
 

 

ENL 259 Critical Methods: Theory and Practice 
Fall 2020, Fully Online, 2nd 7-Week Session 

 
Professor Caroline Gelmi 
Email: cgelmi@umassd.edu 
Virtual office hours: Tues. 1-2; Wed. 10-noon; Thur. 1-2; and by appointment 
 
Course Description 
 
ENL 259 is a foundation course for English and Liberal Arts majors in the literature 

concentration, designed to introduce students to literary criticism and theory and build 

skills of critical thinking and writing in English Studies. Emphasis is on the application of 

principles and methods of literary theory to selected texts, and examining and 

responding to texts from a variety of critical perspectives. Critical theories provide you 

with different tools that you can use to examine, interpret, and argue about works of 

literature. Learning and using theories to interpret literary texts can also be invigorating, 

exciting, and revelatory. Many of these theories take up fundamental questions about 

our humanity, our cultures, our politics, and our world.   

Our focus this semester will be to introduce you to a variety of literary theories— 

including New Criticism, reader-response, structuralism, deconstruction, Marxist 

criticism, feminist theory, psychoanalytic theory, lesbian/gay/queer theory, African 

American and critical race theory, and postcolonial theory—and to give you 

opportunities to practice using those different tools to work with literary texts. This 

course emphasizes learning and practicing theoretical approaches through discussion, 

writing, and student-led teaching in order to prepare you for upper level course work in 

the major.  By the end of the semester, you will have expanded your interpretive toolbox 

significantly, and will have had many opportunities to practice the skills needed by 

literary critics. 

Course Objectives 
  
By the end of the semester, successful students should be able to:  

▪ Explain and utilize a number of critical theories; 
▪ Interpret a single text (literary or cultural) in a number of different ways; 
▪ Identify selected theorists and their influence in literary studies;  
▪ Define and use terms from critical theory appropriately; 
▪ Write effective summaries and analyses of theories; 
▪ Write well-developed, coherent essays that apply critical theories to 

produce original interpretations of literary texts; 
▪ Use technology to facilitate an oral presentation and further collaboration 

with classmates; 
▪ Use research to expand understanding of various literary theories; 

https://umassd.zoom.us/j/5079622859?pwd=TmpOTUlXVXhuMkNDeUtyYUhQbHptQT09


 

 

▪ Develop editing skills and abilities to follow proper MLA documentation 
guidelines;  

▪ Synthesize information from outside sources (both primary and 
secondary) effectively, correctly following MLA guidelines; and 

▪ Describe and explain the role played by critical theory in the discipline of 
literary studies. 

We’ll work toward these objectives through assigned readings, various writing 

assignments, class and team discussion, and research.  

Required Book 

▪ Lois Tyson. Critical Theory Today. 3rd Edition. Routledge, 2015. 
▪ All other readings will be provided on myCourses 

 
Policies 
 
Participation and Preparation: The heart of this class, what makes it tick, is you—your 

thoughts, questions, interpretations, and feelings. Our job is to work together to read 

theory and literature, to share our ideas and questions, to teach one another. This class 

will be at its best, and you will get the most out of it, if everyone thoughtfully and 

energetically engages with the required discussion boards, blogs, annotations, and 

voice threads. Everyone will find some of the work we do in this class difficult. I expect 

you to try your best to engage these challenging concepts. What, after all, would be the 

point of college if everything was simple and you already knew everything you were 

supposed to be learning?  

 
Keep in mind that successful participation requires preparation. You are expected to 

keep up with the assigned reading and to be prepared to discuss these readings with 

each other. If there is an element of the reading you do not understand, I expect you to 

be proactive about gaining understanding (i.e., post to the Questions Discussion board, 

make an appointment to talk to me during office hours, etc). 

Use of myCourses: We will use our myCourses site to do most of the learning and work 

in this class. Be sure to take some time to familiarize yourself with what's on the site and 

to let me know if you have questions. Try to get into the habit of checking the site 

regularly.  

