
 
 

 
 
 
 

English 401: Advanced Composition     Spring 2017 
 
Dr. Jane Fife        Office:  129 Cherry Hall  
Office Hours: T & R 11:30-12:30 & by appointment.      
Office Phone: 270-745-3634        E-mail: jane.fife@wku.edu 
 
Prerequisites: ENG 100 and ENG 300.  
 
Catalog Description: 
Theory and practice in reading and writing various genres of non-fiction, including researched 
essays, cultural critique, deposition, narrative, and argument. Special attention to style, voice, 
arrangement and advanced writing techniques. 
 
Outcomes: 

• Compose effective non-fiction essays in a variety of genres. 
• Apply their knowledge of stylistic concepts and genre features to the analysis of 

published prose and to explain textual choices—their own and those of other writers—in 
terms of desired effect on the audience. 

• Incorporate research effectively to support and develop various genres of non-fiction. 
• Develop proofreading and editing skills to achieve clarity.  

My Description: 
If you approach your writing on auto-pilot, I’m going to mess that up for you. In this course I 
will challenge you to look closely at what you usually look right through in terms of both your 
writing process and the way you shape your words on the page. Metaphorically, I offer you a 
new pair of glasses for looking at writing—yours and other people’s. I want you to build meta-
awareness about your attitudes toward writing (before, during, and after a project), the 
environments (physical, mental, virtual, social) that you choose to write in, the practices you use, 
the practices you don’t use but think maybe you should, and the voice that comes through—not 
just the “what” that you write about. I want you to be able to notice the stylistic subtleties of 
other writers and note how they affect readers (academic writers, too, not just the creative ones 
with styles that are easy to pick out). I want you to see techniques that you want to emulate and 
others you want to run far away from. My goal is that after this class you’ll never be able to look 
at writing the same way again. I realize that may sound melodramatic, but I’m completely 
serious. But it takes hard work and turning off the auto-pilot that gets you through most 
assignments. Why would we call this “advanced composition” if you could get by just doing the 
same old-same old? 
 
Required Texts:  
Elbow, Peter. Vernacular Eloquence.  
Glaser, Joe. Understanding Style.  New York: Oxford. 2010. 
Sword, Helen. Stylish Academic Writing.  
 
Other required readings posted on Blackboard. 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 

Grades: 
The grade for this course will be calculated using a standard 100% scale with each grade division 
at 10% points: 90 to 100 = A; 80 to 89 = B; 70 to 79 = C; 60 to 699 = D; below 60% = F.   
To make it easy for you to keep up with your standing in the course, the assignments have point 
values that add up to 1000 and correspond with this scale. 
 
Course Requirements and Point Values: 
 
Stylistic Analysis Essay:  
You will each choose an essay from a sub-set of our course readings. You will write a short 
essay (3 double-spaced pages, around 900 words) in which you analyze the distinctive elements 
of this piece’s style, drawing on concepts from Glaser, Elbow, Sword, other class readings, and 
our discussions. 150 points or 15% of course grade 
 
Research into Your Composing Process: After reading the assigned articles in our textbook (and 
on Blackboard) related to the process of writing, you’ll choose some aspect to research in your 
own process, connecting it to all the concepts and experiences from the readings that help you 
gain insight about your process and how to improve it. You need to devise a sharp focus into a 
particular aspect of how you write (the process, not the product) and design some way to gather 
interesting data about these practices that you can analyze in connection with the articles we read 
about writing process studies. A research proposal outlining your planned methods is a required 
blog post leading up to this essay. You may also need to do supplemental research to find other 
related sources to incorporate in the literature review related to the aspect of your process that 
you’re researching (some of this will also be outlined in a preliminary blog post). I’ll help you 
figure out how to do that, of course.  1500-1800 words (about 5-6 pages).  
200 points or 20% of course grade 
 
Style and Voice in Academic Writing  
For this essay, you will apply the elements of metadiscourse that we'll study; you will use these 
concepts to analyze your own academic writing in comparison to that of a published scholar in 
your field to note the construction of voice, authority, and engagement with the reader. Minimum 
of 1200 words (about 4 pages). 200 points or 20% of course grade. 
 
