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Texas A&M University-Texarkana Course Syllabus 
ENGL442: Advanced American Literature (SL) 

Special Topic: Early American Literary Diversity from the Archives 
Spring 2021 / 3 credit hours 

Tuesdays and Thursdays, 11am-12:15pm CST on Zoom  
 
Instructor: Dr. Jaime Cantrell  Office Hours: on Zoom 
Email: jcantrell@tamut.edu  11am-12noon CST every 
Phone: (903) 223-3031  Wed. & by appointment 

Course Description  
In 1855, Nathaniel Hawthorne lamented to his publisher that “America is now wholly given to a 
damned mob of scribbling women and I should have no chance of success while the public taste 
is occupied with their trash.” Writers and critics have long tried to dismiss or ignore the 
achievements of early American women writers. In the last few decades, however, feminist 
literary critics have recovered the works of women writers and reshaped the literary canon to 
include works from Phillis Wheatley, Lydia Maria Child, Angelina E. Grimké, Fanny Fern, 
Hannah Webster Foster, Sarah Josepha Hale, and Rebecca Harding Davis alongside familiar 
contributions from Anne Bradstreet, Mary Rowlandson, Abigail Adams, Emily Dickinson, 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Harriet Jacobs. In this course, we will highlight a number of 
women’s writings from the colonial period to the middle of the 19th century, alongside a deeper 
examination of canonical texts in the early American literary canon that will focus on specific 
unit themes. Particular attention will be paid to questions of race, sexuality, and gender and the 
relationship between history, culture, and writing, including both “Literature” and other written 
or transcribed forms of expression such as epistles, legal documents, diaries, testimonies, eye 
witness accounts, travel journals, newspapers, and ephemera.  

As institutional archival collections are increasingly made available online, students in this 
course will have the opportunity to interact firsthand with digitized primary-source materials 
from The Whitman Archive, the American Antiquarian Society’s digital manuscripts collection, 
the Mapping Colonial Americas Publishing Project, the Harry Ransom Center’s Project 
REVEAL, and the Early Americas Digital Archive at The University of Maryland. As students 
become more familiar with digitized archival materials, they will build toward conducting 
remote research by accessing and applying their knowledge through a service learning project. 
Working with librarians at the U.S. National Archives, students will gain training to put their 
analytical skills into practice through impactful “Citizen Archivist” transcription projects. In 
doing so, students will understand their work in the classroom as having special significance 
outside of their traditional learning walls, where they will be in active, constant conversation 
with early American literary productions rather than mere explicators of them.  
 
Course Delivery Method: Online synchronous (students will be required to meet on Zoom at 
the specified time and day(s) each week). For policies governing all web-enhanced and online 
courses, please refer to Online Education.  
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Required Course Texts  
The Norton Anthology of American Literature, 8th edition Vol. A. ISBN 978-0-393-93476-2 
Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: A Norton Critical Edition, ed. Francis 
Smith Foster. ISBN 978-0-393-61456-5  

Student Learner Outcomes  
Students who successfully complete ENG442 will be able to:  
1. Read pre-Columbian, first contact, fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth, and early to 
mid-nineteenth century American writings in their historical and cultural contexts;   
2. Engage first-hand with digitized primary source materials from the archives;  
3. Apply their analytical skills through the literary critical practice of “close reading”;  
4. Identify and trace the concept of America and of American identities as they emerge, 
shift, and conflict in our readings;  
5. Practice and refine the Art of the Question;  
6. Authentically serve the U.S. National Archives as Citizen Archivists, thereby ‘giving 
back’ to the national community as persons providing service to public history;  
7. Demonstrate the ability to apply an experience-based knowledge of archival transcription to 
the practical problem of millions of primary source materials inaccessible and undiscovered;  
8. And while an advanced course on literature spanning multiple centuries cannot hope to be 
comprehensive in nature or content, I expect by the conclusion of this course you will be able to 
demonstrate a nuanced understanding, approach, or relationship to the course’s special topics 
theme built on your broadened knowledge of early American literary movements, traditions, and 
periods from ENG2326.  
 
Course Policies: For University policies on Academic Integrity, A&M-Texarkana Email 
Address, and the Drop Policy, please refer to Syllabus Policies.  
 
Email 
Faculty and students are required to utilize the university email account when communicating 
about coursework. Since this is an online course, I strongly advise that you check your email 
AND the Blackboard course landing page daily for important announcements. 
 
