
African-American Literature II      Syllabus        Timothy E. Trask, PhD 
ENGL 216-01, Spring, 2010      ttrask@massasoit.edu 
http://www.timtrask.com      FA 343 508.588.9100,  x 1980 
            Office hours:  1:00 M; 8:30 M-F 
 
Required textbook (available in the college bookstore): 
 
Gates, et al., eds.  The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, 2nd edition.  Norton, 2004. 
 
Course description (from college bulletin):  "This course examines the works of African-American 
writers and performers after the Harlem Renaissance to the present including the periods of Realism, 
Naturalism, and the development of the Black Arts movements of the 1960s. Works will be studied in 
political, historical, and cultural contexts with particular focus on contributions and challenges to 
Anglo-American culture and to simultaneous developments internationally among peoples of African 
descent." 
 

Prerequisite:  English Composition II. 
 
Goals: 

1. To study representative selections from the African-American literature of the United 
States from the Harlem Renaissance to the present. 

2. To get a view of the topics and issues that have concerned these writers from the 
early 20th century on. 

3. To improve skills in reading and critiquing imaginative and narrative writing. 
4. To put research skills to use. 

 
Objectives: 

1. To read assignments. 
2. To participate in class discussions. 
3. To pass quizzes on assigned reading. 
4. To write a research paper using approved techniques for research and writing. 
5. To pass three examinations, including the Final Exam. 

 
Teaching Method, Class Attendance and Participation.  I expect you to be in class on time, to remain 
in class for the duration, and to participate in discussions.  This class is an interactive discussion group 
in which we will examine passages from the readings and discuss the implications of the writing from a 
critical perspective.  It will not work unless you are there and willing to participate.  You will be 
expected to have read all assignments before the class during which they will be discussed.  I may give 
frequent pop quizzes on the assigned reading, and they will be graded.  Attendance and participation 
count toward your grade.  You may on occasion find some of the reading difficult.  In these cases, 
prepare questions to bring to the class discussion.  If you miss more than five hours of class, you will 
be in jeopardy of being dropped from the class.  Please shut off cell phones and beepers before entering 
class. 
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Examinations.  There will be three major examinations and a final exam.  Each will cover assignments 
given before the date of the exam.  I will go over the material to be covered and the form of each 
examination during the class before the examination date.  The last examination will be part of the 
Final Examination.  The Final Examination will be in two parts.  Part I will cover the last quarter of the 
course, and Part II will cover the entire course with a single essay.  There will be no makeup 
examinations for those who skip class on an examination date. 
 
Research Paper.  There is a sequence of steps for completing the research paper on a separate handout. 
 I will be going over each step in class well before the assignments are due.    Late papers will lose a 
step-grade for each class that they are late, will be graded without corrections, and will not be eligible 
for revision.  

It is suggested that you follow the MLA style for documentation.  However, if you are in a 
program that requires another style (i.e., APA), you are free to follow that style.  If you are not 
following the MLA style, please indicate the style you are following.  Instructions for using the MLA 
style are included in the handbook that you used for Comp I and Comp II. 
 
Grading.  Grades for the course will be weighted as follows: 
 

Attendance/Participation 20% (full credit for perfect attendance) 
Examination I   15% 
Examination II   15% 
Examination III  15% 
Final Exam   15%  
Research Paper  20% 

 
A, A-  90 - 100  
B+, B, B- 80 - 89 
C+, C, C- 70 - 79 
D  60 - 69 
F  below 60 

 
If at any time you feel that the grade you receive for any part of this class or that your final grade is 
inappropriate, please talk to me about it. 
 
Academic Resource Center.  Tutoring and assistance in writing is available in the ARC.  I may suggest 
that you seek assistance in some particular area of writing.  You pay for this assistance with your 
tuition and fees, so make use of it. 
 
Library resources.  The library at Massasoit is staffed by competent professionals.  They can provide 
access to Internet and assistance in doing research.  Books on American literature are shelved primarily 
in the PR and PS sections of the stacks.  Other colleges in the area have excellent research materials as 
well. 
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Web resources: My web page at Massasoit is http://faculty.massasoit.mass.edu/ttrask.  During this 
semester, I will be adding materials to that site and will welcome suggestions for making the site richer 
and more useful.  If you find that a particular link does not work, please let me know about it.  Also, if 
you find sites that should be added to my links, please tell me about them, too. 
 
Computer usage: I strongly recommend that every student make frequent use of the computer facilities 
of the college during the semester.  I encourage email and will respond to email queries in a timely 
manner.   
 
