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Discipline 
English 

Target Audience 
Intermediate, nonmajors 

Keywords 
Classics, English, humanities, literature 

Length of Time/Staging 
Approximately four weeks within a ten week quarter, near the end of the quarter. 

Abstract 
Students who are not necessarily English majors but take sophomore level literature courses as 
an elective or a general education requirement often lack the appropriate critical thinking skills 
required for literary interpretation. Additionally, students often perceive literary study as 
perfunctory to their 'real' career goals. These attitudes can become a hurdle especially in a 
literature course that includes texts representing a time and setting which is unfamiliar to 
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contemporary students. This problem emphasizing collaborative work asks students to explore 
within these not-so-contemporary texts elements that make them examples of demonstrably 
enduring quality The problem evokes an exploration of texts, which requires students to explore 
and discuss the texts within a collaborative framework in an effort to uncover how they are a 
product of setting and society at a certain point in history yet represent elements which make 
them valuable in contemporary times. This exploration allows students to practice and further 
enhance their critical thinking and literary interpretation skills in addition to making them think 
of the practical value of literature. The students are challenged to think beyond the text and make 
connections with other texts and contemporary life. The problem helps to reinforce course 
knowledge, evoke analysis, synthesize discussion, lecture, and reading toward a deeper 
understanding of literature and its application beyond the classroom. The collaborative nature of 
the problem requires students to share ideas, offer evidence for their interpretations, and defend 
their views, which are all skills that help develop literary interpretation and analysis. 

Date Submitted 
8/27/2008 

Date Published 
11/4/2008 

Format of Delivery 
This problem helps students to: 

1. Understand how culture, history, and geography interact in literary text. 
2. Synthesize reading, lecture, and discussion material toward a greater appreciation of 

literature as represented in the form of a classic novel. 
3. Demonstrate that though literary interpretation may be open, it needs to be based on 

evidence. 
4. Express ideas about literature in both oral and written contexts by critically analyzing and 

interpreting literary works in terms of form, style, and overall meaning. 
5. Understand that critical thinking skills are developed and demonstrated when 

generalizations about literary texts are offered with details and facts from the texts 
themselves and the ability to make connections by comparison and contrast among 
literary selections. 

6. Develop analytical questions on a selection to enhance the reading experience. 
7. Share interpretations and generalizations with peers through presentations and, informed 

discussion. 
8. Work collaboratively in small groups analyzing a literary selection and any issues within 

it. 

Student Learning Objectives 
Helps students to: 

● Understand how culture, history, and geography interact in literary text. 

 Rita Kumar A Case for Classics Page 2/7 



● Synthesize reading, lecture, and discussion material toward a greater appreciation of 
literature as represented in the form of a classic novel. 

● Demonstrate that though literary interpretation may be open, it needs to be based on 
evidence. 

● Express ideas about literature in both oral and written contexts by critically analyzing and 
interpreting literary works in terms of form, style, and overall meaning. 

● Understand that critical thinking skills are developed and demonstrated when 
generalizations about literary texts are offered with details and facts from the texts 
themselves and the ability to make connections by comparison and contrast among 
literary selections. 

● Develop analytical questions on a selection to enhance the reading experience. 
● Share interpretations and generalizations with peers through presentations and, informed 

discussion. 
● Work collaboratively in small groups analyzing a literary selection and any issues within 

it. 

Student Resources 
Mendelson, E. (2006). The things that matter: What seven classic novels have to say about the 
stages of life. New York: Pantheon Books. 
Rennison, N. (2006). 100 must-read classic novels. London: A. & C. 
Trent, W.P., Hanson, C.L., and Brewster, W.T. (1911). An introduction to the English classic. 
Boston: Ginn and company. 
List of books to consider (instructors can create their own lists) 