Participation and Decorum 
Active participation in class discussion boards on Blackboard is mandatory, and the most 
significant portion of your grade is determined by the voice you bring to our course through your 
active presence on quizzes and Questions for Reflection discussion board posts. Thoughtfulness 
trumps volume in this regard. I encourage you to be a lively and engaged voice in the class, and I 
require you to be a respectful one. If you email me during the semester (and I encourage you to 
do so!), be sure to address me formally as Professor Cantrell or Dr. Cantrell. Your professors 
across the university will thank you for these forms of email etiquette! In the interest of a 
work/life balance, please understand that I am unavailable after 5pm weekdays and on weekends, 
but I look forward to responding to you during regular business hours and within 48 hours of 
your initial message. NOTE: you must include your FULL NAME and our COURSE 
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NUMBER in your email. If you do not observe this rule, I will not respond to your 
correspondence. 
 
Make –ups and Late Assignments 
Assignments are due on the day and time they are scheduled; learning the fine art of time 
management is one of the many skills necessary to be successful in college. I will not accept late 
assignments unless otherwise specified. Make-ups are not possible on exams or the Critical 
Analysis Essay. 
 
Zoom Office Hours Meetings 
During the semester I will make myself available to you on Zoom during my online office hours 
to discuss any aspect of the course, reading materials, evaluations, grades, concerns, issues, etc. 
This is an opportunity for you, and one that would undoubtedly behoove you in terms of your 
engagement with the material. These meetings are optional and will not “count against you” in 
any way, but I encourage, nay, exhort you to attend if at all possible.  
 
Assignments and Grading 
All written assignments should be submitted electronically on Blackboard, double-spaced in 12 
pt. Times New Roman font with standard 1’’ margins. Observe MLA formatting and works cited 
on all assignments, including the standard format (name, course title, professor, date) justified at 
the upper left corner of the page in attachment files and/or discussion board posts. NOTE: 
Formatting on Blackboard discussion boards can be very difficult. For posts on the discussion 
board, I encourage you to format your post as near these instructions as possible.  
 
See the reading schedule and assignment due dates on Blackboard. All major assignments in 
ENGL442 will be discussed in a specific assignment sheet informing you of what’s expected of 
you posted to the Blackboard site folder located under “Syllabus and Course Information”, along 
with an evaluation rubric for each assignment (so that you’ll know in advance how you’ll be 
assessed). Review these dates and mark them in your calendar during the first week of class.  

Methods of Evaluation:  
Assignment Percentage of Course Grade 

The National Archives Citizen Archivist Project (Three 
total artifacts: #1Transcription, #2 Document Analysis 
Sheet(s), #3 Reflection [audio & essay]) 

30% 

Midterm Exam  20%  

Final Paper 20% 

Critical Think Pieces 20%  20% 

Questions for Reflection and Participation 10%  
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Final Paper 20%  
You must formulate a final paper just 10-12 pages in length once this semester. It 
should demonstrate advanced critical thinking; your response should address one of 
assignment writing prompts provided on Blackboard. I’ve already read the text, so do not 
summarize it for me. You will choose which prompt you’d prefer to write your reading 
response on; submit it on the corresponding date listed below. A word of caution: take this 
assignment seriously. In writing, provide textual references for each point you make—that 
means cite the  text(s). You must carefully and critically explore the readings in preparation for 
writing this assignment. Your reading responses should be submitted on the SafeAssign 
dropbox on Blackboard on the date and time they are due; all written assignments should be in 
12 pt.  Times New Roman font with standard margins and double spaced. It is NOT necessary 
to submit a hardcopy. Be sure to properly format the headings for each of your papers and 
include a bibliography page (MLA style). Consult the evaluation rubric and detailed assignment 
sheet on Blackboard for more information. Grades will be posted within 2 weeks of the due 
date.  

