

ENGLISH 55/BLACK STUDIES 29


Fall 2009

CHILDHOOD IN AFRICAN AND CARIBBEAN LITERATURE
Rhonda Cobham-Sander
  Class Hours:  MW:  12:30 – 2:00 

Office:  Cooper House 102
Office Hours: MW: 2:00 – 4:00

Tel:  x5832
E-mail:  ccobhamsande@amherst.edu

The course is designed to introduce students to a range of African and Caribbean literary texts that use childhood, or the process of achieving maturity, to tell their stories.  We will look at how the stories use childhood to explain or challenge the formation of social and sexual identities.  We will also pay attention to the way in which the writers use language to evoke a child’s sensibility and how such strategies structure the process of selecting and organizing memories.

This is a writing intensive course.  Apart from regular attendance in class and participation in class discussions, you will be expected to complete weekly writing assignments, a group presentation, and a final research paper.


REQUIRED TEXTS
Derek Walcott, Dream on Monkey Mountain and Other Plays
V.S. Naipaul, Miguel Street 
Camara Laye, The Dark Child
Werewere Liking, Love Across a Thousand Lives
Wole Soyinka, Aké:  The Years of Childhood
J.M. Coetzee, Boyhood:  Scenes from Provincial Life 
Zoe Wicomb, Playing in the Light

Chris Abani, Graceland
Jamaica Kincaid, Mr. Potter
Edwidge Danticat, The Dew Breaker
Books may be purchased at Amherst Books.  Copies will also be placed on reserve at the Frost Library.  All other readings will be made available through the course Web site or handed out in class.


ASSIGNMENTS
Response Papers
You will be required to write a 1-2 page response paper on each of the texts covered in the course.  Papers may take the form of analyses of specific passages or they may continue discussions begun in class.  Feel free to experiment with the techniques used in the texts we read.  Occasionally, I may ask you to write on specific topics but, in general, these papers are yours to devise as you will.  They are meant to encourage you to explore and refine the writing strategies that work best for you.  Although I will not assign you grades for response papers, I will take into account how you used these assignments in establishing your grade at the end of the semester.  If your paper does not meet a minimum standard of proficiency or if I think you have a particularly good idea that needs developing, I may ask you to rewrite your response paper.

Response papers are due every Friday at 4.00 p.m. in the box marked ENGLISH 55/BLACK STUDIES 29 on the shelf outside my office.  Do not stick papers in my mailbox or under my office door as I will not grade them.  Do not submit papers on line.  Once I remove the week’s papers from the box on Friday, I will accept no more papers for that week.  I usually return Friday’s papers the following Monday and discuss them in class that week.  You may skip a maximum of two weekly papers without being penalized but, in the average class of thirty students, at least two students are called home unexpectedly, five get bogged down with extracurricular activities and one develops mono.  So bank your two free slots for emergencies!  Short of a letter from the Dean, I will make absolutely NO exceptions to these deadlines.
The Research Paper
At the end of the semester, each student will submit a 10-15 page research paper on a Caribbean or African text that deals in some way with childhood.  You should discuss your plans for this assignment with me no later than the week before Thanksgiving Break.  Papers are due on Friday 18th December.  When you turn in this final assignment, you should also turn in the entire portfolio of written work that you have completed during the course.  In this way I can assess how the shorter essays and your class presentation contributed to your final project.  Work that you lose will not count, so keep track of all your assignments.
The Group Presentation
This assignment involves several steps, each of which will be taken into consideration in assessing your group.
Preparing Your Packet.  On Wednesday 9th September, the class will meet with reference librarian Margaret Groesbeck in the library.  She will introduce you to the library resources in African and Caribbean literature that you will need in order to prepare your group presentation.

Once your group has decided on a book, you should all browse it quickly and decide what kinds of contextual questions you need to answer for yourselves and the rest of the class in order to be informed readers.  Work out which of these you think should go into your packet for the rest of the class.  Useful information might include the following:
1.  Some information about the author’s country of origin, and/or the setting for the story.  Maps are useful for explaining this.  Maps, cyber links, and other visual or audio material may be useful here.  Choose aids that locate details of importance to your book, for example:  a map of Africa showing the political boundaries of modern Nigeria will tell us very little about Aké, Soyinka’s birthplace.
2.  Any historical, political or cultural pieces of information that may be important to understanding the story:  Why does one of the characters in Miguel Street read the Bhagavad Gita?  Why does another work for Americans in Trinidad in the 1940s?  From which ethnic group in Guinea are Laye’s village characters drawn. Does this matter in understanding the text? 
3.  A short list of the resources you found most useful for understanding the text or its themes. You should include a few sentences characterizing each source and giving some sense of the ways in which you think other students could use it to find additional information.

