
English 180: Topics in Canadian 
Literature:

Contemporary literature from Canada
 

Tuesdays and Thursdays / 1:00 - 2:15 / Terrill 108

Dr. Paul Martin, Dept. of English, 321 Old Mill

Paul.Martin@uvm.edu | 656.8451 | AIM: canlitprof

Office hours: T: 11:00 - 12:00; W: 1:30 - 3:00

For a country of just 30 million people stretched over a vast territory and comprised of 
two major language groups, Canada has produced a remarkable number of world class 
writers, such as Margaret Atwood, Alice Munro, Michael Ondaatje, and Rohinton 
Mistry to name but a few. In the past two decades, in particular, Canadian literature 
has increasingly been seen by the world literary community as one of the hotbeds of 
new and innovative writing. In this course, we will focus on Canadian writing 
published in the last five years to gain some perspective on the remarkable variety and 
quality of writing produced by our neighbors to the north. By focusing on novels and 
short fiction from writers spread across Canada, we will also examine questions of 
Canadian identity and the influence of the history of Canada on its present state.

I've deliberately focused our sights on the literature produced in just a five year span 
(2005-2010) of literary history. This is, in part, to give us a glimpse of what kinds of 
literature are being written in Canada today. This course also provides us with a 
contrast to what we usually study in literature departments, which is to say literature 
by dead people who are usually white and male. One of the challenges and also the 
pleasures of studying contemporary literature is that there is little consensus among 
critics as to what will be considered some day to be the "Great Works" of our time. In 
fact, courses that focus on very recent work are a fairly new development in the history 
of literary studies; it is a privilege and an exciting challenge to study the literature 
written in our time but from another place. The study of literature will be one of the 
areas we will continue to discuss throughout the course. We will spend some time 
looking at how courses get constructed and how this connects to questions of the 
literary institution and the literary canon.



One of the ways in which we will come to understand a great deal more about 
contemporary literature from Canada and the workings of the literary institution is 
through a group assignment that will see you each selecting a book that you think 
should be added to our course. The final decision as to which book will be the final 
book we read this semester will be made by our class. Full details of this assignment 
are on the blog on the "Assignments" page.

One of the other great pleasures of teaching contemporary literature is that we 
sometimes have access to the creators of the literature we are reading. This semester 
we will be very lucky to have a visit from Randall Maggs, author of Night Work, and, 
hopefully, Joseph Boyden, author of Through Black Spruce. Maggs will be reading and 
participating in a panel discussion at UVM on September 24th and giving a reading at 
the Burlington Book Festival on Sept. 25th. I am still working on arrangements for a 
visit by Joseph Boyden, but we are hoping to have him visit UVM in November 
sometime before the Thanksgiving Break.

One final form of experiential learning this semester will come through your 
opportunity to participate in the Canadian Studies Program's annual field trip to 
Ottawa which will run from October 21-23. The cost for this trip is $240 and includes 
transportation, two nights accommodation at one of Ottawa's finest hotels, and 
admission fees to the National Gallery, the Canadian Museum of Civilization, and, of 
course, tickets to an Ottawa 67s hockey game. There are about 15 slots available for 
students from English 180 and my Canadian literature courses from Spring 2010. So, 
if you want to go on the trip, you'll need to reserve your seat right away. Spots are 
distributed on a first come, first served basis.

 

Required Texts:
Joseph Boyden, Through Black Spruce (2008)

Dionne Brand, What We All Long For (2005)

Douglas Coupland, The Gum Thief (2007)

Nicholas Dickner, Nikolski (2005, translation 2008) 1590307143

Elizabeth Hay, Late Nights on Air (2007)

Randall Maggs, NIght Work: The Sawchuk Poems (2008). Brick Books 1894078624

Lisa Moore, February (2010)



PLUS ONE BOOK CHOSEN BY YOU!

 

 

Assignments: 

TBA book assignment: 5% (Due Sept. 9, group blog posting due online Sept. 14) 

First essay: 15% (1200-1400 words) due October 12 

Second essay: 20% (1500-1700 words) 

Blog contributions (minimum of one response per blog prompt): 15% 

Ottawa trip or alternate assignment: 5% 

Final exam (passage IDs and one essay, covering every book we've read): 30% 
(December 16, 7:30 AM) 

Participation and attendance: 10% (surprise reading quizzes will be used from time to 
time to measure preparedness) 

N.B. Late assignments will be penalized one grade increment per day past the assigned 
deadline. Due to the many requests for extensions due to laptop thefts and hard drive 
failures, these requests will only be accepted with a copy of the police report number or 
computer repair service number. Extensions are available when you have too many things 
due on the same day, but they must be requested in writing no later than one week in 
advance of the original due date. So, you need to plan well in advance.