Disability Statement:  Students with disabilities who believe that they may need accommodations in 
the classroom are encouraged to contact a disability counselor as soon as possible. Students with 
learning disabilities should contact Andrea Henry, at extension 1805. Students with physical 
disabilities should contact Mary Berg, at extension 1425. Students at the Canton Campus should 
contact Stan Oliver, at extension 2468. 
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Tentative Calendar: 
January         Boldface page numbers are for 1st edition 

26 Introduction to the course 
28 Arthur Schomburg, 962-967 (937-942); Angelina Weld Grimke, 968-970  
 (943-945); Anne Spencer, 970-975 (946-951; 2 extra poems) 

February 
  2 Marcus Garvey, 995-1003 (972-980) 
 Claude McKay, 1003-1019 (981-996) 
  4 Zora Neale Hurston, 1019-1062 (996-1041) 
  9 Zora Neale Hurston, 1062-1085 (1041-1065) 
11  Langston Hughes, 1289-1325 (1251-1282; a few minor differences) 
16 Langston Hughes, 1325-1339 (1282-1296) 
18 Arna Bontemps, 1278-1288 (1239-1251); Countee Cullen, 1339-1351 (1303-1315) 
23 Examination I 
25 Dorothy West, 1382-1399 (1358-1376) 

March 
  2 Richard Wright, 1399-1402; 1419-1436 (1376-1380; 1387-1414) 
  4 Richard Wright, 1436-1487 (1414-1467) 
  9 Chester Himes, 1487-1496 (1467ff; ����To What Red Hell���� NOT in 1st ed) 
 Ralph Ellison, 1535-1538; 1548-1570 (1515-1540) 
11 Ellison, cont�d; Gwendolyn Brooks, 1623-1649 (1577-1602) 
16-18 Spring break 
23 James Baldwin, 1696-1728 (1650-1659; 1670-1694) 
25 James Baldwin, 1728-1750 (1694-1717) 
30 Lorraine Hansberry, 1768-1797 (1725-1754) 

April 
  1 Lorraine Hansberry, 1797-1830 (1754-1789) 
  6 Examination II 
  6 Martin Luther King, Jr., 1895-1908 (1853-1866);  
  8 Mari Evans, 1850-1852; Malcolm X, 1859-1876 (1806-1809)(1816-1833) 
13 Etheridge Knight, 1908-1911 (1866-1869); Amiri Baraka, 1937-1963; 

(1877-1902; mssng ����Wailers����) 
15 Sonia Sanchez, 1963-1968 (1902-1906); Eldridge Cleaver, 2006-2014 (1946-1955) 
20 Scheduling for Fall (no classes) 
22 Nikki Giovanni, 2096-2099 (1982-1985); Carolyn Rogers, 2122-2126 (2007-2010) 
27 Toni Morrison, 2210-2238 (Get Song of Solomon from library) 
29 Toni Morrison, 2238-2285 

May
    4 Alice Walker, 2425-2437 (2375-2387) 

  6 Alice Walker, 2437-2442 (2387-2394) 
11 Final class; catch up and Review 
 

Assignments are subject to change and augmentation. 
Additional Resources are available on the World Wide Web. 

Final Examinations will be held May 14 - 19 
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Research  Project 
African-American Literature II 

 
Length: minimum of five typewritten pages (1250 words). 
 
Number of sources: minimum of three outside sources not including your text, encyclopedia articles, 
or other general reference sources (these may be used as additional sources of information). 
 
Format: Typed, double spaced, with 1" margins on all four sides.  Please use one side of the page only. 
 
Essay: Your essay should have a beginning, a middle, and an end.  It should be your own work.  
Outside sources should be used either to corroborate or to clarify your point of view. 
 
Documentation style: MLA recommended.  If you are planning to study a discipline that requires 
another form (i.e., APA), then you are free to use that form.  Please identify the form you are using.  
Instructions for using the MLA style are in most English handbooks.  Examples of MLA & 
documentation forms are available from links on my web page: 
 

http://www.massasoit.mass.edu/faculty/ttrask 
 
I would prefer that you come up with your own research topic, but here are a few suggested topics: 
 

1. Compare a theme in the work of two or more authors from the course. 
 

2. Explore a question that has come up in class discussion.  For example, What were some 
of the effects of the Harlem Renaissance on later writers? 

 
3. Some continuing effects of slavery in our culture. 

 
4. A comparison of the writings of two different writers from this course or one writer 

from this course with another writer. (Pick a point for making your comparison.) 
 

6. The impact of African-Americans on contemporary American culture (needs a focus). 
 
Dates:  Topic due, first week of March 

List of sources, last week of March 
Tentative outline, second week of April 
Paper due, 22 April�



 
Trask's Ten Tips for Using the World Wide Web in Research 

 
1. Be skeptical.   Anyone can post material on The Web.  That is both its beauty and its danger.  
Skepticism is the key to all these tips.  Websites come with many email accounts, these days, so the variety is 
nearly infinite. (NOTE on Wikipedia: Use it carefully; cross check with other sources.) 
 
2. Look for verification.  Can you verify the information you got from your web source by some other 
source?  Does it fit with or contradict everything else you�ve seen on the subject?   
 
