
  The University of Texas at Arlington 
 

20th and 21st Century Popular Fiction 
Spring 2012 

TR 5:30 – 6:50 
 

Basic Course Information 
Instructor:  Christy Tidwell 
Office:   606 Carlisle Hall 
Office Hours:  4:00 – 5:30 MW or by appointment 
Email:   tidwellc@uta.edu or dr.christy.tidwell@gmail.com  
Phone:    817-272-2692 (English Department – leave a message) 
 
Course Description & Goals: 
In this course, we will read American popular fiction of the 20th and 21st centuries, focusing on four primary 
genres: mystery, western, romance, and science fiction.  As we read and discuss the assigned texts this semester, 
we will consider the following questions: 
  

• What are the driving motivations or primary characteristics of each genre? 
• How do issues like gender, race, or class appear in each genre? 
• These genres are, collectively, considered to belong to popular fiction as opposed to literary fiction – 

what makes them popular? What do readers gain from mystery novels, Westerns, horror, SF, and 
romance? Who is the primary audience of each and why? More specifically, what is valuable about 
genre fiction (as opposed to poetry or literary fiction)? Does genre fiction have something other than 
mindless entertainment to offer the reader? 

• What makes these genres not-literary? Where is the line between high and low art, between literature 
and not-literature? Who determines this – and why? 

• How do these genres of popular fiction relate or compare to one another? What, if anything, do they 
have in common? 

• What makes literature worth reading or studying?  You may already find personal reasons to read 
literature; how can you articulate these reasons and make them convincing to others? You may not 
already find reasons to read literature for yourself; what possibilities can you find as we read and discuss 
the literature this semester?  

• What does literary analysis look like? What does it require? And how does literary analysis help teach 
skills that might be useful in other areas of life? 

  
This is an introductory course, not a survey course, and thus does not aspire to full coverage of American 
literature; instead, in this course I hope to introduce you to a few traditions in recent American literary and 
political history as well as, hopefully, introduce you to some authors and/or texts you might enjoy. 
  
This course has several goals: 
  

• To introduce students to a broad range of American literature of approximately the last one hundred 
years. 

• To explore the intersections between literature and the culture/history in which it was produced. 
• To develop students’ reading, writing, and critical skills through reading, writing about, and discussing 

this literature and history. 
• To develop students’ appreciation and understanding of literature through examination of various 

literary techniques. 
• To help students gain a sense of the literary canon and what counts as literature—what works are in the 

canon, what works are not, and why.  



  
By the end of the semester, students will be able to do the following: 
  

• Communicate ideas through oral presentation and discussion. 
• Respond critically to course material, using synthesis and analysis. 
• Employ effective collaborative skills in group environments. 
• Explain or describe the meanings of literary texts. 
• Develop methods and strategies for analyzing and interpreting texts. 
• Explain and analyze how context shapes the composition, reception, and interpretation of texts. 
• Apply knowledge of context to interpretation of texts. 
• Compare and contrast major themes, issues, and topics in more than one text. 

  
By approaching the literature and culture of this period simultaneously, I hope to demonstrate that literature is 
not separate from “real life.” By examining the styles and techniques of these texts (and attempting some of 
them ourselves), I hope to provide a better appreciation for their artistry and a better understanding of their 
effects. 
  
Warning:  This course will contain texts that represent adult themes and content (including violence, cursing, 
and sex), and we will discuss these things in class. Although the goal of the course is not to offend, some people 
are nonetheless offended by such content and discussion; if you think you will have a problem with reading 
about or discussing any of these things, please consider taking a different course. 
 
Required Texts: 
You will need the following books for this class: 
  

Shane by Jack Schaefer 
“Brokeback Mountain” by Annie Proulx 
Lord of Scoundrels by Loretta Chase   
The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins 
The Reapers Are the Angels by Alden Bell 

  
These should all be available at the UTA bookstore, but any edition of these books will do, including 
ebooks. All other required reading will be found online by following the links provided on the course schedule 
or will be given either as handouts or as pdf files through Blackboard. 
  
