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Course: ENG 214 
Course title: American Literature II 
Class Meeting Time: M/W 6:25-7:40pm 
Professor: Preston Taylor Stone (pts25@miami.edu) 
Office hours: Wed & Thurs at 1-3:30pm 
 

 
This is America (skrrt, skrrt, woo) 
Don't catch you slippin' up (ayy) 

Look at how I'm livin' now 
Police be trippin' now (woo) 

Yeah, this is America (woo, ayy) 
Guns in my area (word, my area) 

I got the strap (ayy, ayy) 
I gotta carry 'em 

 
 

Course Description 
What is America? Childish Gambino and Director Hiro Murai offer an answer to this question in 
the hit music video: “This is America.” We will begin with Gambino’s words and trace different 
perspectives in order to understand how to answer this question. This is, in essence, a survey 
course on the literature produced in the U.S. from the mid-19th century through the present. We 
will handle literary history in terms of movements, the historical events of the period, and the 
way meaning-making developed for American writers and artists during the time when the 
United States became an imperial power and the principal superpower of the global system. We 
will read the writing of Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Charles Chesnutt, Kate Chopin, Willa 
Cather, Claude McKay, Zora Neale Hurston, William Faulkner, Toni Morrison, Natasha 
Trethewey, Audre Lorde, Claudia Rankine, and Viet Thanh Nguyen. We will also look at the 
visual album Dirty Computer by Janelle Monáe. Students will be asked to interrogate texts, the 
societies in which they were produced and circulated, and the ways we might deploy the 
knowledge we create in our contemporary world. In other words, we will also confront the 
question why does this matter?  
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Learning Outcomes 
As a result of this course, students will know how to: 
• Analyze what American identity and American literature is/can be (hermeneutics) 
• Close-read and deep-read cultural texts (including fiction, poetry, drama, and film) 
• Think empathetically about the varying lived experiences of each being 
• Collaborate with others in a way that generates new forms of knowledge 
• Make meaning of studying cultural history, politics, and power dynamics 
• Make evidence-based claims 
• Create theses and arguments based on observation and analysis 
• Think critically through questions related to history, politics, economics, culture, and power 
• Connect the study of cultural texts from any period to the lived experiences of today 
• Question forms of oppression, power, and separation 
 
Required Investments 
Each student will be required to have access to the following texts and films/series. Other texts 
on the syllabus will be provided via Blackboard or e-mail. Students must have regular access to 
an electronic device in order to write essays and access the class’s Blackboard interface. 
 
TITLE WRITER/ARTIST ISBN/URL 
My Ántonia  Willa Cather 978-0486282404 

Home to Harlem Claude McKay 978-1555530242 

A Mercy Toni Morrison 978-0307264237 

Thrall Natasha Trethewey 978-0544586208 

 
 
Policies & Assignments 
Participation: Students are required to have completed the reading in enough time to come to 
class with opinions or thoughts about the reading in order to discuss these thoughts with the 
class. I have strategically planned easier readings at times during the semester when you have 
essays due. That being said, if you notice yourself getting behind, please feel free to come talk 
with me in office hours about different reading or time management strategies that may benefit 
you. 
 
On Reading: This class will ask a lot of you in terms of reading. You are likely to do more 
reading in a quicker time in this course than any other course you have taken before. I have, for 
each class, over-assigned readings in the hopes you will at least attempt to get through the 
entirety of what is assigned. The reality is we will not have the class time to cover everything. I 
will, therefore, tell you what to focus on each week so that we can have a fruitful discussion. 
Moreover, I understand this is not your only class and I respect that you have a personal life 
beyond our classroom. However, I expect you will come to class having at least attempted to do 
the reading and having prepared notes or ideas to discuss with the class. 
 
Attendance: Each student is allotted 4 unexcused absences (two whole weeks) and 3 tardies. 
After a student has missed 4 classes, each following absence will result in a half-letter grade 
deduction from the student’s final grade. More than 10 absences will result in the student failing 
the course. After a student has been late (tardy) 3 times, each following time the student is late 
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will result in 1/3 an absence. This means once a student has been late to class 6 times, they will 
receive an absence. Students who are consistently distracted in class (texting, browsing the 
internet, etc.) will be warned to pay closer attention to class. After this warning, if a student is 
continuedly distracted in class, they will be marked absent. Students who acknowledge holy days 
on the same day(s) we have class are excused if and only if they have alerted the professor of all 
of these by the end of the second week of class. 
 