A list of what you plan to include in your packet and a rationale for your choices is due on Friday 18th September at 4.00 p.m. with your weekly response paper.  I will go through the lists and make suggestions for additional materials.  You should plan to post the final version of your packet to your classmates on the course Web site on the Friday before your presentation.  Since most presentations are on Mondays, you should prepare the packets during the preceding week.  
Reading and Discussing Your Book.  Allow yourself enough lead time for this part of the assignment.  You will probably need to read your book twice, once before you start working on your packet, and again after you know a bit more about it.  Keep track of your responses to each reading.  By the time you present your book to the class you will be so much more familiar with it than your fellow students that you may have forgotten how confused or delighted or bored you were by your initial reading. You should make an appointment to speak with me as a group about your book early in this process.

Presenting Your Discussion and Research to the Class.
After a while, presentations can become boring and predictable for the rest of the class.  Since most of the basic stuff people need to know will be in the packets you distribute anyway, try using the actual presentation to try out something new.  In past classes successful presentations have involved people taking on different positions on issues in the book and having it out between themselves in class or working with small groups of students.  I’d personally like to see people experiment with ways of reading different voices, or with ways of conceptualizing what’s involved with the use of different narrative strategies.  You’ll only have about forty minutes for your presentation, so be selective about what you discuss.

If all this sounds pretty straightforward it is.  So use the packet in the same way that I’ve used this syllabus:  Put all the obvious stuff in it and use the class time to talk about something that really interests you.  Enjoy!

SCHEDULE OF READINGS
SEPTEMBER

T/8
Introduction

Discussion of Syllabus

In-class Writing Assignment

Take Home Crites:  “The Narrative Quality of Experience” (E-reserve)

W/9
Discussion of Bibliographical Assignment

Class meets in the Lane Room on the Media Center level of FROST LIBRARY

First weekly assignment due in Cooper House by 4.00 pm. Friday 11th September
SUN/13
FILM:  SUGAR CANE ALLEY (streamed online)
M/14
Read:  “Ti Jean and His Brothers” in Walcott, Dream on Monkey Mountain
Discussion of Film and “Ti-Jean”
W/16
Lecture:   Beginnings

Read:  “What the Twilight Says” in Walcott, Dream on Monkey Mountain, pp. 1-38 
FRI/18
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ASSIGNMENT DUE with response paper at 4.00 p.m.
M/21
Discussion of Crites’ papers.  Bring Crites essay to class
W/23
Read:  Kincaid, “Girl” (E-reserve); Sistren, “Rockstone a River Bottom” (Course packet); and Brand, “Dialectics” (Course packet)
M/28
Class Presentation

Read:  V.S. Naipaul, Miguel Street
W/30
Lecture:  Memory and Time

Read:  Naipaul, Prologue to an Autobiography (Course packet)

OCTOBER

M/5
Class Presentation

Read: Camara Laye, The Dark Child
W/7
Lecture: “Facts”

Read: Ottenberg, "Growing Up" from Boyhood Rituals in an African Society (http://books.google.com/books?id=s-mjPEy7-uUC&pg=PA59&lpg=PA59&dq=ottenberg+growing+up&source=bl&ots=kgz12pTl6F&sig=cumVrPEldWyGssLDo6a_d-1ImS8&hl=en&ei=54ZxSve7DYKitgfF06WNBA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=1) and King, from Rereading Camara Laye (Course packet) 
MID-SEMESTER BREAK
W/14
Writing Workshop
Watch KEITA and UN AMOUR D’ENFANT (streamed online)
M/19
Class Presentation:  Werewere Liking 

Read:  Liking, Love Across a Hundred Lives
W/21
Lecture:  Rethinking the Epic Hero
Read Sundiata (http://www.bu.edu/africa/outreach/materials/handouts/SUNDIATA.pdf)
M/26
Class Presentation

Read:  Soyinka, Aké:  The Years of Childhood
W/28
Lecture:  Perspective

NOVEMBER
M/2
Class Presentation

Read:  J.M. Coetzee, Boyhood:  Scenes from a Provincial Life

W/4
Lecture:  Subject Positions

Discussion of Papers and Projects

M/9
Class Presentation

Read:  Zoe Wicombe, Playing in the Light
W/11
Class Discussion
M/16
Class Presentation

Read:  Chris Abani, Graceland
W/18
Class Discussion
FRI/20
FINAL DATE FOR DISCUSSING RESEARCH PAPER TOPICS
***THANKSGIVING  BREAK***

Start Reading:  Jamaica Kincaid, Mr. Potter
M/30
Class Presentation

Read:  Jamaica Kincaid, Mr. Potter
DECEMBER


W/2
Lecture: Representing Absence

Read:  Danticat, Epilogue to Krik? Krak! (Course packet)
             M/7
Class Presentation

Read:  Edwidge Danticat, The Dew Breaker
W/9
Class Discussion

M/14
Lecture and Writing Workshop

W/16
Evaluation and Review
FRI/18
FINAL PORTFOLIOS DUE at 4.00 p.m.
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