● A Farewell to Arms, Ernest Hemingway 
● A Room with a View, E. M. Forster 
● Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll 
● Animal Farm, George Orwell 
● Anne of Green Gables, Lucy Maud Montgomery 
● As For Me and My House, Sinclair Ross 
● Catcher in the Rye, J. D. Salinger 
● Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde, Robert Louis Stevenson 
● Dubliners, James Joyce 
● Frankenstein, Mary Shelley 
● Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck 
● Great Expectations, Charles Dickens 
● Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald 
● Gulliver's Travels, Jonathan Swift 
● Herzog, Saul Bellow 
● Howards End, E. M. Forster 
● Jane Eyre, Charlotte Bront? 
● Mayor of Casterbridge, Charles Dickens 
● Moby Dick, Herman Melville 
● Of Human Bondage, W. Somerset Maugham 
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● Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens 
● Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen 
● Robinson Crusoe, Daniel Defoe 
● Scarlet Letter, Nathaniel Hawthorn 
● Stone Angel, Margaret Laurence 
● The Adventures of Augie March, Saul Bellow 
● The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain 
● The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton 
● The Edible Woman, Margaret Atwood 
● The English Patient, Michael Ondaatje 
● The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck 
● The House of Mirth, Edith Wharton 
● The Time Machine, H.G. Wells 
● Vanity Fair, William Thackeray 
● War of the Worlds, H.G. Wells 
● Who Has Seen the Wind, W. O. Mitchell's 
● Wuthering Heights, Emily Bronte 

Author's Teaching Notes 
1. In a sophomore literature class focusing on the genre of novel using examples of different 

novelists from different countries (Canada, America, and England) and three different 
periods of literary history (early 19th century to early 20th century), I introduced the 
problem at the end of week four or beginning of week five of a ten week quarter. I 
assigned students into groups, then showed the class the problem by presenting a folder 
to each group containing copies of the problem statement, appropriate worksheets—such 
as the Ground Rules sheet, peer evaluation forms and the personal reflection logs.The end 
of fourth week or beginning of the fifth week works well, because of the open access 
nature of the college where withdrawals into the fourth week of classes are not 
uncommon. Also, since the course can be taken as an elective, some incoming students 
have very limited exposure to literary study and need time to develop some basic literary 
analysis skills. They also need time to familiarize with their peers so they can work 
together. The problem statement was also posted on the course website so that students 
may access it if they lost any of the printed material. As a way to prepare the class to 
work together on a problem, I used some in class group exercises in an earlier class 
before I introduced the problem in class. These group exercises required students to first 
work individually and then together, which lead to a large group class discussion on the 
differences between working individually or collaboratively and the challenges and 
benefits involved. Additionally, I had discussed Problem-Based Learning approach on the 
first day of class as a part of my syllabus review and my commitment to use a discussion 
based format involving small and large groups as a way of studying literature. The 
discussion format and working in groups for weeks helped them to practice skills that 
they would need for the problem task ahead of them. 

2. After passing out the folders, I read out the 'Problem statement,' 'Guide to the Problem,' 
and 'Student Learning Objectives,' while reemphasizing the importance of working 
collaboratively. The students then spent the remaining 20 minutes of the first problem 
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solving class composing group expectations and ground rules to be signed by all group 
members for submission and assigning group roles if they chose to use them. The 
contract was to serve as a reference if problems were to arise during the process of 
working together and would also be posted on the group's discussion board. 

3. Students spent two in-class sessions (a session per week) working on the problem. In the 
second week, students brought in their personal reflection logs (pink sheet) to share and 
combined their individual takes on the problem to fill out one for the whole group for 
submission. They also used the time to discuss which elements, if any, their designated 
text had to make it a classic. I was available during these sessions to help troubleshoot 
and offer advice if asked. Some of this discussion had already started on the private 
discussion forums on group pages for each group on the Blackboard course site. This was 
done in order to facilitate outside class communication, since we are a commuter campus 
and students have very limited opportunities to meet outside class. I had access to each 
group’s discussion forum and was able to effectively oversee the group’s progress, 
member participation and problems. The group pages also allowed group members to 
exchange files and email one another or me. I did not participate in the groups’ online 
discussions. 

4. At the end of week one, common ground rules for group participation were posted on 
blackboard. By the beginning of week two after the problem was introduced, each group 
submitted a copy of their group contract and the group reflection logs were posted. By the 
end of week two, the list of elements that the group member agreed made their text a 
classic were posted. Resources that group members were exploring showed up on the 
group page by week three. During the in-class session in week three, group members 
began discussion regarding their oral presentation. This required the completion of the 
written report so that a collaborative oral presentation could be developed. By this time, 
group members had started exchanging their written reports for feedback and assurance 
that it met the common rules/standard they had set together for the written report earlier 
in the problem solving process. During the in-class sessions, I assumed the role of an 
observer and facilitator moving from group to group, advising only where required, but 
the discussions were student-driven as they shared ideas, resources, and concerns. I also 
solved group related problems as and when they came up, either individually with a 
group, or, if it was something all groups were experiencing, with the entire class. 