Electronics Policy: Students are welcome to bring their cell phones, tablets, laptops or other 
electronic devices to class so long as they are silent and not a distraction to anyone. The use of 
laptops or tablets is allowed only to access readings or notes for class discussion. If electronic 
devices become a distraction or a means by which students avoid class participation, they will be 
prohibited from the classroom. 
 
 
Academic Honor Code: As a student of the University of Miami, you have agreed to uphold the 
Honor Code. Violation of this code includes but is not limited to cheating, plagiarism, collusion, 
or academic dishonesty. The Undergraduate Student Rights and Responsibilities Handbook 
defines each of these violations: 

“Cheating – Implies the intent to deceive. It includes all actions, devices and deceptions 
used in the attempt to commit this act. Examples include, but are not limited to, copying 
answers from another student’s exam, and using a cheat sheet or crib notes in an exam. 
 
Plagiarism – is representing the words or ideas of someone else as your own. Examples 
include, but are not limited to, failing to properly cite direct quotes and failing to give 
credit for someone else’s ideas. 
 
Collusion – is the act of working together on an academic undertaking for which a 
student is individually responsible. Examples include, but are not limited to, sharing 
information in labs that are to be done individually. 
 
Academic Dishonesty – includes any other act not specifically covered that compromises 
the integrity of a student or intrudes, violates, or disturbs the academic environment of 
the university community. Examples are attempting or agreeing to commit, or assisting in 
or facilitating the commission of, any scholastic dishonesty violation, failing to appear or 
testify without good cause when requested by the Honor Council, failing to keep 
information about cases confidential, supplying false information to the Honor Council 
and accusing a student of a violation of this Code in bad faith.” (Title III, B) 

 
Any student who violates the Honor Code will fail not only the assignment but the entire course. 
Each of you has the ability to think through your own unique ideas. If you are thinking of 
violating the Honor Code because you are overwhelmed or in distress, speak with me and we 
will come up with a better solution. 
 
 
On Accessibility and Acceptance: Every student, no matter their identity, ideology, or ability, 
is welcome and valued in this classroom. This class will require that we confront political, social, 
and ideological questions that may be deemed controversial. I encourage you not to shy away 
from this opportunity to think through these issues. No matter what, no student should ever feel 
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unwelcome or unsafe in this classroom. If you find that you feel inappropriately uncomfortable, 
consistently unsafe, or need help, please let me know immediately and I will direct you to the 
resources that may help. The University of Miami Counseling Center (UMCC) provides 
professional support to students no matter their gender identity, sexuality, sex, race, financial or 
immigration status. You can make an appointment by calling 305-284-5511, by visiting 
counseling.studentaffairs.miami.edu, or by visiting the counseling center on Merrick Dr. (across 
from the Pavia Garage). 
 
Students with accessibility requirements are provided for by the University of Miami’s Office of 
Disability Services (ODS) and may contact this office at 305-284-2374 or 
disabilityservices@miami.edu to make any requests for accessibility. If you have trouble 
contacting the ODS, let me know and I will help you. If you have contacted the ODS and have 
any requirements of me, please be sure to let me know as soon as possible. 
Essays: Each student will be required to write Essay 1 (3-5pgs double-spaced in MLA format) 
and Essay 2 (5-7 pgs double-spaced in MLA format). Each assignment will have its own handout 
and each student is encouraged to work on this essay before the week it is due, consulting both 
myself in office hours and tutors in the Writing Center in the Richter Library (305-284-2956).  
 