You will also need to watch a couple of films and television episodes (including Unforgiven, Brokeback 
Mountain, Waitress, and an episode of Dexter) outside of class and will be responsible for renting, buying, or 
downloading them yourself. We will watch selected scenes from the films/episodes in class but we will not take 
the time to watch the entire film or TV episode in class; you must access and watch them before our class 
discussions.  
 
Grading: 
Your grade will be based on the writing you do this semester (both in and out of class), exams, and participation 
in class discussion, online forums, and groupwork.  
  
Grade Distribution for the class (on a 1,000 point scale) is as follows: 
 
 Essay 1 (mystery)      50 
 Essay 2 (Western)      75 
 Essay 3 (romance)      75 
 Essay 4 (science fiction)     100 
 Exam 1       100 



 Final Exam       200 
 Participation       100 
 Journal        100 
 Creative Writing Project     100 
 Other work       100  
 
Please be advised that it is your responsibility to retain all of your assignments until after you have received 
your final grade. You cannot formally challenge a final grade if you do not have evidence of your 
work. However, you will have ample opportunity to discuss all assignments with me before they are due and to 
discuss your grades with me as the semester progresses; thus, at the end of the semester, ALL GRADES FOR 
THIS COURSE ARE FINAL—I will not listen to any last-minute arguments that your grade should be 
improved. If you are having difficulties meeting class requirements or do not understand my feedback or what 
you should do to improve your work, please talk to me immediately—the end of the semester is too late to have 
those kinds of conversations. 
  
In accordance with the UTA undergraduate catalogue, final grades are as follows: 
 

90-100%:     A              
 80-89%:     B 
 70-79%:     C 
 60-69%:     D 
 Below 60%:     F  
  
**Students should not call the English office for their final grade.      
  
Late Work Policy:  
No late work will be accepted. The due dates for all assignments are final and Blackboard problems will not be 
accepted as an excuse for getting work in late. If you have trouble with Blackboard when it is time to submit 
any of your work, you should email me an attachment to ensure that your work will be received on time. That 
email should still be received by the deadline, which means you should plan to turn in your work before the 
very last second to avoid this problem. 
  
Exams:  
There will be two exams during the semester. For these exams you will be responsible for the texts, class 
discussions (both in class and on Blackboard), and any lectures I give. More information will be provided as we 
approach each exam. 
  
Essays:  
You will write four short essays this semester. The first essay will be built on thesis statements provided by me, 
the second and third essays will be built on topics provided by me (although you will write your own specific 
thesis statement about that topic), and the fourth essay will ask you to determine your own topic and thesis. 
More specific instructions will be provided as the assignments arise; see schedule for due dates. 
  
Journal: 
You will be expected to have a journal or notebook dedicated to this course in which you take notes about your 
reading, do freewriting and other exercises in class, etc. Within the first week of school, you must therefore buy 
a journal or notebook and then begin bringing it to every class period. You also have the option of keeping your 
journal electronically, in which case you will need to bring a laptop, iPad, or other device to use for writing to 
class every day and to have a dedicated file (.doc or .docx) for your journal that you can submit when required. I 
will occasionally ask you to turn your journal in to me so that I can read over what you’ve written. The purpose 
of this assignment is for you to write about your own ideas and responses, to generate questions to bring to class 



discussion, and develop analyses that you could potentially use for the essays and exams; this assignment 
should not focus on summary or in-class notes. 
  
More details regarding this assignment are posted on Blackboard.  
  
Creative Writing Project: 
For this assignment, you will be asked to do some creative writing in conversation with the texts, genres, and 
issues we will read and discuss in class. This three-part assignment requires to 1) write your own original 
creative work in one or a combination of the genres studied during the semester (mystery, Western, romance, 
science fiction), 2) describe the choices you as author have made to create this work, and 3) write a short essay 
analyzing the connections between your work and some of those we’ve studied in the course. More detail 
regarding this assignment is posted on Blackboard. 
  
