
 

What will we be reading 
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Welcome 
Welcome to your Sophomore English class at Hopkinton High School. I 

sincerely hope this year will be an enjoyable one for you. 
The main purpose of this class is to make you smarter. Period. But 

intelligence is wide, and our time is short. So more specifically, I aim to make 
you more critical thinkers and eloquent writers, and make you more comfortable 

as “Formalist” readers – i.e. teach you how to synthesize a strong and interesting 
analysis of a text without having to rely on secondary sources. Instead of reading a 

play or a novel or a poem and asking, “What happens?” we will explore the 
question, “What is the author doing, and why?” 

As an honors class, you should be here for only one of two reasons: Either you love reading, as 
I do, and enjoy examining the depths and mysteries of literature, or you are challenging yourself to 
take on a difficult level of a course that does not tremendously pique your interests. Either way, I 
encourage your efforts and thoughts on the books that we will be reading. If you have any other 
motive, you may wish to reconsider, as this is the hardest level of sophomore English at HHS. 

In order to be fair, I need to cover with you today the basics of my class – what I expect of 
you, what I will tolerate, and what I will not. I assure you that my classroom is usually more 
interactive than it is today, but think of today as a trip to the dentist – not terribly exciting, but very 
important. (But please read through this more closely later on tonight) 

Poetry – It isn’t dead unless we let it die. Remember how fun poetry 
used to be? WE’RE BRINGING IT BACK! 

Night – A horrifying look at the Holocaust 

Maus - A graphic novel about family and suffering 

1984 – Orwell has us figured out… this is a dystopia about a 
government that seizes extraordinary power 

2 0 1 9 - 2 0  

Of Mice and Men – Perhaps the most accessible of John Steinbeck’s 
fiction, this one is unforgettable 

The Metamorphosis – a strange classic… 

Othello  - Shakespeare’s classic play about betrayal and paranoia. 
Iago is perhaps his best villain. 

In the Time of Butterflies – A fictional portrayal of four real-life 
heroines who stood up against dictatorship 
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Course Expectations 
You will be graded in three discrete areas in this class. The areas are: Critical Writing, Literary Response, 
and Grammar/Vocabulary. A brief discussion of each section follows. 
 
Essay Writing  (40% of your grade) 
This starts off easy and gets progressively more difficult. A few times each month, we will cover a short list 
of tips for stronger writing, you will be writing short in-class responses, and occasional longer (3-page) 
responses, following the rules we have covered in class. As the class progresses, we will cover more and 
more rules. I will expect to see our classroom lessons reflected in the writing that you produce. We will have 
journal responses, one of which (of your own choosing) will be put toward your midterm exam. During the 
course, you will compile your shorter responses in a writing folder, which you will use for revision exercises 
periodically throughout the semester. This part of your grade will also include shorter in-class writing 
assignments. We will also explore more of a variety of writing styles, not just literary analysis, including 
personal writing, creative pieces and argumentative essays. I’m fired up. PLEASE NOTE: Your grade will 
begin with a nominal 85 grade as a placeholder, so that the averages don’t get skewed – I’ll remove the 
grade once we have adequate writing grades each semester. Trust me, this makes a ton of sense.  
 
Critical Reading (45% of your grade) 
This section will mostly consist of short reading quizzes, or in-class responses to our assignments. 
Essentially, these are simply testing whether or not you are reading our texts well. THE QUESTIONS 
ARE SPECIFIC – Don’t get caught sleeping on our first quizzes! It is not sufficient to let your eyes drift 
over the words and get a general idea of what is happening in the stories – this might be acceptable for 
reading the “Life” section of USA Today, but certainly not in a Literature class. The quizzes will (usually) 
consist of six questions each, and they will be specific – reading Sparknotes (or “Shmoop”, etc) will not 
help. I have painstakingly “sparkproofed” my reading quizzes. 
 
Vocabulary & Grammar (and Misc.) (15% of your grade) 
We will have regular vocabulary quizzes that check for understanding and not mere memorization. This is, 
in my opinion, the easiest of the sections of my class. Everybody has the same words, and all you have to do 
is learn them. This is the only area of the class where I regularly offer extra credit. Here’s how: If you 
participate well in our online discussions, you will be given five extra points, no questions asked. This will 
hopefully encourage long-term, and not just short-term learning. 
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I fully expect that you will behave like the mature young men and women that you are, and will base my classroom rules on 
that assumption. If you prove this assumption wrong, we will adjust. A few quirks: 

Ø I have no patience for cheaters. Working together with friends after school does not mean splitting the work and 
paraphrasing each other’s answers (see the homework scoring above). Anybody caught cheating on a quiz will 
receive a zero – that includes stealing answers OR intentionally giving them away. You will not be able to retry the 
quiz. Also, don’t stretch your papers to seem longer – it is transparent and unimpressive. More on plagiarism later. 

Ø Class starts when the bell rings and ends when the bell rings. Don’t hold up the entire class by being late, and more 
importantly, don’t do that trick where you shuffle your papers really loudly with 3 minutes to go in class, hoping that 
the teacher might stop talking. It’s annoying. 

Ø We do not allow retakes on quizzes. This is both a personal and a departmental policy 
Ø Similarly, we do not hand out free points if you are really close to the grade you want. A 89.4 is a B+  
Ø I will happily respond to emails requesting clarification or assistance. Please understand that I have small children, 

and am (usually) unable to respond before 8PM. I am also not a vampire, so I probably won’t respond after 11 either.  
Ø Food & drinks are fine, with three rules: 1) Nothing distracting. Don’t be obnoxious, cracking open a soda or a 

crinkly bag of chips. 2) No eating lunch during the short part of the period before lunch. 3) As soon as I clean up your 
mess, you lose your rights. I REPEAT. The moment I am cleaning up your mess (looking at you, weepy iced-coffee 
cup)… just don’t. 