Stylistic Makeover: 
Your “final exam” for this class will be a makeover of your style that takes a non-fiction essay 
you have written for this class or before, uses track changes to edit it according to principles 
recommended by authors we have read (Glaser, Sword, Elbow, etc.), and explains the changes 
and how they have an improved effect on the reader in margin comments. You need to be more 
comprehensive in your focus than just the aspects of metadiscourse you covered in the previous 
(academic style analysis essay). To accompany this makeover, you will write an essay that gives 
us some more insight into your stylistic soul-searching as you undertook this makeover. You will 
be expected to apply the concepts of style (from the authors mentioned above) to explain your 
changes. Were there any writers whose styles you chose to emulate as you did this makeover? 
Finally, you will devise an editing checklist for yourself that prioritizes the types of changes you 
tracked in your makeover so that you can apply these concepts more easily in the future—your 
own “top 5” list. At least 600 words for the “essay” part explaining the makeover—not counting 



 
 

 
 
 
 

the margin comments explaining specific changes. 150 points or 15% of course grade. 
 
Article presentation: Each person will read an article not assigned to the class as a whole and 
present on it, highlighting the main claims and insights for writers and/or writing teachers in 
terms of process, style, etc. A part of the presentation is a prepared one-page critique of the 
article. 50 points or 5% of course grade. 
 
Quiz: We will have 1 quiz on metadiscourse concepts to help you master those for your 
academic style analysis essay. 25 points or 2.5% of course grade.   
 
Participation in Class Discussion, Workshops and Journals/ Blogs:  
This class is not a lecture class; it is highly participatory. In order to maximize your learning, you 
must put forth effort in class and out of class to improve your writing.  
 
Class blog and journal-- Thoughtful completion of prompts in the online journal and class blog 
is part of your participation grade. Some blog assignments will have feedback to peers assigned 
as well, so look closely at the class agenda/homework prompt. (100 points). 
 
Class preparation and discussion-- Participation in the in-class discussion is expected from all 
students. Minimum expectation is at least one substantive comment per class session, not just 
questions. Sometimes I will give you specific questions to answer about or features to look for in 
the assigned readings. Print out and annotate the assigned readings posted on Blackboard. Or if 
you read electronically, take notes on paper or electronically on the text. Be prepared to 
contribute some of your observations/notes from this close reading at each class discussion. (45 
points). 
 
Whole-class workshop-- Each student will be expected to present one paper for whole-class 
workshop. Drafts for these workshops are submitted to the Blackboard discussion forum at least 
24 hours before the workshop) is part of your participation grade. Response to your peers’ drafts 
is due to be posted to the discussion forum before that workshop. If you do not share your 
comments verbally in the class workshop, then you should put extra effort into your written 
feedback to compensate with a summary note to the writer of at least 250 words in addition to 
margin comments about specific points. (70 points). 
 
Online-only draft discussion boards--When you’re not having your draft looked at for whole-
class workshop, taking the initiative to exchange feedback with classmates on the online 
feedback discussion boards each week and/or go to the Writing Center for feedback can make an 
impressive difference in the quality of your essays. You are expected to ask for and offer 
feedback on at least one draft not slated for whole-class workshop, but you determine when you 
want to do so. Full credit requires your posting of a draft along with a note explaining where you 
are and requesting specific feedback and giving detailed feedback to at least 2 other students who 
have posted—if you need to give feedback at a later date because no one else posted when you 
did, that’s fine. Deadlines for posting and for response are posted on each online discussion 
board. You may participate in more online-only draft discussions for extra points. (10 points). 
 
Sub-par participation--You may have participation points deducted (regardless of how many you 



 
 

 
 
 
 

may have earned) by not being fully engaged in the class and distracting others by your use of 
digital devices: chief examples of this include browsing the internet on your laptop, texting, or 
checking your texts. Please refrain from looking at your laptop or smart-phone unless I invite 
you to consult them for comments or resources on the class blog. You lose 5 points for each class 
you miss. You will lose 5 points (per occasion) if you engage in these activities (or others) 
because they take your attention from the class and distract your classmates as well. When you 
have comments to share, please share with the whole class and not just your location since that is 
very distracting as well. 
225 points or 22.5% of course grade  
 
Class Policies:  
 
Late Work: 
Polished papers (final drafts) will be docked one letter grade per class period that they are late. 
An essay being submitted for a grade must be accompanied by a rhetorical commentary and all 
previous drafts of that essay in a folder in order to be considered on time.  Papers will not be 
accepted more than two days late.  Late quizzes, postings to electronic discussions, draft 
workshop feedback and blog entries will not receive credit. 
 
