Apr 14) Revisions due. Rehearsals for oral presentations. Continue revisions. 

Week 15 (Apr 21)  Public oral presentations scheduled during this week. Continue revisions and  
   begin compiling final portfolio.  

Week 16 (Apr 28) Final research portfolio, w/final version of the paper, due by NOON. 
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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. 

Non-traditional narrative strategies and formal techniques 
 What is “traditional” form? What is “experimental” form? 
 Implications of formal techniques 

Fragmentation / disruption / nonlinearity / mixed media 
(In)authenticity of narrative voice 

Politics of language 
 Is language use political? How? Where? In what circumstances? 
 What does it mean to use language to resist? 
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 
 Lack of a clear, authoritative narrator 
 Multiple / contradictory narrative voices 
 Making “sense”: the problem of meaning 
Relationships between text, author, and reader 
Role of art / artists / creative expression 
Implications of gender / race / class / sexuality / etc within the texts 
Relationships between language and gender / race / class / sexuality / etc 
Challenges / implications of the woman writer 
Can art create social change? Why (not)? 
Connections between literature and leadership 
 What is leadership? Can any of these authors be seen as leaders? Why (not)? 
 What is the purpose of literature? Our purpose as readers?  Do either connect to leadership? 

WOMEN WRITING RESISTANCE: A BIBLIOGRAPHY 

This bibliography contains relevant secondary materials about women writers and the politics of 
language. 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 works cited of the texts 
listed here. 

Dworkin, Craig. Reading the Illegible. Avant-Garde and Modernism Studies. Chicago: Northwestern UP,  
 2003. Print. 
Felski, Rita. The Gender of Modernity. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1995. Print. 
Friedman, Ellen G. and Miriam Fuchs, eds. Breaking the Sequence: Women’s Experimental Fiction.  
 Princeton: Princeton UP, 1989. Print. 
Frost, Elisabeth. The Feminist Avant-Garde in American Poetry. Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 2003. Print. 
---, and Cynthia Hogue, eds. Innovative Women Poets: An Anthology of Contemporary Poetry  
 and Interviews. Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 2006. Print. 
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Hinton, Laura, and Cynthia Hogue, eds. We Who Love to Be Astonished: Experimental Women’s Writing  
 and Performance Poetics. Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 2001. Print. 
Hutcheon, Linda. The Politics of Postmodernism. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge, 2002. Print. 
Keating, AnaLouise. Transformation Now!: Toward a Post-Oppositional Politics of Change. Chicago: U  
 of Illinois P, 2012. Print. 
Keller, Lynn. Thinking Poetry: Readings in Contemporary Women’s Exploratory Poetics. Iowa City: U of  
 Iowa P, 2010. Print. 
Kinnahan, Linda. Lyric Interventions: Feminism, Experimental Poetry, and Contemporary Discourse.  
 Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 2004. Print. 
Mackey, Nathaniel. Discrepant Engagement: Dissonance, Cross-Culturality, and Experimental Writing.  
 Modern and Contemporary Poetics. Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 2000. Print. 
Mix, Deborah M. A Vocabulary of Thinking: Gertrude Stein and Contemporary North American Women’s  
 Innovative Writing. Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 2007. Print. 
Mullen, Harryette. The Cracks Between What We are and What We Are Supposed to Be. Tuscaloosa: U of  
 Alabama P, 2012. Print. 
Noland, Carrie, and Barret Watten, eds. Diasporic Avant-Gardes: Experimental Poetics and Cultural  
 Displacement. New York: Palgrave, 2009. Print. 
Rankine, Claudia, and Juliana Spahr, eds. American Women Poets in the 21st Century: Where Lyric Meets  
 Language. Middletown: Wesleyan UP, 2002. Print.  
Shockley, Evie. Renegade Poetics: Black Aesthetics and Formal Innovation in African American Poetry.  
 Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 2011. Print. 
Showalter, Elaine, ed. The New Feminist Criticism. New York: Pantheon, 1985. Print. 
Simpson, Megan. Poetic Epistemologies: Gender and Knowing in Women’s Language-Oriented Writing.  
 New York: SUNY P, 2000. Print. 
Suleiman, Susan. Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics and the Avant-Garde. Cambridge: Harvard UP,  
 1990. Print. 
Vickery, Ann. Leaving Lines of Gender: A Feminist Geneology of Language Writing. Middletown:  
 Wesleyan UP, 2001. Print. 
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COURSE AGREEMENT 
English 496 
Winter 2015 

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)
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