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Vanita Neelakanta, ENG 355: Selected Topics: Biblical and Classical Influence in Western Literature. 
In Fall 2012, I piloted ENG 355: Selected Topics: Biblical and Classical Influence in Western Literature as an upper-level course designed for English majors. The course surveys the extraordinary cultural impact exerted by the Bible and the Greco-Roman classics upon literature from William Shakespeare to Margaret Atwood. The enrollment was 18 although that number could vary. 
Course rationale: Let us go then, you and I
Although our English majors are provided with excellent opportunities to study a wide range of English and American literature, contemporary theory, and film, they have little knowledge or understanding of the seminal biblical and classical texts that exert tremendous influence upon Western literature and culture. They struggle to identify allusions from the Bible and/or Greco-Roman classics, thereby missing rich layers of meaning—a serious drawback to their development as well-rounded critical readers and creative writers. I therefore designed my course to provide much needed background by exposing students to major biblical and classical texts and their influence on subsequent literature and culture (including art, music, and film). To this end, students read selections from the Old and New Testaments, Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Ovid, and Dante as well as modern adaptations of these ancient narratives. My goal is to encourage students to make intertextual connections so as to better perceive the pervasiveness of classical and biblical myths, allusions, and archetypes, and to discuss, analyze, and write about these connections in a critically mature and sophisticated manner. 
Goals and Challenges: How should I presume? 
As this was my first time offering such a course I was apprehensive about several aspects of my syllabus design, not to mention my students’ learning habits. In the first place, I was stumped by the coverage challenge: how could I pick and choose representative samples from the Bible and the classics when there is just so much that demands to be read? This was particularly problematic because I wished to include a more diverse range of texts in terms of race and gender without sacrificing the canonical core. At the same time, I had to ensure that my students’ capacity for retention and recall was predicated upon adequate comprehension of the material covered and not mere regurgitation of “facts”. In other words, I wished them to demonstrate a conceptual web of understanding or “discourse” rather than mere “data”. 
Assignment design: I wanted to create challenging yet engrossing assignments that required students to develop the following proficiencies: close reading skills; evidence based argumentation; and application of primary material—myths/allusions/archetypes—to texts outside our syllabus. I also wanted to sequence assignments such that 1) they strengthened and refined competencies such as the ability to synthesize texts and ideas and 2) required students to deploy increasingly expert and complex skills as the semester progressed. For example, I hoped that in-depth textual analysis of a single reading (midterm paper) would act as a scaffold for the close-reading expertise demanded by the final research paper, which engaged with multiple texts including material not covered in class.
Finally, I had to facilitate students who had little knowledge of/experience with the subject matter to take greater ownership of the material and contribute to class discussion such that we could enhance the scope (both breadth and depth) of the course. 
Rethinking my syllabus: A hundred visions and revisions
BRIDGE enabled me to identify and articulate the challenges of balancing content coverage (the material) with critical thinking (the skills acquired and honed in learning/assimilating the material). I am particularly indebted to William Perry’s engaging article “Examsmanship and the Liberal Arts: A Study in Educational Epistemology”(1963) that advanced a crucial distinction between “cow” (the mere regurgitation of facts without the capacity to apply that data to a larger framework) and “bull” (the ability to generalize concepts into a framework but without any real substance). Perry’s article helped me realize that knowledge/recollection of data was, in and of itself, of little use without the ability to apply that data. This, along with Daniel Willingham’s “Critical Thinking: Why is it so Hard to Teach” (2007) which advances a crucial difference between mere content or data and the underlying conceptual matrices, and Craig Nelson’s “Dysfunctional Illusions of Rigor” (2009) which exploded the myth that if we cover more content the students will learn more content, catalyzed my own determination to make my course assignment-driven rather than coverage-driven. The question I now had to ask was not “what” do my students need to know but, rather, “why” do they need to know it. How could I re-envision assignments such as in-class quizzes so that they focused less on mere memorization and more on the students’ ability to recognize/ interpret/apply biblical and classical references and allusions across a multitude of texts?  Additionally, “How Experts differ from Novices” (Bransford et al, 1999) taught me to reconsider assumptions I was making about my students’ ability to process material, and to realize that I instinctively noticed things that they might not. 
Assignment sequencing 
I had started out the semester with CAT #1: Background Knowledge Probe (Angelo and Cross, 1993) that took the shape of a brief introductory quiz on major biblical and classical personages and stories. The result had been, frankly, depressing and had only confirmed my apprehension regarding content coverage in a class where the students had little to no awareness of the topic. Midway through the semester, however, I determined to approach the problem differently by demystifying my assignments. Thanks to our sessions, I had come to understand that announcing intentionality is imperative. Students need to know why learning something is important; they must comprehend the rationale behind assignments and their sequencing. The “so what” question that we English teachers demand at the conclusion of many a student paper applies just as much to the syllabi we design, and our students have every right to ask it of us. Because I am teaching content AND forming habits of mind, I think it imperative that my students reflect on their own motivations for taking my course and what they expect to get out of it—and not just in the short term. Thus, at the end of the fall semester I asked students to comment on the syllabus design and to advance suggestions for what they would like to see in a course of this nature. The results were quite illuminating. 
Quizzes: 
It became clear that rather than cluster the in-class quizzes in the latter half of the semester, I needed to budget time for fortnightly tests so that students could keep abreast of the reading, have the opportunity to revise the material, and get frequent practice with the assignment format.  
Future revision: Each quiz will build on material covered in earlier weeks as well as test on new material so that students will be forced to revisit the fundamentals of the course on numerous occasions over the duration of the semester. Furthermore, the quizzes will focus less on the identification and memorization of primary texts and more on the application and recognition of myth/allusion in modern writing—in keeping with the avowed goal of the course. 