Participation:  
Your participation grade will be determined by a combination of two separate factors: 1) you will present a 
portfolio evaluating your own participation over the course of the semester and completion of this portfolio will 
itself account for a portion of your participation grade; 2) as part of the participation portfolio you will assign 
yourself a grade for your participation, which, unless it significantly conflicts with my own perception of your 
participation, will be the grade you receive for the rest of the participation points available.  
  
Attendance: 
I will take attendance every day, but no portion of your grade will be devoted to simple attendance and there 
will be no absolute penalties for missing class or arriving late in itself. However, there will be other 
consequences for not attending class. You will not be able to make up any missed points from graded in-class 
work, and, obviously, you will miss out on presentations, lectures, and discussions that will help you better 
understand the texts and prepare for the short papers and the major projects of the course. Therefore, you will be 
expected to attend in order to receive the full benefit of the class. 
  
Extra Credit Essay:  
There are many, many texts that could be taught in a course like this one. For extra credit, you can choose one 
of those texts (not one that was assigned this semester) and write a short paper (at least 2 pages in length) 
explaining why that text should be taught in an American literature course at this level and on this topic. You 
may choose a novel, a play, a short story, a poem, or an essay.  It may be something you have read before 
(whether for school or fun) or something new to you. The only real requirement for the text is that it fit within 
the traditional parameters of American literature (by an American author). It does not have to deal with the 
same themes or ideas we have discussed this semester, but you should be able to defend your choice based on 
more than your enjoyment of the text. Enjoyment can be part of your reasoning, but you should also be able to 
place this text in a larger literary, social, and/or historical context, show why it is important, and explain what 
students would learn from studying it. What would this book be used to teach? What issues does it raise? How 
would it fit into an American literature or genre fiction course?  
  
I don’t want to get a summary of the text from you, but I do want to see some summary and textual detail 
incorporated into your explanation of why this text should be taught. In other words, just as I ask you to do in 
your other writing assignments, I’d like to see your ideas about the text anchored in the evidence of the text 
itself. This should be like the other essays you write for the class in its analytical depth and attention to the 
texts. It will not, however, be graded as thoroughly for organization or grammar/style/punctuation. I am much 
more concerned about the ideas than I am with the style and form of the paper itself. If you are interested in 
pursuing this extra credit option (which could be worth up to thirty points if done well) please feel free to ask 
me for more ideas.  
  
The extra credit paper is due no later than the date of the final exam, although you may turn it in earlier than 
that if you wish.  



  
Communication: 
This course requires students to have access to a computer with internet capabilities in order to participate in 
peer review workshops and Blackboard discussions and in order to get assignments and readings throughout the 
semester (if you do not own a computer or have internet access at home, there are computer labs available on 
campus that you can use). You will submit most assignments and receive feedback through Blackboard, so be 
sure you understand how to navigate the site. It is your responsibility to keep up with course announcements 
and assignments by checking your UTA email and Blackboard regularly.  
  
I have provided you with both of my regular emails and the English department phone number so that you can 
contact me whenever you have a question. I am happy to communicate with students through email. However, 
please make sure you have consulted the syllabus for answers before you send me an email, and remember that 
I do not monitor my email 24 hours a day and so I may not get back to you immediately. I check it periodically 
during the week and occasionally on the weekend.  
  
When I need to contact you, I will do so through your UTA student email; therefore, you have a responsibility 
to know what your UTA email address is and to check it regularly as well as to log in to Blackboard regularly to 
check for assignments, updates, and messages. Blackboard is where I will post announcements or additional 
information about the course, including notes about changes to the schedule, additional details about 
assignments, or more information following discussions.  
  
The University of Texas at Arlington has adopted the University “MavMail” address as the sole official means 
of communication with students. MavMail is used to remind students of important deadlines, advertise events 
and activities, and permit the University to conduct official transactions exclusively by electronic means. For 
example, important information concerning registration, financial aid, payment of bills, and graduation are now 
sent to students through the MavMail system. All students are assigned a MavMail account. Students are 
responsible for checking their MavMail regularly. Information about activating and using MavMail is available 
at http://www.uta.edu/oit/email/. There is no additional charge to students for using this account, and it remains 
active even after they graduate from UT Arlington. 
  
