
EXPLICATION ESSAY 
DUE FEBRUARY 2, 2018 

 

Overview 

For your first major assignment in this class, you will be explicating one of the poems assigned on the 

syllabus that we have not discussed in class. An explication of a poem includes a discussion of its 

meaning and the literary elements and devices the poet uses to convey that meaning. An explication 

would generally identify a central theme of the poem and examine how the following poetic elements 

and devices work in the poem: speaker, audience, purpose, diction, syntax, tone, imagery, symbolism, 

irony, figurative language, meter, and form. 

Requirements 

In at least 3 pages, you will conduct a close reading of a poem and generally following the methods of the 

New Critics discussed in class:  

1) Question the text: identify complexities, paradoxes, and elements that seem to contradict one 

another.  

2) Theorize the text: come up with a reading or interpretation that resolves the paradoxes and 

complexities, and unites the seemingly-disparate sections of the poem. 

3) Support your reading: explain how the various elements of the poem (listed above) prove your 

theory or reading is correct.  

Additionally, your essay should have a clear introduction in which you identify the theme of the poem 

and present a thesis-driven argument, a body in which you propose and support an interpretation of 

the poem, and a conclusion in which you discuss the implications and importance of your reading – in 

other words, ask yourself why your reading matters to the understanding of the poem.  

You should not use outside research to explicate your poem. Approach this assignment as a New Critic – 

all that matters is the text itself.  

Your proposal should be written in MLA format. 

Tips 

• Consider the questions listed on page 418 of Literature: A Portable Anthology to help you get 

started. Some of these questions will be more appropriate for this assignment than others – 

remember, New Critics aren’t interested in the poet’s intentions or biography, the readers’ 

specific reactions, or the cultural/historical contexts in which the poem was written.  



• Do not focus on how the poem makes you feel, what you think the poet may have intended, or 

what you believe the poem is responding to – New Criticism focuses on the text itself; it should 

be read in a vacuum.  

• When fewer than three lines of poetry are quoted in a paper, mark line breaks with a slash (/). 

Line numbers should go in the parentheses after the quotation:  

 

“Of all the things that happened there / That’s all I remember” (11-12) 

 

When more than three lines of poetry are quoted, you should replicate the line structure as it is 

originally published.  

Grading 

You will be graded primarily on how much effort is put into your explication and how well-developed 

your argument is. Additionally, part of your grade will be based upon grammar, conventions, and proper 

formatting. Your proposal will be worth 20% of your overall course grade.  

Revisions 

After receiving your initial grade for this assignment, you may choose to submit revisions. You can earn 

up to half of the points you lost. For example, if you earned 80/100 points on this assignment, your 

revisions can boost your grade to a maximum of 90/100; if your grade is 90/100, revisions can boost your 

grade to 95/100.  

If you want me to grade your revisions, you will need to submit a formal cover letter in which you 

invite me to take another look at your paper, briefly detail the changes you made, explain why you 

made those changes, and discuss the overall effect of those changes. Revisions will be due no later 

than one week after I hand your papers back.  

 



POSITIONING & SYNTHESIS ESSAY 
DUE MARCH 19, 2018 

 

Overview 

For this assignment, you will be required to synthesize a minimum of three academic sources and position 

your interpretation of one of the dramas we have read in class (Doubt, A Doll’s House, or Trifles) within 

that literary conversation. In short, you will be using these sources to get a sense of the critical 

conversation surrounding a play, and utilizing the basic theoretical and critical frameworks we have 

discussed and practiced in class to contribute to that discussion.  

Requirements 

In at least 4-5 pages, you will:  

1) Synthesize a minimum of three peer-reviewed, critical articles about one of the dramas we 

have read in class. To synthesize means to bring together. In this case, you will be bringing 

together a number of scholarly voices to provide a sense of the conversation surrounding the play.  

2) Position your own critical interpretation of the play within the context of the sources you are 

utilizing. In other words, ask yourself how your argument relates to other literary scholars’ 

interpretations of the play – How is it similar? How is it different? Why? Choose your sources 

thoughtfully – they need to come together to provide a coherent scholarly conversation about the 

play within which you can develop your own argument and interpretation.  