Each essay will require students to “read” a piece we have discussed (literary or visual) and 
formulate an argument based on a pattern or set of observations the student finds compelling 
enough to follow. These are each evidence-based argumentative papers (meaning they will 
require direct quotations or specific references to shots/scenes and analysis of these 
observations). These analyses should seek to complexify different aspects of the literary/visual 
piece. Essay 1 will require a student to discuss a single piece from the course (literary or visual), 
following a singular thematic or structural argument about this piece for the duration of the 
essay. Contrastingly, for Essay 2, a student may discuss up to 3 pieces from the course (literary 
or visual), charting a singular thematic or structural argument that is common between multiple 
pieces. 
 
If you are having trouble with either of these essays, I encourage you to come speak with me in 
office hours or set up an appointment with me at another time.  
 
 
Pre-Writing Assignments: Students are required to write a 250-500 word (double-spaced) 
interpretive essay about a reading from the previous week at least five times throughout the 
semester. Students may include information from the classroom discussion of the piece; 
however, the focus of the interpretation should come from evidence from the text itself. Students 
are encouraged to use direct quotations or specific scenes for these analytical assignments. Each 
assignment is due no later than Sunday night at midnight the weekend after we discuss a text. 
 
As students are only required to do 5 of these, students may opt out of doing one on a week when 
they are particularly busy. However, students are cautioned to not wait until the final five weeks 
of the course to complete these, as the end of the semester will also come with work from other 
classes, preparation for the final exam, and essay 2. 
 
These writing assignments are considered pre-writing assignments because they may be used to 
help you think through a topic for one of your essays. I encourage you to use the feedback on 
these pre-writing assignments to further your argument in the essay-writing process. Moreover, 
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you are allowed to use the writing you produce in these assignments for your essays as long as its 
reuse takes into account the revision suggestions I offer you. In other words, you may not use 
these assignments as merely ‘fluff’ in your essays in order to reach the page requirement. 
 
 
Grading: All grading for weekly writing assignments is final. If you are extraordinarily 
dissatisfied with your grade on an essay, you may meet with me privately. Instructors are not 
allowed to discuss a student’s grades outside of a private setting, over the phone, or over e-mail, 
so please do not approach me directly before, after, or during our class or via e-mail about your 
grades. 

Grading Breakdown        
Class Participation/Attendance    200 pts 
5 Weekly Writing Assignments (40 pts each)  200 pts 
Essay 1       150 pts 
Essay 2       150 pts 
Final Exam       300 pts 
                 1000 pts 
Grading Scale: 
A: 900-1000 pts 
B: 800-899 pts 
C: 700-799 pts 
D: 600-699 pts 
F: £ 599 pts 

 
Rubrics: Each essay assignment will come with a rubric. Below is a standard rubric that may 
help you understand some of the expectations for essays and writing assignments in this class. 
Note that assignments turned in late are automatically in the C-range. 
 
Weekly Writing Assignment Rubric 

A • Student’s interpretation is clear, concise, and thought through. 
• Student’s assignment has little to no grammatical errors 
• Student’s assignment complexifies the text by offering analyses of its thematic or structural 

material 
• Student’s assignment is turned in on time. 

B • Student’s interpretation is fairly clear and concise, but lingers about at times. 
• Student’s assignment has a few grammatical errors 
• Student’s assignment offers a thematic summary of the text and/or offers classroom discussion 

alone to analyze the text 
• Student’s assignment is turned in on time. 

C • Student’s interpretation is unclear but meets the word requirement 
• Student’s assignment has more than a few grammatical errors but is still readable 
• Student’s assignment offers very little thematic or structural information about the text and does 

not mention classroom discussion 
• Student’s assignment is turned in late 

D • Student’s assignment is unclear, under the word requirement, and awkwardly phrased 
• Student’s grammar is nearly unreadable 
• Student’s assignment offers no evidence from the text or classroom discussion of the text 

F • Student did not turn in assignment 
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Essay Rubric 
A • Student’s argument is clear, concise, and thought-through. 

• Student’s essay has little to no grammatical errors 
• Student’s essay complexifies the text by offering analyses of its thematic and/or structural 

material 
• Student’s essay is turned in on time. 

B • Student’s argument is fairly clear and concise, but lingers about at times. 
• Student’s essay has a few grammatical errors 
• Student’s essay offers a thematic summary of the text and attempts to make an argument but 

offers little textual evidence in support of claims 
• Student’s essay is turned in on time. 

