
American Literature and Composition 
Dr. Renée McGill 
Course Number: 111 
Sections / Blocks:  C, G 
Plan Periods: A, E -- also available 7:25 - 7:50 am and after school 
Room: 217 
Contact: rmcgill@omahamarian.org or 402.571.2618 Ext. 6202 
 
Course Description 
 
Reading: This course is a chronologically ordered survey of American Literature from colonial 
times to the present. It will be our job this year to analyze the ideas of some of the most 
thought-provoking thinkers and writers from past and current times. We will read widely from 
various genres and consider how texts reflect historical movements and cultural values. The texts 
chosen require us to engage actively in their complexity and richness of meaning. Careful, 
deliberate attention to both textual details and historical context will provide the foundation for 
interpretation, analysis, and--most importantly--the enjoyment of great works of literature.  
 
Writing: In addition to reading challenging works of literature, we will also use the writing process 
to develop and organize exploratory responses, in-class essays, MLA-format primary and 
secondary source papers, creative projects, and formal presentations that critically analyze the 
texts, cultures, and time periods studied. Assignments will focus on using writing and the revision 
process to increase our ability to understand, explain, argue, persuade, and defend our ideas 
about literature and the world around us.  
 
Required Materials 
 
Student Texts: 
The Scarlet Letter, EMC Masterpiece Paradigm 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Dover Publications 
Ethan Frome, Macmillan Publishing Company 
A Lost Lady, Vintage Books 
The Secret Life of Bees, Penguin Books 
PDFs and/or handouts for poetry, short stories, and essays posted to Canvas.  
 
Other Materials: 

● Binder or Folder (whatever works best for you to organize unit handouts -- semester exams 
are cumulative) 

● Writer’s Notebook (old fashioned spiral notebook or composition notebook), iPad, pens, 
#2 pencils -- for notes and WN responses  

 
Course Objectives 
 
Students who successfully complete this course will achieve the following outcomes: 
1. Read a wide selection of challenging work from various genres, time periods, authors, and 
perspectives. 
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2. Demonstrate understanding, interpretation, and analysis of assigned texts using content-specific 
terminology. 
3. Engage with assigned texts through meaningful conversation and annotation. 
4. Write in a number of rhetorical modes and literary styles for a variety of audiences. 
5. Apply the revision and editing process, including the mechanics and conventions of academic 
writing. 
6. Apply MLA formatting and style guidelines to assigned writing. 
7. Demonstrate an improvement in vocabulary and grammar skills. 
8. Cultivate intellectual curiosity through critical thinking, research, and problem solving. 
9. Communicate ideas and voice confidently in interpersonal settings and presentations. 
10. Discern the validity, credibility, and reliability of information from a variety of sources. 
11. Utilize technology creatively, ethically, and responsibly. 
12. Practice personal leadership through self-advocacy, initiative, responsibility, and accountability. 
 
Major Assignments and Assessments 
 
Reading Assignments: A major component of the course is a reading load that requires daily 
attention to assignments and active engagement with the texts. We cannot read passively in this 
course nor can we read on-line summaries or secondary sources in place of the texts. 
Assignments will be posted on Canvas and on the daily agendas used to start each class period. 
Keep up with the daily reading assignments and manage your time accordingly.  
 
Class Discussion and Participation: Active attention and participation in class is mandatory. We 
will engage in small and large group discussions on a daily basis. We must all be mentally present 
for these discussions. The works we read become the most meaningful through the ideas 
generated during discussion. This means that your focus is on the content and activities happening 
in our class for every minute that we have together, not on studying for a test in your next class, 
doing homework for other classes, instant-messaging, or checking social media forums. Be 
present. Be engaged.  
 
Weekly Writings: Generally 300 - 500 words in length, these assignments are responses to a 
variety of questions and prompts; sometimes they are about the various homework reading 
assignments and texts we are reading. Other times they are about contemporary topics that impact 
the world around us today. In these responses we will practice different types of writing techniques, 
apply literary terms and devices, and make connections between literary works, genres, and our 
world outside the classroom. More specific guidelines on weekly writings will be given in a few 
days. 
 
Writing Projects: We will write often in this course; formal papers will address patterns of 
academic discourse and explore challenging concepts presented through the literature. Types of 
writing projects include in-class essays, literary analysis, argumentation, and creative writing. 
Research will be a component of several projects and papers; MLA documentation will be 
practiced and followed for all papers and presentations.  
 