Additionally, your essay should have a clear introduction in which you contextualize your reading of 

the play and present a thesis-driven argument, a body in which you synthesize at least three sources, 

provide a sense of the critical conversation surrounding the play, and propose and support your own 

critical position within the context of that conversation, and a conclusion in which you discuss the 

implications and importance of your reading – in other words, ask yourself why your reading matters 

to the understanding of the play and how it fits into the scholarly conversation you’ve identified.  

Your proposal should be written in MLA format. 

Tips 

• Build upon the critical methods you’ve learned in class so far. Remember that, while New 

Criticism itself has largely faded away, its methods of critical inquiry and analysis are still 

relevant. Strong engagement with the text itself is important. Start off by identifying complexities 

in the text, coming up with an interpretation that resolves those complexities, and use textual 

evidence to support your interpretation. Once you’ve done that, utilize some of the methods of 

deconstruction to figure out where, exactly, your interpretation could be flawed or where it is 

undercut within the text, then revise your argument.  



• Do not think of your sources as “evidence” that inherently support your interpretation. It’s okay 

to disagree with these scholars. It’s okay to have a vastly different interpretation. This assignment 

is about joining a conversation, not regurgitating what someone else has tosay. Utilize the 

concepts you’ve read about and practiced in They Say / I Say to help you figure out how to 

effectively agree and disagree with your sources, as well as how to insert your own voice into the 

conversation.  

• Consider the questions listed on page 682 of Literature: A Portable Anthology to help you get 

started. Some of these questions will be more appropriate for this assignment than others, but they 

should provide you with a good start. If you’re particularly stuck, refer back to “Chapter 7: 

Writing about Plays” in the anthology for some additional pointers (p. 1304).  

 

Grading 

You will be graded primarily on how effectively you synthesize your sources, and how well-developed 

your argument is, and how effectively you relate your position to the scholarly conversation you’ve 

identified. Additionally, part of your grade will be based upon grammar, conventions, and proper 

formatting. Your proposal will be worth 20% of your overall course grade.  

Revisions 

After receiving your initial grade for this assignment, you may choose to submit revisions. You can earn 

up to half of the points you lost. For example, if you earned 80/100 points on this assignment, your 

revisions can boost your grade to a maximum of 90/100; if your grade is 90/100, revisions can boost your 

grade to 95/100.  

If you want me to grade your revisions, you will need to submit a formal cover letter in which you 

invite me to take another look at your paper, briefly detail the changes you made, explain why you 

made those changes, and discuss the overall effect of those changes. Revisions will be due no later 

than one week after I hand your papers back.  

 



LITERARY RESEARCH PAPER 
DUE APRIL 27, 2018 

 

Overview 

For this assignment, you will have free reign to approach any text we have read this semester from any 

critical perspective we have discussed to argue for a reading or interpretation of that text. You may 

choose to revise and expand a former assignment, or you may decide to write about another text. This 

paper asks you to combine literary interpretation with scholarly research. In other words, while your 

analysis or interpretation of the text is important, you also need to look beyond the text itself to situate 

your argument within a larger critical and cultural context.  

Requirements 

In at least 8-10 pages, you will:  

1) Synthesize at least six scholarly articles, academic book chapters, and/or historical 

documents and artifacts related to one of the poems, novels, or short stories we have read in 

class. To synthesize means to bring together. In this case, you will be bringing together a number 

of scholarly voices to provide a sense of the conversation surrounding the play.  

2) Position your own critical interpretation of the text within the context of the sources you are 

utilizing. In other words, ask yourself how your argument relates to other literary scholars’ 

interpretations of the text – How is it similar? How is it different? Why? Choose your sources 

thoughtfully – they need to come together to provide a coherent scholarly conversation about the 

text within which you can develop your own argument and interpretation.  