Academic Honesty: 
The work you submit must be your own original work, written for this course.  Plagiarism is the presentation of 
another person’s work as your own, whether intentional or not.  Copying or paraphrasing passages from another 
writer’s work without acknowledging that you have done so is plagiarism.  Allowing another writer to write any 
part of your essay is plagiarism.  Plagiarism is a serious crime.  It is easily detected and will not be 
tolerated.  Students who violate University rules on scholastic dishonesty are subject to disciplinary sanctions, 
including the possibility of failure in the course and dismissal from the University. Since dishonesty harms the 
individual, all students, and the integrity of the University, policies on scholastic dishonesty will be strictly 
enforced.  Visit UTA’s Academic Integrity page for more detailed information or come talk to me if you have 
any questions. 
  
The policy regarding plagiarism in this class is that a first offense will result in a failing grade for the relevant 
assignment; a second offense will result in failure of the course. These are serious consequences, so you should 
make sure to understand what constitutes plagiarism (come talk to me if you have questions) and to do your 
own work.  
  
Drop Policy: 
I will not and cannot drop anyone from the course. It is your responsibility to execute drop procedures correctly 
and within the deadlines. After the late registration period has ended, if you wish to drop the class you 
should not visit the English office to do so. You must speak with me and get my signature on the proper form; 
you must then discuss the consequences of dropping the course with your major advisor.  
  



The Writing Center: 
The Writing Center, Room 411 in the Central Library, offers guidance to UT-Arlington students on writing 
assignments. During Spring 2012, Writing Center hours are 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. Monday through Thursday; 9 a.m. 
to 2 p.m. Friday; and 2 p.m. to 6 p.m. Sunday. Appointments are for 45 minutes. Students must register with the 
Writing Center before making appointments and should bring a printed copy of their assignment sheet, any 
instructor or peer comments and their draft to the appointment. You may register and schedule appointments 
and find many other valuable resources and information online at http://www.uta.edu/owl. 
 
Writing Center consultants assist students with writing development, from understanding an assignment and 
brainstorming ideas or revising an early draft, to polishing a final document. However, the Writing Center is not 
a document editing service; consultants will not identify or correct every grammar or spelling error, nor will 
they rewrite student assignments. They focus on improving writing skills and helping students become better 
editors of their own writing, which includes learning to identify and correct their own grammar, punctuation and 
editing errors. 
  
Americans with Disabilities Act:  
The University of Texas at Arlington is on record as being committed to both the spirit and letter of all federal 
equal opportunity legislation, including the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). All instructors at UT 
Arlington are required by law to provide "reasonable accommodations" to students with disabilities, so as not to 
discriminate on the basis of that disability. Any student requiring an accommodation for this course must 
provide the instructor with official documentation in the form of a letter certified by the staff in the Office for 
Students with Disabilities, University Hall 102. Only those students who have officially documented a need for 
an accommodation will have their request honored. Information regarding diagnostic criteria and policies for 
obtaining disability-based academic accommodations can be found at www.uta.edu/disability or by calling the 
Office for Students with Disabilities at (817) 272-3364. 
  
Necessary Changes: 
I have tried to make this syllabus as complete and as thorough as possible.  Even so, during the course of the 
semester I may be required to alter, add, or abandon certain policies and assignments.  I reserve the right to 
make such changes as they become necessary. 



Course Schedule 
(All dates and assignments subject to change.) 