Presentations: Public speaking is a vital component to success in school and in the world beyond 
school. We will participate in multiple opportunities to improve our public speaking skills through 



individual, partner, and small group presentations (both formal and informal). Generally, 
presentations focus on researching the cultural, literary, and historical contexts for works studied 
and then synthesizing and organizing information to be presented to the class using MLA outline 
and documentation format.  
 
Socratic Circles: At least twice a semester, we will engage in Socratic Circle discussion. Through 
this format, students seek deeper understanding of a text through thoughtful preparation and 
dialogue with 8 - 10 other students. Socratic Circles are not debates; students may ask one 
another questions, make educated guesses at meaning, use the text to find answers, seek 
clarification from one another, and work together to construct meaning. No one wins the 
discussion; the group wins when meaning is achieved through shared conversation (without very 
much teacher intervention or direction). 
 
Quizzes and Exams: Reading quizzes check for comprehension and understanding of homework 
assignments; quizzes are difficult and designed to challenge students to read for details, patterns, 
and larger conceptual ideas. Comprehensive exams assess student understanding of literary 
selections, literary periods, thematic patterns, terminology, conventions, and stylistic devices.  
 
Vocabulary.com: We’ll work with 10 new words a week and have a quiz over them once a week. 
  
Class Policies 
 
Absences and Attendance: The absence policy in the Parent/Student handbook will be used in 
this classroom. The policy is listed in Section 6.3 of the handbook.  

● Your presence in class is vital to the success of your individual learning experience as well 
as to that of your classmates. Please make every reasonable effort to be in class so that we 
may benefit from each other’s insight.  

● When you are absent from class, check the Agendas on Canvas for details about the 
activities, notes, discussions, and homework that you missed. Follow the procedures 
listed below for make-up work due to absences.  

 
Turnitin.com: Most written assignments (including reading responses, homework assignments, 
project outlines, and essays/papers) will be submitted to Canvas or Turnitin.com by the deadline. 
Any work submitted after the deadline should be turned in as soon as possible as a hardcopy with 
the Late / Make-up Work form completed and attached to the work as described in the policies 
listed below.  
 
Make-up Work: Complete make-up work as soon as possible so that you do not fall behind. Any 
make-up work submitted after a deadline or due date should be turned in to me as a hardcopy with 
the Late / Make-up Work form completed and attached to the work. Use the following guidelines for 
make-up work: 

● If you miss class due to athletics or other school-sponsored events, please submit 
homework, projects, or written essays by the original due date and time to Turnitin.com or 
turn in a hardcopy of the work to me in advance of the absence.  



● If you are missing consecutive days of class because of athletics or other 
school-sponsored events, please make arrangements with me prior to your absence about 
an acceptable due date for work to be completed. 

● In cases of illness or unforeseen circumstances that cause you to miss class, see me upon 
your return to school to submit a hardcopy of the work and/or to make arrangements for a 
reasonable time-frame for work to be completed.  

 
Late Work for assignments worth 15 points or higher: Work that was not submitted to 
Turnitin.com on-time or turned in during class on-time will receive a grade of zero until the work is 
submitted; this work receives a reduction ranging from a minimum of a one letter grade drop (from 
‘A’ to ‘B’, ‘B+’ to C+’, etc.) to a maximum of a three letter grade drop (from an ‘A’ to a ‘C’ and so on) 
depending on the amount of time that has passed between the due date and the late turn-in date.  

● Late work for a given unit must be submitted by the end of that unit.  
● No late work will be accepted for a previous unit after we have moved on to a new unit.  
● Failing to complete homework on time will result in the student attending the mandatory 

after-school iBlock.  
 
Late work for assignments worth less than 15 points: Smaller homework assignments worth 5 
or 10 points will not be accepted late. You will receive a 0 for these assignments if they are not 
completed on-time.  
 
Grading Scale: Grades are posted electronically in regular intervals. The school scale is A 
(100-94), A- (93), B+ (92-90), B (89-87), B-(86-85), C+ (84-82), C (81-79), C- (78-77), D+ (76-74), 
D (73-71), D- (70), F (69-0). 
✓ Note: I cannot bump grades up because you are close to a higher grade. In other words, an 89 

is a ‘B’ and an 83 is a ‘C’ even though they are close to the higher grade. Be on top of your 
homework and be aware of your grade throughout the semester so that there are no surprises 
at the end of the semester. Feel free to set up an appointment with me to discuss your grade 
whenever you have concerns.  