Online discussion in lieu of group presentations: 

My pilot syllabus had included group presentations designed to foster collaboration among students. Though partially successful, the quality varied quite a bit from group to group and presentations invariably took up more than the allotted time. 
Future revision: To replace the group presentations the students themselves suggested weekly online discussions that would facilitate in-depth analysis of the material covered in class. By their own admission they need more practice analyzing shorter passages in the text before they can pull it together for a 5-8 page paper. Rather than posting summaries or paraphrases of the text on canvas, the students will be expected to engage in serious critical analysis—quoting extensively from the text, analyzing quotations, and posing questions that will help the class arrive at a better understanding of the material. This will, I believe, build a stronger foundation from which to launch the close-reading assignment. Interestingly, students at the end of Fall 2012 recommended that future classes be assigned MORE reading (!) and suggested that the online discussion format would allow them to spend some time with material covered only partially in class. 
Wiki:

Future revision: An addition to the assignment sequence (I am indebted to Janet Cape for the initial suggestion), the wiki will provide students with the chance to conduct independent research in small groups (three or so) and apply their knowledge and understanding of classical and Biblical myth/archetypes to modern culture. Each group will be expected to find evidence of the enduring legacy of the myths and motifs discussed in any of the following fields: literature (canonical and non-canonical), art, music, film, television, gaming, and so forth. The wiki will be a collaborative enterprise designed to build a broad knowledge base that, by extending far beyond the material covered in class, will help us truly appreciate the pervasive influence of classical and biblical traditions. It will also motivate students to take ownership of the material and help turn them into “experts”. Each group’s wiki entry will include a brief description of the proposed text (including acceptable web links to artwork, music, etc.) and an analysis/explanation of its use of the myth/archetype. Each group will be responsible for posting on at least three topics over the course of the semester (post #1 by week 3, post # 2 by week 6, post # 3 by week 10).  Since this is an interactive online space students will also expected to edit/comment on their peers’ content using the embedded chat feature. They may rearrange, critique, and edit all entries till the end of week 12. Students will be graded on both the content (product) and quality of the collaboration (process).
Mid-semester Close-Reading Assignment: 
The purpose of this assignment is to practice an argument-driven textual analysis by identifying and employing a particular myth or archetype as a lens through which the view the text: in other words, formulating and substantiating an argument about the text’s treatment of a myth/archetype. Where relevant, students are expected to consider the “original” source/iteration of the myth (if known) as well as its adaptation in the text under discussion e.g. a study of Exodus as a nostos narrative must include an explanation of the nostos or “homecoming” theme (such as its employment in The Odyssey). Likewise, a close reading of The Annunciation in Luke 1 could include a brief discussion of typical sky-god mortal-woman mating narratives such as Leda and the Swan and the rape of Europa, and explain how The Annunciation functions as the antitype for this myth. Students must pay close attention to the language, structure, and symbolism of the text, avoiding extensive paraphrase or summary. Their focus should not just be the “what” of the piece (the plot) but, more importantly, the “why” (what is the effect of adapting these myths), “how” and “so what” (how do they enhance the piece; why does this matter to the reader). 