Conferences and keeping in touch:  I will be available for conferences during my office hours 
if you would like to come in or reach me by phone.  Phone or face-to-face conferences can also 
be scheduled at a time convenient for us both. (I’m around most weekdays from 8-4 except when 
I’m in classes or in meetings, so it should be easy for us to find a time to talk.) My office number 
is (270) 745-3634. I will check my WKU email (jane.fife@wku.edu) and our ecourses site at 
least once (and probably multiple times) every week day.  
 
Format and procedures for turning in drafts and commentaries: All essay drafts should be 
word-processed or typed with one inch margins.  Handwritten drafts will not be accepted. All 
essay drafts (those for workshop and those submitted to me for a grade) should be accompanied 
by a commentary (or meta-analysis) describing your purpose for the paper, why you used the 
strategies you did as a writer, your assessment of the paper’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
explaining what concerns you would like your readers (your classmates and me) to address in 
our responses.  Revised drafts should be turned in along with a memo explaining the revisions 
you made and why.  Revisions should also be accompanied by the responses you received from 
all your readers.  Papers submitted without commentaries will not be graded because the 
commentaries show your rhetorical insight into your own work which a core aspect of your 
learning in this class.   
 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the representation of someone else’s work as your own.  This work 
may include words, images, or design/layout.  Flagrant plagiarism is submitting someone else’s 
work as your own with no attempt to appropriately document the borrowed text and usually with 
minimal changes to the text and just a little--or none-- of the writer’s original work added.  
Plagiarism is still flagrant, however, when smaller chunks of borrowed work are incorporated 
into original work with no attempts at quoting and adequate documentation--in other words, 
trying to pass off even a sentence, paragraph, chart, image, etcetera borrowed from another’s 
work as your own.  The first instance of what I call “flagrant” plagiarism will result in an “F” in 
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the course.   
 Unintentional plagiarism is the failure to adequately quote and document borrowed work 
in the work you submit although some attempt is made to acknowledge the source.  This is still 
plagiarism and therefore unacceptable work--ignorance is not an excuse. Unintentional 
plagiarism on a document submitted for a grade will result in an unacceptable draft (F) which 
must be satisfactorily revised within a week in order to pass the course. Versions of all major 
writing projects that are satisfactorily free of plagiarism must be submitted in order to pass the 
course. 
 
Changes to the syllabus: Inevitably, we will vary from the course schedule.  It is your 
responsibility to note those changes and be ready for class with the day’s assignment, even if you 
were absent when I announced the change.  If you’re absent, check the daily agenda and 
homework announcement on Blackboard. Keep up with the detailed assignments there as well as 
in each unit’s assignment sheet. 

ADA Notice: Disability and Accommodations 
Students with disabilities who require accommodations (academic and/or auxiliary aids or 
services) for this course must contact the Student Accessibility Resource Center, Room 1074, 
Downing Student Union. The SARC telephone number is (270) 745-5004 (TDD: 270-745-3030). 
Please do not request accommodations directly from the instructor without a letter of 
accommodation from the Student Accessibility Resource Center. 
 
Important date: 
The last day to drop this course with a “W” and/or change from credit to audit is March 10. 
 
Course Calendar:  
All essays will be submitted via Blackboard by the deadline listed below. Reading and other homework (blog 
assignments, etc.) will be specified in the daily “class agenda & homework” announcement posted on Blackboard 
and highlighted at the start of each class.  A calendar of blog prompts and reading assignments for each unit will be 
distributed along with the major assignment instructions at the start of each unit.  
 
2/16: In-class workshop for 4 writers for stylistic analysis essay. 
 
2/21: Stylistic analysis essay due by start of class. 
 
3/23: In-class workshop for 3 writers for composing process research essay. 
 
3/28: Composing process essay due at start of class. 
 
4/6: Metadiscourse quiz. 
 
4/18: Whole-class workshop for 3 writers for academic style analysis. 
 
4/20: Academic style analysis due by start of class.  
 
5/2: In-class workshop for 4 writers on stylistic makeover. 
 
5/4: Final discussion on take-away about style and process and future plans for improving as a writer. 
 
5/11: Final stylistic makeover paper due by 12 noon via Blackboard. No in-person final exam.  
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