Ø No massive stacks of books, purses or other barricades on your desk. This isn’t World War One. 
Ø You should only have your phones/computer/robots out to take notes, or when instructed to take them out. See above. 
Ø If you hand in homework with fuzzies on the side of it, you will not receive full credit regardless of the quality. 

Vocab & Grammar (continued) 
 
Grammar is an awfully broad topic. There simply aren’t enough grammar lessons I could give you that wouldn’t 
stray into either the childishly simple or the maddeningly obscure in the course of one year, but we will aim to 
target the grammatical rules that prove trickier for high school sophomores in particular. We will still practice 
our proper English, and I will try my best to give examples that make sense. I do not expect perfection – I am 
sure there are some grammatical rules that I still break regularly, but I expect you to understand what is correct, 
and try to incorporate proper usage into your writing. This section will be graded with occasional grammar 
quizzes and worksheets. You can help me stem the rampant tide of antiintellectualism that has strangled the 
country in the 21st century so far.  
2 

 
Homework policy & expectations 
Nothing too unusual here. I don’t have much in the way of worksheets. Most of your at-home work will be 
reading and writing, and a vocabulary assignment per unit. The participation grade is less about active 
participation (in most cases) and more about avoiding disrespectful, off-topic iPad & smartphone usage (Twitter, 
IM, email) – those will lower your grade here.  
 
Wait… I can’t use my smartphone? 
Well, yes, but not when you shouldn’t be. Like during group discussions, or when I am presenting information. 
 
OMG Are you serious? I mean for real? It cost, like, nine hundred dollars. 
Yes. It’s time to receive an education. Twitter is mostly just for ridiculing other people. Facebook is mostly for 
saying how awesome your own life is. Instagram is mostly for taking pictures of your own feet. I have no idea 
what Snapchat is. Or TikTok. But just as it is disrespectful to whip out your phone during a job interview, 
religious service, or family meal, it’s rude to be checking your phone during class. If you do, you’ll lose points 
off of what is probably the easiest grade in this class (which goes in the “Misc.” category, for the record). There 
will be no mercy on this penalty. 
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Bloom’s Taxonomy (or… critical thinking) 
If you enjoy reading for its own sake, I can understand. At times, I am with you. But we are not here 
together to have fun and read some stuff, but rather, we are here to hone our skills at dissecting literature 
and getting at something beyond the plot. Yet, I do not want to hammer you over the head with my 
interpretations. I will often guide a class through a particular reading of a section to give a model for how to 
stimulate discussion in a classroom. Often, these discussion points will be linked to important themes or 
questions in the texts we are reading. This way, I can be sure to cover at least what I feel are some very 
important moments in each text, but the rest is up to you. 
 
The ultimate purpose of this type of thinking is that it forces you to pay closer attention to what the author 
is doing as you read, and it prepares you for the types of essays that you will likely face for the rest of your 
high school days, and perhaps into college. WAAAAAY more important, it prepares you for the ability to 
think originally and create your own interpretation of the world around you. 

I hold intellectual integrity in the highest regard. We will write several short papers this year, and some 
somewhat longer ones. It is my duty as a teacher to spell out for you as clearly as possible the definition and 
perils of plagiarism. Please pay attention. 
 
Since most of the essays you write in my class are primary source essays – in other words, you will respond to 
the texts that we read, but do not have to do any research whatsoever – if you find yourself looking things up 
online to help you respond to one of my essay prompts, you are probably doing something that you 
shouldn’t. One noteworthy exception is any argumentative essay where you will need to discover statistics or 
facts to back up your point, but even then, you should never be looking up someone else’s thoughts on the 
topic. 
 
The main goal of the writing component to this class is for you to prove to me that you can find something 
worth writing about – and then write about it. Sure, you may choose something that others have written about 
before, or you may end up writing about a topic that is, frankly, wrong, but I would rather have either of those 
than an essay that has its ideas lifted from an online source. I can help you improve if your writing needs help. 
I cannot help you improve if you give me someone else’s work. 
 
The writing portion counts for 40% of your grade each quarter. If I catch any plagiarism ON ANY MAJOR 
ESSAY, REGARDLESS OF LENGTH, REGARDLESS OF THE DEPTH OF THE PLAGIARISM, the 
first penalty is that you will have to rewrite the assignment for half credit. Mathematically, if you plagiarize 
your essay, your semester grade drops by 8-10 points. The penalty is severe. PLAGIARISM ON ANY 
MINOR ESSAY WILL RECEIVE A ZERO. Any offense will be reported to your guidance counselor, your 
administrator and your parents. I will not endorse you for National Honor Society. I am saying this now so it 
isn’t a rude surprise later. Do yourself a favor and avoid this issue.  
 
Be advised that I, like all teachers in this department, use an anti-plagiarism website (www.turnitin.com). I am 
also aware of the “essay factory” websites (echeat, 123helpme, etc) that offer papers on most of the books that 
we read in class and I have caught students handing in dishonest papers every year since I started teaching. Let 
this be the first year I do not. 
 
If you have ANY doubts about what you are doing is plagiarism, (A) it probably is, and (B) you can always 
run it past me.  

PLAGIARISM – A Cautionary Tale 



 

 

 