5. In the final two in-class periods (two or three groups per class period) in the final week of 
the quarter, the groups offered their solutions in the form of oral presentations with visual 
and sound effects to me and a colleague who played the part of a member of the local 
school board. The final group folder containing the written report and other required 
documents were turned in after each group's presentation. The final class period was used 
as a debriefing session to discuss what the students learnt during the process of problem 
solving and the nature of their experience in the process. 

Assessment Strategies 
1. Equal participation by all members of the group is required. I assess the level of group 

participation by observing how group members are participating in discussion during the 
in-class sessions, occasionally visiting the group pages, and checking the nature of the 
postings. This process provides valuable insight into the involvement of individual 
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groups members and the group collectively during the course of the problem solving. 
Discussion boards have been helpful in maintaining communication and exchange of 
ideas among group members. Each group receives a collective grade for the oral 
presentation that is the same for all members. I present the following evaluation criteria 
to the class, which is the basis of the rubric I use for assessing the oral presentation. The 
oral presentation accounts for 5% of the total project grade. In order to further 
authenticate the problem's context, I invite a colleague who is also PBL practitioner to 
class to role-play as a member of the local school board on the day of the oral 
presentation. I choose a colleague that the students are unlikely to know. The colleague 
uses the established rubric for assessing the oral presentations and I use an average of my 
and my colleague's assessment to give the final evaluation on the presentation. 

Evaluation Criteria for Group Oral Presentation: 

● Clear statement of group's elements of the text which they think transcend time to 
establish the text's appeal to contemporary readers. 

● The presentation shows that the group very clearly understands what makes the text a 
classic and provides an argument with appropriate examples to convince the audience 
that classics are valid in contemporary times. 

● Clear statement of strategies that can make the text appealing to high school readers. 
● Clarity of the relationship between presentation and the elements identified by the group. 
● Clarity, creativity, and appropriateness of presentation in drawing the attention of its 

audience (it is recommended that groups use creative methods to present). 
● Time guidelines are followed. 
● The presentation involves all members. 

2. Written Report: Each paper in the report submitted by the group is graded on the 
validity of choice of the element, its presentation, knowledge of the literature, and 
strength of the argument supporting the element. Even though organization, style, unity, 
focus, and mechanics of the completed paper are taken into account, I stress that I am 
more interested in how they make connections between the text's literary perspectives, 
the relevance of its cultural, social, and historical context, and their justification for it as a 
classic. The paper is required to follow all formal submission guidelines, such as a MLA 
format for documentation of external sources. Each student receives an individual grade 
on their written paper so as to acknowledge individual accountability toward the group 
effort. This also prevents students from piggybacking on others’ efforts without making 
any contribution to the group. The elements that form the basis of the written papers have 
to be decided and discussed collectively and later the oral presentation or final solution 
can only be made when each one has something to offer for a comprehensive 
presentation. The individual grading of the written paper assures that every member of 
the group contributes and is not merely echoing what he/she hears others say and 
provides a strategy for assessing individual learning. The individual paper accounts for 
5% of the total grade for the project. 

3. Peer Evaluation: Students turn in evaluations for each member of the group and for 
themselves with the final group folder. The evaluation points for each member are added 
and averaged to account for 5% of the final grade on the group project. Peer evaluation 
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and self evaluation makes the need to contribute actively crucial to group success. 
Additionally, students write a short paragraph describing their contribution to the group 
effort. The total grade for the project accounts for 15% of the final grade on the course. I 
have also made the oral presentation account for 10% and made the project accountable 
for 20% of the final grade on the course. 

Solution Notes 
The problem is considered completed when the students make a final oral presentation offering 
an argument on how certain elements of the text make it a classic and explain how these would 
appeal to a contemporary audience. The solution is considered valid when students are able to 
base their argument on credible evidence drawn from insight into the text and from connections 
they have made beyond the text suggesting literary interpretation and the way they relate to it. 
Ongoing results from this problem show that students discover that the meaning of literature and 
its applicability is much more universal even though it is often perceived as a product of its 
social, cultural, and geographical context. 
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