Email: Email is the main way I will communicate with you. Please be sure to check your 

email at least a couple of times a day so that you don’t miss anything from me or from 

anyone else. I will try to never send you a last-minute email about something. Email is 

also the best way for you to reach me outside of office hours. I make every effort to 

respond to my emails the same day I receive them (I’m usually pretty fast). Emails 

received after 6 p.m. on a weekday will get a response the following morning. Emails 



 

 

received after 6 p.m. on Friday will get a response on Monday morning unless it is an 

urgent issue.  

 

Office Hours: In addition to communicating via email, I'm more than happy to talk with 

you during office hours. I can help answer your questions, address concerns you have, 

provide feedback on drafts, or just talk about stuff. There is a zoom link for my office 

hours on my myCourses. If you can't make the times posted, you can email me and we 

can set up another time that works well.  

 

Questions Discussion Board: If you have a question about the course or about the 

material, you also have the option of posting it on the Question and Answers discussion 

board on myCourses. I will check this board and respond to you with guidance. It can be 

very useful to post your question to this board in case other students also have the 

same question or would like to assist you with their own responses.  

 

Feedback on Drafts: I’m happy to read and discuss rough drafts of your essays. If you 

email me your draft at least 48 hours before the due date, I will email you with my 

feedback. Or we can discuss your draft during my virtual office hours (or an outside 

appointment) if you prefer. Drafts submitted later than 48 hours before the due date will 

not be guaranteed to receive feedback.  

 

Extensions: You are allowed to request an extension of 24 hours on any of the 

assignments for the class (essays, exams, discussion board posts, etc). The only 

assignment you are not allowed to take an extension on is the team-teaching 

assignment. In order to qualify for the extension, you must email me before the 

assignment is due. You don't need to explain why you need the extension. All you have 

to do is request it. If you don't request the extension in advance and you turn in work 

after the deadline, it will be considered late.  

 

Late work: If you did not request an extension and turn work in after the deadline, it will 

be considered late. If you did request an extension, but you turn in your work after the 

24-hour extension window, it will be considered late. I'll deduct 1/3 of a letter grade from 

late papers for each day they are late. Late discussion assignments, annotations, etc 

will lose 1 point for each day they are late. Exams will lose 3 percentage points for each 

day they are late.  

 

As you all know, we're in the middle of a pandemic. We shouldn't pretend that everything 

is totally normal. We can continue to learn and you can continue to advance toward your 

degree while recognizing the extraordinary circumstances we're facing. With that said, if 

you get sick or someone close to you gets sick or your family or work situation becomes 

challenging as a result of the pandemic, I am not going to penalize you or expect you to 



 

 

work while you're ill or caring for someone else; however, you do need to contact me to 

let me know what's going on so that we can decide upon a plan that allows you to be 

successful in the course. Please communicate with me so that I can help you.   

 

Incompletes: According to the university catalogue, an incomplete may be given only in 

exceptional circumstances at the instructor's discretion. It is up to the student to request 

an incomplete. The student must be passing at the time of the request or be sufficiently 

close to passing. If the work is not completed within one year of the recording of the 

incomplete grade, the grade will become an F. The incomplete policy for this course is 

that at least 70% of the course must be already completed and an exceptional 

circumstance (i.e. medical issue) must exist. If you feel you require an incomplete for an 

exceptional reason, you need to email me and state your reasons for the incomplete in 

writing. We will then decide on a course of action. 

Academic Integrity: I expect each student to abide by the standards of academic 

integrity at UMass Dartmouth, as outlined in both the student handbook and 

undergraduate catalogue. Here is a link to the handbook: 

http://www.umassd.edu/studenthandbook/academicregs/ethicalstandards.cfm  

If you have any particular questions or concerns about this policy, I would be happy to 

meet with you and discuss them.  

A Note about this Course: Part of a good college education is being challenged with 

new ideas and perspectives. Due to the nature of this course and its subject matter, 

some of the readings and discussions will focus on potentially upsetting or controversial 

topics, including racism, mental illness, sexual assault, and suicide (there is also plenty 

of joyful material; I'm just giving you a sense of some of the heavy stuff). If you find that 

one of these topics is causing you great emotional distress, please feel free to come 

speak to me or seek out confidential resources available from the Counseling Center, 

508-999-8648 or - 8650, or the Victim Advocate in the Center for Women, Gender and 

Sexuality, 508-910-4584. In an emergency contact the Department of Public Safety at 

508-999-9191, available 24 hrs/day. 