Additionally, your essay should have a clear introduction in which you contextualize your reading of 

the text and present a thesis-driven argument, an organized body in which you synthesize at least six 

sources, provide a sense of the critical conversation surrounding the text, and propose and support your 

own critical position within the context of that conversation, and a conclusion in which you discuss 

the implications and importance of your reading – in other words, ask yourself why your reading 

matters to the understanding of the text and how it fits into the scholarly conversation you’ve identified.  

Your proposal should be written in MLA format. 

Tips 

• Build upon the critical methods we’ve discussed in class this semester. Remember that, while 

New Criticism itself has largely faded away, its methods of critical inquiry and analysis are still 

relevant. Strong engagement with the text itself is important. Start off by identifying complexities 

in the text, coming up with an interpretation that resolves those complexities, and use textual 

evidence to support your interpretation. Once you’ve done that, utilize reader-response theory, 



deconstruction, or New Historicism to help you approach the text from a new perspective. 

Finally, don’t be afraid to think about the text in terms of the social or political theories we’ve 

discussed, such as postcolonial, Marxist, feminist, race, or queer theory.  

• Think of your research as a conversation. Do not merely think of your sources as “evidence” that 

inherently support your interpretation. It’s okay to disagree with these scholars. It’s okay to have 

a vastly different interpretation. This assignment is about joining a conversation, not regurgitating 

what someone else has to say. Utilize the concepts you’ve read about and practiced in They Say / 

I Say to help you figure out how to effectively agree and disagree with your sources, as well as 

how to insert your own voice into the conversation.  

 

Grading 

You will be graded primarily on how effectively you synthesize your sources, and how well-developed 

your argument is, and how effectively you relate your position to the scholarly conversation you’ve 

identified. Additionally, part of your grade will be based upon grammar, conventions, and proper 

formatting. Your proposal will be worth 30% of your overall course grade.  

  



RESEARCH PRESENTATION 
FINALS WEEK 

 

Overview 

Throughout the semester, we’ve learned about and discussed a number of critical and theoretical 

approaches to reading and analyzing literature. For your final paper, you were required to conduct a 

reading of a text using one of these approaches. During finals week, then, we will have a mini literary 

research conference in which you will share your findings, readings, and/or analyses with the class.  

You will have 5-7 minutes to present your research. In this time, you must clearly demonstrate your 

ability to utilize one of the theories we have discussed this semester, conduct research and join a 

conversation about the text you chose, and propose a coherent, argument-driven reading or 

interpretation of the text.  

Requirements 

• Presentations should not exceed 7 minutes. You will be cut off at that point.  

• E-mail me any technology elements (PowerPoint presentations, video/audio files, etc.) at least 2 

hours before the class period during which you will be presenting.  

• Be prepared for a short Q&A. 

Tips 

• Do not go over your allotted time. Not only is this unprofessional, but it will negatively impact 

your grade. You will be cut off at the 7 minute mark.  

• Rehearse. Rehearse. Rehearse. 7 minutes is not a lot of time. Not rehearsing is not an option – 

you will likely go off on a tangent or not get to everything you need to cover.  

• This mini conference will simulate a traditional, professional academic conference. In the field of 

English studies, you have several options for your presentation: 

o Read your paper (or a portion of your paper) outright. In my experience, this is the 

most common form of academic conference presentations. Even though you are “just” 

reading, rehearsal is still important, as you must figure out how to utilize your reading 

voice to make the presentation interesting for your audience. In general, it will take 

you roughly 1.5-2 minutes to read a page.  

o Utilize the methods of formal speeches, as learned in traditional speech classes. This 

option requires a more direct connection with the audience. You don’t want to read 

anything directly from your paper. Instead, you’ll want to have notecards or a bulleted 

outline to keep you on track.  



o Incorporate a visual aid of some kind. The key to this method is actually 

incorporating the visual aid, not just showing a picture on a PowerPoint slide 

without ever actually referring to it.  

Grading 

You will be graded on how effectively you present your research, argument, and conclusions, as well 

as your timeliness, professionalism, and ability to answer questions posed. Additionally, if you miss 

either presentation day without a valid medical excuse, you will lose a full letter grade on your 

presentation. This presentation is worth 10% of your final grade. 