3. Consider the source.  Who is the author of the information?  Who maintains the site?  Why do they do 
it?  A professor providing course materials may be more reliable than a private person with an agenda. 
 
4. Look for documentation.  Does the author of the information on the website provide sources?  Is there 
a bibliography?  Are there notes?    
 
5. Check the documentation where possible.  Spot check the sources cited by the author.  Do they 
check out?  Are they used accurately and fairly? 
 
6. Always rely more on books and articles.  It is much more difficult to publish a book or an article in a 
journal than it is to place material on The Web.  Although there are privately published books, they are not 
usually easy to find.  Most books in a college library have been bought at the request of a faculty member or after 
a check by a librarian.  Most journals are subject to editorial and peer review.  There are no such controls on 
websites.  On the other hand, websites can be updated much more rapidly than can either books or journals, so 
the information may be more current. 
 
7. Is what you����re looking at an original document?  One of the most exciting features of The Web is the 
availability of original documents that have been scanned or typed in and posted in electronic form.  As with any 
other publishing medium, however, unless the provider of documents is extremely careful, mistakes will be 
introduced in the electronic form of the document.   
 
8. Personal anecdotes versus hard research.  Some personal anecdotes are very compelling.  However, 
without verification or replication, they are not to be taken with, say, the importance of hard research that is 
based on many such sources.  A personal account of an event should be considered, but it should not by itself  
be taken as refutation of broader based studies. 
 
9. Avoid propaganda sites.  Why does this site exist?  Some sites on the Internet exist primarily to 
promote a particular point of view, to spread a religion, to support a political party, or to grind a private axe.  
These sites are usually easy to spot because they announce themselves in many ways, but a few of them are 
more sophisticated, making it harder to see that they have a stake in what they�re promoting.  That doesn�t mean 
that they are entirely useless, but it does mean that they are not to be relied upon as sources without other 
verification. 
 
10. Document the site using MLA style (or the appropriate style for your subject area) 
documentation.  If you properly document the site, readers will be able to check it easily.  Follow a current 
handbook or style sheet (perhaps the MLA Style Citations for Electronic Sources).  Make sure that you include 
the date that you visited the site.  Most sites change on a regular basis, and many of them include the date of the 
most recent change.  Also, sites come and go.  If the Internet Service Provider is not paid on time, it may delete 
a site without notice.  The Web is a volatile, rich, dangerous, rewarding, wonderful resource.  Use it with caution. 
 

Tim Trask 
revised, August, 2006 



 
Checklist for Research Paper 

(to be filled out and handed in as the cover for your research paper) 
 
 
MY NAME:   
 
Paper Title:   
 
 
_____ 1.  My paper has a title.  (Don't underline your own title unless it's also the title of a 
book.  Don't use quotation marks around the title unless it's an actual quotation.  Either 
capitalize each important word in your title, or capitalize the entire title.) 
 
_____ 2.  My name and date appear in the upper left hand corner of the first page, and my 
title is centered a few lines below that. 
 
_____ 3.  I have used one-inch margins on all four sides.  
 
_____ 4.  I have bound my paper with either a single staple or paper clip in the upper left 
hand corner. 
 
_____ 5.  I have cited all information that I got from other people, articles, websites, or books. 
 (See the section on plagiarism in the Brief Research Paper Guide.) 
 
_____ 6.  My Works Cited page is done using _____ MLA format _____ APA format. 
 
_____ 7.  I have numbered each page. 
 
_____ 8.  My paper is double spaced.  Each paragraph is indented.  (There should be no 
extra space (line) between paragraphs unless you want to indicate another section of your 
paper by doing so.) 
 
_____ 9.  I have used a 12-point font--Times Roman or Courier.  (Stay away from fancy or 
script-like fonts.) 
 
_____ 10.  I have explained any particular qualities that the instructor should take into 
consideration in the space below (optional). 
 
EXPLANATION:   



 
Questionnaire 

 
NAME:           
 
CITY/TOWN:              ZIP:   
 
Student ID Number: 
 
Telephone Number:  (       )         -  
 
Email address: ______________ @ ____________. _______ 
 
Please list other current classes: 
 
______________________________     ______________________________ 
 
______________________________     ______________________________ 
 
 
Program of study (i.e., Liberal Arts, Business, Diesel, etc.): _______________ 
 
This will be my (circle one) FIRST  SECOND  THIRD  ______ semester at Massasoit. 
 
I went to high school at _______________________ 
 
I am a transfer student from ____________________________ 
 
Do you have any problems with reading that would keep you from completing the assignments for this 
class (if "yes," please explain): 
 
 
 
Do you have any problems with writing that would keep you from completing the assignments for this 
class (if "yes," please explain): 
 
 
Is English your native language?                    If not, what is your native language? 
 
Are you a veteran?            Dates of service:   
 
Comments:  