Title IX Compliance: UMass Dartmouth, following national guidance from the Office of 

Civil Rights, requires that faculty follow UMass Dartmouth policy as a “mandated 

reporter” of any disclosure of sexual harassment, abuse, and/or violence shared with 

the faculty member in person and/or via email.  These disclosures include but are not 

limited to reports of sexual assault, relational abuse, relational/domestic violence, and 

stalking. While faculty are often able to help students locate appropriate channels of 

assistance on campus, disclosure by the student to the faculty member requires that the 

faculty member inform the University’s Title IX Coordinator in the Office of Diversity, 

Equity and Inclusion at 508-999-8008 to help ensure that the student’s safety and 

welfare is being addressed, even if the student requests that the disclosure not be 

http://www.umassd.edu/studenthandbook/academicregs/ethicalstandards.cfm
https://www.umassd.edu/counseling/
https://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/


 

 

shared.  For confidential counseling support and assistance, please go to 

http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/. 

Graded Work 

Class Activities: The activities we'll work on in each unit of the class are designed to 
help you to  

• Comprehend the key concepts in each theory.  

• Identify questions and areas of wonder about these concepts and explain 
concepts to your classmates. 

• Apply the concepts of a particular theory to the analysis of a literary text. 

• Create a blueprint for how you would interpret a literary text using a particular 
theory. 

• Evaluate and reflect on the strengths and shortcomings of individual theories. 
 

We'll use the following class activities to work toward these goals: 

• Lecture videos: You will watch lecture videos designed to help you to 
comprehend key concepts from particular theories. These lecture videos 
have been created by faculty members in our department specifically for ENL 
259. Some of the lectures are done by me and some are done by other 
professors in our department.  

• Practice questions: Most units will have a brief set of practice questions for 
you to complete. These questions are designed to help you to deepen your 
comprehension of the material and to identify areas of confusion. Research 
in the science of learning confirms that quizzing is a great way to take 
advantage of what's called the retrieval effect, which is basically a cognitive 
phenomenon in which students are better able to remember and understand 
material if they have to practice recalling it and thinking about it. So the idea 
behind our practice questions is to give you a low pressure way to practice 
retrieving and thinking about the material. These questions also help to give 
you practice for the midterm and final exams. For each unit, there will be 1-2 
short answer questions before the lecture and 1-2 short answer questions 
after the lecture. You will have about 5 minutes to answer the questions. 
These questions are not graded. If you complete them, you earn full credit. 
If you don't complete them, you earn a 0. You should do the first set of 
practice questions after you have done the reading homework but before 
watching the lecture or completing any other activities. Then you can do the 
second set of practice questions after watching the lecture. Please don't look 
anything up for the practice questions. It is most effective if you force your 
brain into working to recall and process the information. After you answer the 
questions, you will see a sample correct answer from me so that you can 
determine how well you answered the questions. Even if your response 
wasn't accurate, you will still get credit for completing the activity. If the 
questions help you to realize there is something you don't understand, be 
sure to speak with me about it for additional assistance.  

http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/


 

 

• Discussion activities: Discussion activities for the class are designed to allow 
you to communicate with your classmates about the material. They give you 
an opportunity to work on comprehending key concepts, identifying areas 
of confusion and wonder, explaining ideas to your classmates, and learning 
from one another. I will usually alternate between using discussion boards 
and VoiceThreads (which allow you to record your voice and/or video) for the 
discussion activities to provide you with some variety. There will always be a 
prompt for you to respond to and there will be requirements about responding 
to the posts of a certain number of your classmates. Guidelines and the 
grading rubric for discussion activities can be found on myCourses.  

• Annotation Exercises are designed to help you to practice applying the 
concepts of a literary theory to the interpretation of a literary text. We'll be 
using the annotation platform Perusall (there is a brief video demo of how to 
use the platform on myCourses under Guidelines). Your annotations provide 
you with an opportunity to closely analyze a text from a particular theoretical 
point of view and to discuss that analysis with your classmates. You can also 
use the annotations to help you to develop ideas for your essays. Guidelines 
and a grading rubric for annotations can be found on myCourses.  