PROMPT 1: DUE APR 6th at 8AM to the SafeAssign dropbox on BB 

PROMPT 2: DUE APR 13th at 8AM to the SafeAssign dropbox on BB  

Critical Analysis Think Pieces  
Your standing assignment for the semester is to formulate six critical think pieces in the range 
of 800-1000 words that responds to the argument in a particular article or chapter from the 
“Criticism” section in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, ed. Frances Smith Foster. In writing, 
provide textual references for each point you make or question you have. After reading the 
primary text (by Harriet Jacobs), go over your notes and marginal comments in preparation to 
write on the selected criticism. “Carefully” means you can answer the following questions: what 
is the author's argument? How does she use language to make this argument? “Critically” means: 
What is the relation between the what and the how of the argument? What are the 
presuppositions or assumptions on which that argument rests?  Does it offer you new ways of 
thinking? About what sorts of things? Can you imagine wider implications of this text, extending 
the argument’s scope beyond itself, possibly making connections across text? How might the 
criticism extend, complicate, or challenge our primary readings? And, finally, and only after 
those other questions have been deeply considered: what are its limitations?   

You will post these Think Pieces in the Discussion Board on Blackboard. I want you to do this 
for three reasons: (1) having to write about what you read will help stimulate you to closer 
reading— in other words, it will help you think more interestingly; (2) they will better prepare 
you for breakdown discussions (described above); (3) they will give you practice in a skill that 
should serve you in the rest of your life—effective communication through writing. Think pieces 
should not simply summarize the readings, nor should they resemble book reports. Instead, they 
should represent how you think through and struggle with specific course readings. You should 
write about what you understand well and what you understand less fully. You should draw 
connections to other course readings and class material, where relevant. You can devote all of 
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your writing energy and space to one point or to multiple observations. You can problematize or 
extend or overturn—anything, as long as you direct your intellectual energy toward (that is, 
struggle with) the day’s assigned reading(s). What do you see as significant about the topic at 
hand? Your goal is to create a response that examines the issues and draws upon the reading for 
the topic effectively to support your discussion. These should be substantive engagements rather 
than simple summaries; however, some contextualization will be necessary to convey your 
meaning. That is, you should ground your points or observations firmly within the texts or texts, 
supporting your ideas with direct textual evidence including quotes or paraphrasing (cite using 
MLA style).  Your aim should be to point out moments of illumination—how does the text 
distinctively contribute to debates at hand? How does the text enhance your understanding of 
key concepts? In what ways do these readings challenge your privilege or cause you to 
think differently about your politics of location? How does the text bring out key moments 
in relation to your perspectives or other texts (or personal observations and experiences 
where relevant)?   

I will read your think piece and I will keep track of the fact that you completed the assignment, 
but I will not grade, comment on, or return your think piece. In fact, I hope that you come to 
ignore me as a prospective reader of your think piece and instead focus on your classmates, who 
will give you considerable feedback (see below). Since individual entries will  be neither graded 
nor commented on by me, you should feel free to offer trenchant  criticism, describe your 
confusion, or raise new theories without worrying what I think. In other words, take intellectual 
risks. At the end of the semester, your “final think piece grade” will be based on your body of 
writing as a whole rather than on individual entries. When I grade, I will look for three things: 
(1) the fact that you completed all of the assignments and that you have met length requirements; 
(2) whether your writing shows improvement over the course of the semester; and (3) whether 
your writing shows that your ideas are creative, interesting, informed, and/or sophisticated 
(again, improvement will be considered a plus).  Grades will be determined according to the 
rubric provided on Blackboard.   

Responses: In addition to writing your own think pieces, you will respond to your peers’ think 
pieces. You must post four responses of at least 400 words (about a half of a page each) over 
the course of the term. You may respond to any four Discussion Think Pieces of your choice, 
so long as you post your four responses by April 27th at 11am CST. In these responses, please 
don’t respond like an instructor might on a traditional grading writing assignment—e.g., “Good 
idea but work on...” Instead, create an intellectual dialogue between yourself and the author of 
the think piece. If you think they make an interesting point, tell her/him why, or describe what 
the point makes you think about. If you think your classmate is missing a crucial point in the 
reading, tell them that too. If you disagree with them, explain why you disagree. As with the 
original think piece, the point is intellectual engagement—the process of thinking through new 
ideas, or old ideas in new ways, and putting your thoughts into written words. Always be 
respectful and courteous. Critiques are fine, but critique the idea(s), not the person.   

As with the original entries, I will read your responses and I will note that you did them, but I 
will not comment on them or assign individual grades. Again, the style and content of your 
writing should be directed to each other, not to me. Evaluations of your responses will follow 
similar criteria as your original think piece posts. Rubrics will be posted on Blackboard. 
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In total, you will write six Discussion Think Pieces and comment/respond to four of your 
peers’ Discussion Think Pieces. I will evaluate them as a portfolio. 