 
Week 1   
    
01/17: syllabus 

introduction to course 
  introduction to narrative structure and literary style 

Bruce Holland Rogers, “Dinosaur” (2009) 
Tom Gauld, “The Gigantic Robot” (2009) – will be shown in class 

01/19: John Wiswell, “Alligators by Twitter” (2010) 
“Plot Device,” dir. Seth Worley (2011) 
Recut movie trailers:  The Shining and Forrest Gump 
“Brink,” dir. Shawn Christensen (2010) 
“Blood on My Name,” dir. Brandon McCormick (2011) 
Resources for film analysis: “The Language of Film” and “Image Analysis” 

  
I. Mystery 
  

  

Week 2   
    
01/24: introduction to the mystery genre 

Susan Glaspell, “A Jury of Her Peers” (1917) 
Ross Macdonald, “Gone Girl” (1953) 

01/26: Patricia Highsmith, “The Terrapin” (1962) 
Joyce Carol Oates, “Dear Husband” (2009) 

    
Week 3   
    
01/31: Lawrence Block, “By the Dawn’s Early Light” (1984) 

Brendan DuBois, “The Dark Snow” (1996) 
Census date – February 1 

02/02: Class cancelled 
  
II. Westerns 
  

  

Week 4   
    
02/07: Dennis Lehane, “Running Out of Dog” (1999) 

Dexter, “Dexter” [the first episode of season one] (2006) 
      **make sure to watch the assigned episode before coming to class** 

02/09: Introduction to Westerns 
Jack Schaefer, Shane (1949) 
Essay 1 rough draft due (on Blackboard) 

    
Week 5   
    
02/14: Shane, continued 

Essay 1 peer critiques due (on Blackboard) 
02/16: Unforgiven, dir. Clint Eastwood (1992) 

Essay 1 due (mystery) 
    



Week 6   
    
02/21: Unforgiven, continued 
02/23: Annie Proulx, “Brokeback Mountain” (1997/1999) 

Brokeback Mountain, dir. Ang Lee (2005) – must watch before coming to class 
    
III. Romance 
  
Week 7 

  

    
02/28: Brokeback Mountain, continued – online discussion; no in-person meeting 
03/01: introduction to romance 

Loretta Chase, Lord of Scoundrels (1995) 
Essay 2 rough draft due (on Blackboard) 

    
Week 8   
    
03/06: Lord of Scoundrels, continued 

Essay 2 peer critiques due (on Blackboard) 
03/08: Lord of Scoundrels, continued – online discussion; no in-person meeting 

Essay 2 due (Western) 
    
SPRING BREAK   
    
Week 9   
    
03/20: Waitress, dir. Adrienne Shelly (2007) 
03/22: Waitress, continued 

Prep for Exam 1 
    
Week 10   
    
03/27: Exam 1 
  
IV.  Science Fiction 
  
03/29: 

  
  
  
Class cancelled 
Last day to drop – March 30 

    
Week 11   
    
04/03: introduction to science fiction 

Richard Matheson, “Born of Man and Woman” (1950) 
Essay 3 rough draft due (on Blackboard) 

04/05: Tom Godwin, “The Cold Equations” (1954) 
Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., “Harrison Bergeron” (1961) 
Essay 3 peer critiques due (on Blackboard) 

    
Week 12   
    
04/10: Suzanne Collins, The Hunger Games (2008) – Part I: “The Tributes” 

Essay 3 due (romance) 



04/12: Hunger Games, continued – Part II: “The Games” 
    
Week 13   
    
04/17: Hunger Games, continued – Part III: “The Victor” 
04/19: Octavia Butler, “Speech Sounds” (1984) 

Nancy Fulda, “Movement” (2011) 
  
Week 14 

  

    
04/24: Paolo Bacigalupi, “The People of Sand and Slag” (2004) 

Daryl Gregory, “Second Person, Present Tense” (2005) 
Kij Johnson, “Ponies” (2010) 
Essay 4 rough draft due (on Blackboard) 

  
V. Crossing Genres 
  
04/26: 

  
  
  
Alden Bell, The Reapers Are the Angels (2010) 
Essay 4 peer critiques due (on Blackboard) 

    
Week 15   
    
05/01: Reapers, continued 

Final journal submission 
Essay 4 due (science fiction) 

05/03: Reapers, continued 
Prepare for final exam 

 
Final Exam – Tuesday, May 8, 5:30 – 8:00 pm 
Creative writing project due 
Final participation report due 