• Blog Posts: Blog posts will give you a space to respond more fully to the class 
activities. They are designed to help you to synthesize points from your 
annotations and create a brief description of how you would go about 
analyzing a literary text using a particular theory. They will also often ask you 
to reflect upon your own experiences using a theory and evaluate what you 
find useful and not so useful about particular theories. This weekly writing on 
your blog posts can also help you in developing ideas for your essays. I will 
provide a writing prompt for each blog post. Guidelines and a grading rubric 
can be found on myCourses.   

 
Essay One: You will write one essay between 1000 and 1500 words in which you 
develop a specific argument about a literary text through the lens of one of the following 
theories: New Criticism, structuralism, deconstruction, reader-response criticism, 
psychoanalytic criticism. A detailed assignment sheet and grading criteria for the essay 
will be provided.  
 
Essay Two: Essay two is a research project. You will work on developing a research 
topic focused on the analysis of a literary text through any one of the theories we've 
studied. You will not write the entire research essay for this project. Instead you will 
write a proposal, annotated bibliography, abstract, and the first 500 words of your 
essay. A detailed assignment sheet and grading criteria for the project will be provided.  
 
Midterm Exam: There will be midterm exam on myCourses that covers: New Criticism, 
stucturalism, deconstruction, and reader-response criticism. An exam overview will be 
provided.  
 



 

 

Final Exam: The final exam is cumulative, meaning it covers all the material we have 
learned over the course of our 7-week class. It will take place on myCourses. An exam 
overview will be provided. 
 
Team Teaching: In the second half of the semester, you will be broken up into groups 
and each group will be responsible for teaching the rest of the class about a particular 
theory using a VoiceThread presentation. This exercise is an excellent opportunity for 
you to guide the direction of the class and take charge of your learning. Your group will 
need to develop strategies and exercises to engage the rest of the class and help them 
learn. Basically, you’ll be the teachers. A detailed assignment sheet and grading rubric 
will be provided for this assignment. Also, keep in mind that each student in the group 
will be given an individual grade.   
 
Grading Breakdown: 
 
Practice questions: 5% 
Discussion activities: 5% 
Annotation exercises: 5% 
Blog posts: 10% 
Essay one: 15% 
Essay two: 20% 
Midterm exam: 10% 
Final exam: 20% 
Team Teaching: 10% 
 
Student Resources 

• If you require accommodations for a disability, you can contact the Center for 
Access and Success 

• The Multiliteracy and Communication Center (MCC) is a free tutoring service 
offering online appointments to all members of the UMassD community. Tutors at 
the MCC can assist with any project involving communication—from written 
essays and presentations to grant applications and thesis projects/dissertations. 
All online tutoring sessions are conducted synchronously. This means that you 
will meet with your tutor “live” using video and/or text chat. Appointments must be 
booked via the MCC's website at least a half hour in advance. Day, evening, and 
weekend options are available. 

• We have an IT Service Center to assist you with any technical difficulties or 
questions about myCourses.  

• Our library website is also an excellent source of academic support, and you will 
be using it later in the course for your research projects. 

 
COURSE SCHEDULE (since this schedule, like all of us, needs room to grow and 
change, it is subject to revision). 

Please note: 

▪ All readings are due as homework prior to your work on the individual course units.  

https://www.umassd.edu/dss/
https://www.umassd.edu/dss/
https://www.umassd.edu/multiliteracy-communication-center/
https://www.umassd.edu/cits/help/
https://www.lib.umassd.edu/


 

 

▪ All assignments, essays, and exams are due by 11:59 p.m. on the dates listed. 

1. Welcome and Introductions/What is Theory? (Oct 26-28) 

Reading Due: Tyson, "Everything you wanted to know about critical theory but were 
afraid to ask" 

Assignments Due:  

10/26  Post on welcome/introductions discussion board 

10/27  Practice Questions  
  Discussion activity post: What is Theory? 
 