Midterm Exam  
The midterm exam will be administered during lecture section in February and will be worth 100 
points. It will cover readings and material from the first half of the term. Format for the exam 
might include: T/F, short identify section with texts/authors, essay questions, etc. More on that 
later. 

National Citizen Archivist Project  
To whet your appetite for archival research and civic engagement in your discipline 
through service learning, you will work with the National Archives to produce Citizen 
Archivist Projects. Your preparedness with digitized primary source materials will be ongoing 
and continuous, since all semester we will engage with manuscripts, ephemera, 
correspondences, etc. from such esteemed institutions as The American Antiquarian Society, 
the Massachusetts Historical Society, the Emily Dickinson Archive, the Harry Ransom Center 
REVEAL Project, etc.—this is your chance to firsthand work with 18th and 19th century 
American literary productions!  

What the point is: We are covering a boatload of literature in a very short period of time. 
I want you to dive in and immerse yourself in this literature presented through digitized primary 
sources, and the only way to do that is to read steadily, attentively, and thoughtfully throughout 
the term. Plus, we will be spending this term thinking about close reading primary sources 
through archival document analysis, and that necessarily means that each piece we cultivate 
ongoing skills that will be engaging with each previous work—and the works that follow. This 
course will make the most sense and be most meaningful to you if you read everything. 
Moreover, you are serving a public need by applying your knowledge of digitized archival 
document analysis through directed transcription practice with the U.S.  Archives’ Citizen 
Archivist Project.   

In terms of preparedness and training, students will be provided with several How-To Guides 
for this project, courtesy of the National Archives. Additionally, I will train students in class 
through the use of instructional videos and modeling behavior. A third layer of monitoring, 
aligning with Continuous Improvement, will be available to students through the National 
Archives’ “History Hub”, where students can connect with other transcribers, ask questions, and 
gain support for their work as Citizen Archivists. I will also informally meet with students on 
rotation in-class to provide ongoing student feedback through one on one discussion.  

You will be asked to complete three assignment components as part of this Citizen Archivist 
project: 1) the transcription document itself (post-training), which will demonstrate an 
application of your knowledge to a practical problem, 2) a collection of document 
analysis worksheets that allows you to think through primary source documents for 
contextual understanding and to extract information to make informed judgments, and 3) a multi-
modal reflection piece called the “Tell Someone” assignment (comprised of an audio file and 
brief  essay), which I will ask you to feature during the virtual Experiential Learning showcase. 
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To acknowledge your accomplishments, a component of your project will be to undertake the 
reflective Tell Someone assignment: I will ask you to record yourself spending five minutes 
talking with someone not enrolled in the course (a teammate, friend, family member, roommate) 
about this Citizen Archivist Project, and then to document the gist of the conversation in a 
paragraph or two. The assignment is not evaluative of the content of the conversation, but—even 
so—students usually report having discovered, in the course of that informal conversation, that a 
text turns out to mean more to them than they had known. The epiphanic moment might be 
slight, but the sense of there being a reservoir of knowledge in a text entrusted to your 
stewardship often alters the students’ perspective on the work of this transcription project, 
making service learning an immediate and social part of your lives both within and beyond the 
classroom. As a class, we will feature your recorded videos and transcription projects at the end 
of year virtual “Experiential Learning” showcase. 

 

This syllabus is subject to change, but all modifications will be announced in lecture meeting or 
via the announcements tab on Blackboard. It is your responsibility to be aware of 
possible alterations and adjust accordingly. 
 
For University policies on Academic Integrity, A&M-Texarkana Email 
Address, and the Drop Policy, please refer to Syllabus Policies*.  
 
For policies governing all web-enhanced and online courses, please refer to 
Online Education**.  
 
Disability Accommodations: The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a 
federal non-discrimination statute that provides comprehensive civil rights 
protection for persons with disabilities. Among other things, this law requires that 
all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for 
reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability 
requiring an accommodation, please contact the Office of Student Life in UC room 
126, or call (903)223-3116. For additional information visit 
Disability Services***. 
*	http://bit.ly/TAMUT_SyllabusPolicies	

**	http://bit.ly/TAMUT_OnlineEducation	

***	http://bit.ly/TAMUT_DisabilityServices	