Papers were assessed on the quality of the thesis (ability to formulate and substantiate a coherent argument); comprehension of material; choice of textual evidence; clarity; structure of the argument; choice of sources; correct citations.
Future revision: Although I received a few outstanding outstanding papers, the quality varied widely, with notable weaknesses such as inadequate attention to the original archetype, misreading of texts, and inadequate use of source materials to support claims. The revised assignment will include a A) a suggested bibliography to guide students toward appropriate sources and B) the MEAL plan as a guideline for structuring papers--Main point in topic sentence, Example/evidence supporting main point, Analysis of example to show why it matters and Looping each paragraph back to overall thesis or argument. Prior to distributing the assignment I will demonstrate and explain the skeleton of a MEAL inspired paper as well as annotate a sample paper to illustrate MEAL components so as to give students a more concrete sense of what is expected of them. For example, the skeleton of MEAL inspired paper on edenic imagery in Dylan Thomas’s poem “Fern Hill” might look something like this. 
Main point or topic sentence:
 

Dylan Thomas’ poem “Fern Hill,” a celebration of the innocent glory of childhood, draws not only on the presentation of the Golden Age in Ovid’s Metamorphoses but, more importantly, on the Genesis story of the Garden of Eden as well as Milton’s adaptation in Paradise Lost. In addition to relying heavily on the concept of Eden as a golden world, Thomas establishes a connection between the Fall of Adam and Eve and the institution of time as we know it, a connection familiar to readers of Milton. The “fall” from innocence into experience, from childhood to adulthood, thus becomes a consequence of Original Sin.
 

Main point or topic sentence:
 

Edenic imagery predominates in this poem.
 

Example/evidence showing supporting/illustrating the point made in the topic sentence
 

“Young and easy under the apple boughs”; “prince of the apple towns”; “And once below a time I lordly had the trees and leaves”; “the sabbath rang slowly/In the pebbles of the holy streams” …
 

Analysis of the example to show why it matters: a) critique a passage b) explain how it supports your own ideas c) how it differs from expected patterns that other people have suggested.
 

Language of mastery; explicit repetition of apple boughs and apple towns (already hinting at the Fall); compare to Adam being given mastery over Eden in both Genesis 2 and Milton; Adam and Eve’s holy appreciation of Eden.
 

Loop: tie this paragraph back into the paper’s overall thesis and/or argument (show how the paragraph relates to the rest of the paper).
 

Sets up the beauty of the golden age when Adam and Eve freely enjoyed the sacred splendor of Eden before time set its mark upon the Garden.
 

Some version of these four steps must be in each body paragraph, but you may have more E and A steps, depending on how you structure the paragraphs.
 

E: The most explicit reference to Adam and Eve and the perfection of the first creation occurs in stanza IV…

Taking it forward: And indeed there will be time
I will continue to work on scaffolding and sequencing assignments such that they privilege critical skills over content coverage and allow students to progressively build on skills acquired over the course of the semester. My updated syllabus will allow them to practice close reading a single textual adaptation (“vertical” or “depth” model) in the online discussion posts and close-reading paper before they read both vertically and laterally across multiple texts (“breadth” model) for the wiki and research paper. 
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