 

 

Tentative Schedule: 
HAVE BOOKS READ IN THEIR ENTIRETY BY THE FIRST DAY WE START 
DISCUSSING THEM IN CLASS

Aug 30: Introductions
Sept. 2: Literary histories of Canada
Sept. 7: Canada in the 21st century, What We All Long For
Sept. 9: Group assignment; TBA book assignment due
Sept. 14: What We All Long For; group blog posting due



Sept. 16: What We All Long For; vote deadline for TBA book
Sept. 21: Night Work: The Sawchuk Poems
Sept. 23: Night Work: The Sawchuk Poems
Sept. 24: Randall Maggs and Stephen Brunt
 
SATURDAY SEPT 25th: Randall Maggs and Stephen Brunt at the Burlington 
Book Festival (4:00 pm, Great Room, 3rd Floor Main Street Landing€™s 
Performing Arts Center)
 
Sept. 28: Postmodernism and Canadian fiction; The Gum Thief
Sept. 30: The Gum Thief
Oct. 2: The Gum Thief
Oct. 5: The Gum Thief
Oct. 7: the literatures of QuÃ©bec; Nikolski
Oct. 12: Nikolski
Oct. 14: Nikolski
Oct. 19: Late Nights on Air
Oct. 21: OTTAWA TRIP (no class on 10/21)
Oct. 26: CLASS CANCELLED
Oct. 28: Late Nights on Air; FIRST ESSAY DUE
Nov. 2: Late Nights on Air
Nov. 4: Through Black Spruce (visit by Joseph Boyden)
Nov. 9: Through Black Spruce
Nov. 11: Through Black Spruce
Nov. 16: February
Nov. 18: February
Nov. 22-26: No classes - Thanksgiving Break
Nov. 30: February; SECOND ESSAY DUE
Dec. 2: TBA
Dec. 7: TBA
Dec. 9: TBA; Last day of class
 
DEC 16: FINAL EXAM (7:30 AM - 10:15)
 

 

Participation and blog grades:
Here's the rubric for how I determine grades for your participation and for blog assignments (if 
applicable)

http://www.burlingtonbookfestival.com/htm/schedule.htm
http://www.burlingtonbookfestival.com/htm/schedule.htm


Participation

A: Nearly 100% attendance, unless due to illness or family emergency AND active participation 
in class. Clearly on top of the reading and regularly speaks in class. Always engaged in the 
discussion, whether vocally contributing or not.

B: Missed very few classes (2 or 3 max), unless due to illness or family emergency. Participated 
in class vocally on a fairly regular basis, but, more importantly, is always listening and attentive 
to the ongoing discussion. Unprepared for class occasionally, but usually caught up on the 
reading and willing to contribute.

C: Misses more than three classes for reasons other than illness or family emergency. Clearly 
behind in the reading on at least several occasions. Mostly attentive and speaks in class several 
times over the course of the semester. Makes a good effort to stay involved in class discussion 
and appears interested.

D: Regularly missing from class and/or frequently appears disinterested. Routinely behind on 
reading and fails to bring books to class. Leaves class from time to time to take phone calls 
thinking that the professor thinks they are using the restroom, continually passes notes back and 
forth with someone else, works on other homework or reads the newspaper during class, checks 
e-mail or text messages while instructor or classmates are speaking, all of which, I should add, 
are apparent to the instructor and your classmates and immediately qualify you for a D.

F: Attendance and participation not worthy of a D or higher. Failure to attend most classes and/
or to participate in any meaningful way.

Blogs

A: To earn an A on the blog component of the course all assignments must have been completed 
and comments posted by the assigned deadline (in this case, within one week of the date of the 
blog posting). Comments are thoughtful, fully answer the question asked, and, if specified, take 
into account the comments of other students.

B: All assignments completed, mostly on time. Thoughtful comments, though perhaps briefer 
and less engaging than those that merit an A.

C: Most assignments completed, primarily at the end of the semester and/or comments are short, 
perfunctory answers to the blog prompt with little consideration of the comments of others.

D: Only partial completion of the assignments and comments show little commitment to making 
a contribution to the discussion.

F: Failure to complete more than 50% of the assigned blog questions.



N.B. Late essay assignments will be penalized one grade increment per day past the 
assigned deadline, unless accompanied by a doctor's note outlining medical reasons for 
the delay. Extensions are available, but must be requested in writing no later than one 
week in advance of the original due date. There are no exceptions. 