C • Student’s argument is unclear but the essay meets the word requirement 
• Student’s essay has more than a few grammatical errors but is still readable 
• Student’s essay offers very little thematic or structural information about the text and rarely cites 

textual evidence in support of claims 
• Student’s assignment is turned in late 

D • Student’s argument is unclear and awkwardly phrased 
• Student’s essay under the word requirement  
• Student’s grammar is nearly unreadable 
• Student’s essay offers no evidence from the text to support claims 

F • Student did not turn in assignment 
 
 
Quizzes & Exams: Students will be quizzed on reading comprehension at random throughout 
the course. This will remind students that it is important to do the reading before class but will 
not severely hurt a student’s grade if they have not done the reading on a day we have a quiz. 
Quizzes will be factored into the class participation grade for that day. Therefore, if a student is 
not present or tardy, they will not be eligible for a ‘re-take’ of a quiz. 
 
There will be no midterm exam. Because of this, the final exam will be cumulative in content. 
The final will consist of 4 separate sections: multiple choice, passage identification, short 
answer, and essay. Students are encouraged to review their notes and the texts from the course in 
preparation for this exam. The final exam is not open-book or open-notes.  
 
 
Schedule 
Week 1 

M: Introduction / “This is America” by Childish Gambino / “You are in the dark, in the 
car…” from Citizen by Claudia Rankine 

W: “Preface” to Leaves of Grass (1892), “Song of Myself” by Walt Whitman 
Week 2 

M: “I Sing the Body Electric,” “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” “Come Up 
from the Fields Father,” “I Hear America Singing,” and “Calamus” by Walt 
Whitman 

W: “They shut me up in prose,” “Like Rain it sounded till it curved,” “Tell all the truth 
but tell it slant–,” “I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,” “‘Hope’ is the thing with 
feathers–,” “Because I could not stop for Death–,” and “A solemn thing–it was–I 
said–” by Emily Dickinson 
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Week 3 
M: “The Goophered Grapevine,” “Po’ Sandy,” “Mars Jeems’ Nightmare,” and “Sis’ 

Becky’s Pickaninny” by Charles Chesnutt 
W: “Désirée’s Baby,” “The Kiss,” “The Story of an Hour,” “The Storm,” and “A Pair of 

Silk Stockings” by Kate Chopin 
Week 4 

M: My Ántonia by Willa Cather 
W: My Ántonia by Willa Cather 

Week 5 
M: My Ántonia by Willa Cather 
W: Home to Harlem by Claude McKay 

Week 6 
M: Home to Harlem by Claude McKay 
W: Home to Harlem by Claude McKay 

Week 7 
M: Home to Harlem by Claude McKay 
W: “Color Struck” and “Drenched in Light” by Zora Neale Hurston  

Week 8 
M: Watch Dirty Computer by Janelle Monáe in class 
W: Continue discussion on Dirty Computer by Janelle Monáe 
 ** Essay 1 Due ** 

Week 9 ~ Spring Break ~ 
Week 10 

M: “A Rose for Emily” by William Faulkner 
W: “Who Said It Was Simple,” “Coal,” “Love Poem,” “Now,” “Coping,” “For Each Of 

You,” “Movement Song,” “A Litany for Survival,” “Afterimages,” “Hanging 
Fire,” “A Woman Speaks,” and “Power” by Audre Lorde 

Week 11 
M: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 
W: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 

Week 12 
M: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 
W: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 

 
Week 13 

M: Thrall by Natasha Trethewey 
W: Thrall by Natasha Trethewey  

Week 14 
M: “How to Write a Poem in a Time of War,” “An American Sunrise,” “Eagle Poem,” 

“A Map to the Next World,” by Joy Harjo 
W: “When the World As We Knew It Ended,” “Tobacco Origin Story,” “Perhaps the 

World Ends Here,” and “Conflict Resolution for Holy Beings,” by Joy Harjo 
 **Essay 2 Due** 

Week 15 
M: “Black-Eyed Women” by Viet Thanh Nguyen 
W: “The Other Man” by Viet Thanh Nguyen 

 
**Final exam May 3, 3:00pm-5:30pm** 