 
Absent Quiz / Exam Policy: Students who are absent for quizzes and exams are required to 
confer with me as soon as possible to schedule the make up quiz/exam. Please follow this 
schedule. Students receive one day for each day of absence: e.g. absent Monday for exam, back 
to school on Tuesday, makeup the exam no later than Wednesday.  
 
Academic Integrity (Code of Conduct): By enrolling in this course, you join a community 
requiring intellectual integrity.  When you write your name on an assignment, you take credit for the 
work contained. The Consequences for violating the Academic Integrity policy are outlined in the 
handbook, Section 4.1. Any assignment, test, project, quiz, or paper which evidences cheating will 
receive a zero and disciplinary action. Here are some guidelines for maintaining academic integrity: 

● Know that presenting someone else’s words or ideas as your own—whether another 
student’s work, a published writer’s work, a blog, or a published study guide (the list goes 
on)—is a serious offence in this class and elsewhere, especially as you move closer to 
college and higher education.  

● Academic integrity includes NOT sharing information about tests or quizzes with students in 
other sections, not taking pictures of quizzes or tests and sharing them online, and not 
collaborating on homework by recording similar or identical responses.  



● Students may not reuse or recycle a paper, project, or assignment from a previous course 
and use it to fulfill a new assignment in a different course. Should a student have good 
reasons to repurpose an assignment from a previous class, she should 1) be forthcoming 
about the reuse and seek advance approval from one or more instructors and 2) work with 
the instructor(s) to determine how best to significantly extend the work or project beyond its 
original form. The nature of the extension must be fully communicated to and approved by 
the instructor(s). 
 

Format for Submitted Work: All written and submitted work should adhere to the following 
guidelines:  

● Typed, computer generated in 12-point, Times New Roman (or Calibri) font  
● Left-aligned, double-spaced, with ½ inch to 1 inch margins (top/bottom and left/right)  
● Number your pages (top-right) and staple documents when submitting hardcopy 
● Include your name, my name, the course name, and the date in the top left corner of the 

first page only.  These items should be double-spaced.  
● These guidelines should be followed for both hardcopy and electronic submissions. 

 
Communication Advocacy Policy: In keeping with the tradition of developing confident, 
independent, thinking leaders, students who have a question or concern about their class or grade 
should first talk to the teacher. If they are unable to reach a consensus, the student should then 
involve her guidance counselor, who will assist in her self-advocacy. If an issue remains unsolved, 
the teacher, parent(s), and student will meet. If consensus is not achieved once the 
aforementioned communication steps have been taken, the parent(s) should contact the principal.  
 
A Few Other Policies: 

● Virtual Learning 
○ Find a designated desk or table for on-line learning that is free from distractions as 

much as possible -- this place may NOT be your bed 
○ Camera must be on and you must be visible for class, just as you are when you are 

in the Marian classroom 
○ You are required to stay until the end of class unless I designate the last 15 - 20 

minutes as independent work time and tell you that you may log off from Zoom 
● Bring supplies and the assigned texts/readings with you to every class 
● No Food or drink in the classroom  
● Push your chair in when you leave 
● Keep the school and my classroom beautiful :) 
● Keep a written assignment notebook and “to do” list.  
● Expect to do homework every night.  
● Complete all assignments on time. No excuses. 
● Stay off social media and texting while you are doing your homework. Multitasking is a 

myth. 
● Think about what you are reading as you read it. Annotate the text as you read. 
● Visit the Marcella Writing Center to get help with papers and essays or schedule an 

appointment with me for a writing conference 
● Proofread carefully, especially for work submitted on-line. Read your work out loud, print a 

hardcopy for final edits, and think about what you have written. 



● Never be afraid to ask questions. I love questions. 
 
COVID 19 Policy: Due to the ongoing disruptions that COVID19 has brought to schools and 
families, we will be flexible with your student if the need arises. However, it is up to the student to 
communicate these needs to the teacher via email.  If a student is learning in a remote 
environment, it is expected she will be watching and participating in class via Zoom.  Please see 
Addendum C in the parent/student handbook for more information about virtual learning 
expectations. 
 
My Final Thoughts: Whenever possible (and I hope it’s every day!), bring a positive and curious 
attitude to class. The literature we will read this year represents some of the most dynamic writing 
in the history of the United States of America. The selections reflect important shifts in literary form 
and culture as well as significant historical moments. By being in this class, you have taken the first 
step to engaging with the many important ideas we will discover and discuss this year. Thank you 
for being here! Now, the real work begins. Set some new goals for yourself this year and—if you 
find yourself struggling to meet those goals—be sure to let me know how I can best help you.  
 
Aspire to Greatness!  
 