10/28  Responses to the discussion posts of at least two classmates on the What 
  is Theory? discussion board 

 

2. New Criticism (Oct. 29-31) 

Reading Due: Tyson, "New Criticism" 

Assignments Due: 

Oct 29  Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: New Criticism 
  
 Oct 30 Responses to the discussion board posts of at least two classmates 
     Annotation exercise 
 
Oct 31  Blog post 

 
 
3. Structuralism (Nov. 2-4) 
 
Readings Due: Tyson, "Structuralist criticism" 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 2  Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: Structuralism 
 
Nov 3  Responses to the discussion posts of at least two classmates 
  Annotation exercise 
 
Nov 4  Blog post 

 
 
 



 

 

4. Poststructuralism/Deconstruction (Nov. 5-7) 
 
Readings Due: Tyson, "Deconstructive criticism" 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 5  Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: Deconstruction 
  
Nov 6  Responses to the discussion posts of at least two classmates 
  Annotation exercise 
 
Nov 7  Blog post 

 
 
5. Reader-Response Criticism (Nov. 9-11) 
 
Readings Due: Tyson, "Reader-response criticism" 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 9  Practice questions 
  Collaborative google docs assignment 
 
Nov 10 Annotation exercise 
 
Nov 11 Blog post 

 
 
6. Psychoanalytic Criticism (Nov. 12-14) 
 
Reading Due: Tyson, "Psychoanalytic criticism" 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 12 Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: Psychoanalytic criticism 
   
Nov 13 Responses to the discussion posts of at least two classmates 
      Annotation exercise 
 
Nov 14 Blog post 
 
Midterm Exam due by 11:59 p.m. on Nov. 15 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 



 

 

7. Marxist Criticism (Nov. 16-18) 
 
Reading Due: Robert Dale Parker, "Marxism" (on myCourses) 
 
Assignments Due:  
 
Nov. 16 Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: Marxism 
 
Nov. 17 Responses to the posts of at least two classmates 
     Annotation exercise  
 
Nov. 18 Blog post 
 

 
 
8. Feminist Criticism (Nov. 19-21) 
 
Reading Due: Tyson, "Feminist criticism" 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 19 Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: Feminist criticism 
 
Nov 20 Responses to the posts of at least two classmates 
     Annotation exercise 
 
Nov 21 Blog post 
 
Analysis Essay Due on myCourses by 11:59 pm on Nov. 22 
 

 
 
9. New Historicism (Nov. 23-25) 
 
Reading Due: Tyson, "New historical and cultural criticism" 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 23 Practice questions 
  Collaborative google docs assignment 
 
Nov 24 Annotation exercise  
 
Nov 25 Blog post 



 

 

 
Little Break in here for Thanksgiving! 

 
 
10. Team Teaching Group One: Queer Theory (Nov. 30-Dec. 2) 
 
Reading Due: Tyson, "Lesbian, gay, and queer criticism" 
     Literary text TBD by groups 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Nov 30 Practice questions 
 
Dec 2  Complete all discussion exercises designed by Group One 
 

 
 
 
11. Team Teaching Group Two: Postcolonial Theory (Dec. 3-5) 
 
Readings Due: Tyson, "Postcolonial criticism" 
       Parker, excerpt from "Postcolonial and Race Studies" (on 
       Courses) 
       Literary text TBD by groups 
  
Assignments Due: 
 
Dec 3  Practice questions 
 
Dec 5  Complete all discussion exercises designed by Group Two 
 

 
 
12. Team Teaching Group Three: Critical Race Theory (Dec. 7-9) 
 
Readings Due: Tyson, "African American Criticism" 
       Parker, excerpt from "Postcolonial and Race Studies" (on myCourses) 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Dec 7  Practice questions 
 
Dec 9  Complete all discussion exercises designed by Group Three 

 
 
13. Recent and Emerging Developments (Dec. 10) 



 

 

Reading Due: Parker, "Recent and Emerging Developments" (on myCourses) 
 
Assignments Due: 
 
Dec 10 Practice questions 
  Discussion activity post: What's Next? 
 
Dec. 15: Final Writing Project and Final Exam Due 

 

 


