Fantasy & Sci-Fi Course Syllabus

Two Rivers High School: Fall Semester 2014
Course Description: Fantasy and Science Fiction (sf) is a literature course that focuses entirely on exploring the realm of possibility.  Fantasy traditional builds a magical world that resembles our historical past but creates magical kingdoms and magical laws.  Science-fiction peers out into our future and asks how technology and time will change the world we live in.  Both genres ask “what if,” but each genre does it in a very unique way.  My primary goal is to expose you to this world and to try to create interest in the texts and films that have come to define these genres.  You won’t necessarily like all (or maybe any) of the things we cover in class, but if I can get you to go out and read a book or watch a movie out of this genre, then I have done my job. 

Perhaps no other genres have influenced the way we tell stories today more than these two—especially when it comes to movies. 
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Need proof?  Look at this list of the 20 highest grossing (that means “made the most money”) films of all time:

1. Avatar (2009)
2. Titanic (1997)
3. Marvel's The Avengers (2012)
4. The Dark Knight (2008)
5. Star Wars: Episode I - The Phantom Menace (1999)
6. 


Star Wars: Episode IV - A New Hope (1977)
7. The Dark Knight Rises (2012)
8. Shrek 2 (2004)
9. 
 E. T. The Extra-Terrestrial (1982)

10. The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (2013)
11. Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest (2006)
12. The Lion King (1994)
13. Toy Story 3 (2010)
14. Iron Man 3 (2013)
15. The Hunger Games (2012)
16. Spider-Man (2002)
17. Jurassic Park (1993)
18. Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen (2009)
19. Frozen (2013)
20. Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Part 2 (2011)
Here’s your challenge—put a star next to each film that would be considered Fantasy or Sci-fi.  

Another major goal of this course is to improve your basic English skills—critical reading, effective personal writing, thesis & explanatory writing, active reading strategies, and reading analysis.

As we read through various novels, short stories, films and articles, we want to try to build a deeper understanding of these genres.  We want to try to question and focus on the following guiding topics:
1. Where does this piece fit within our Fantasy ( Sci-fi spectrum?

2. What types of rules and non-reality elements are used within this story?

3. How does this article or informational text connect to a story or film we have been exploring?

4. How would I classify this story using the rules and guidelines we have developed so far?

In addition to the guiding thoughts, you should also be able to do the following with each piece we read:
1. Summarize the major events or main points that occur in the text.
2. Connect text details to previous topics or texts discussed in course.
3. Analyze how the story builds typical archetypes and themes.
4. Break down what the text reflects (or criticizes) about our current world.
5. Explain how the text is relevant in terms of the genres we are covering.
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NOVELS WE SHOULD COVER THIS SEMESTER INCLUDE:

[image: image5.jpg]The
Time Machine



1.  Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows (Rowling)
2.  The Return of the King (Tolkien)
3.  Ready Player One (Cline)

4.  Joyland (King)
NOVELS WE MIGHT COVER THIS SEMESTER INCLUDE:
4.  The Foundation (Asimov)

5.  Neuromancer (Gibson)

6.  Steelheart (Sanderson)

7.  Stardust (Gaiman) 
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E-MAIL:

 jeremy.otte@trschools.k12.wi.us
WORK PHONE:

920-793-2291  EXT 5327

WEB PAGE: This can be accessed by going to the high school web page, clicking on “Staff Directory” link in the left hand column and pulling up my profile (there is a link labeled “web page” in my profile).  From there use the navigation in the left hand column to locate my mythology course.

My webpage is an essential tool for this course that should be checked at least twice weekly.  On my webpage you will find objectives for the week, portfolio task reminders, reading assignments, daily journals and major assessment assignments.

I will use the homework board to post the major assignments AND to post what we are working through on a daily basis.  The first section of my webpage is devoted to posting journal and portfolio reminders.  I will also post the weekly objectives and skills we are working towards so you can keep track of your own performance and growth (that is, if you choose to care about more than just “getting done” with this class…)

DISCUSSION PAGE: This is my 8th year of teaching; every year I experiment with new online discussion sites to find one that models what you will use in a professional world or at the college level.  This year I am experimenting with my sixth (yes, sixth!) different discussion site.
We will be using www.haikulearning.com (see the link on my webpage) as our home base for online discussion.  I understand that many students do not find online discussion rewarding or enjoyable, but I hope to combat that this year by helping you learn how to use discussion as a way to build interest and knowledge—not just as a way to respond to some generic question.

Discussions posted must be a minimum of 200 words and must use specific text details as part of the response.  (If 200-words seems like a lot, think about this: my write-up explaining my webpage is 169 words…not exactly a lot of writing required).  Posts should also show individual thought and perspective: the goal is not to get the answer right, but to instead explore your own ideas, view points, and understandings.  

I will also have an open discussion thread for each unit that gives you a space to voice confusions or insights to the whole group without needing to follow a structured format.  

The Haikulearning webpage should be checked at least once weekly to ensure that you are completing all posted discussions!
STUDENT E-MAIL: Smart phones allow us to stay constantly connected to each other and to the online world.  Last year was my first year of relying heavily on student e-mail, and I discovered that it gave me unlimited opportunities to help students outside of our given class period. 

I need you to send me an e-mail within the first three days of class from your preferred e-mail address.  If you don’t use e-mail, now is your time to begin.  You can use your personal e-mail, your school e-mail, or a newly created e-mail (I suggest gmail or yahoo) if you have never had your own e-mail address before.

ASSIGNMENT: In your first e-mail to me please explain: 1. why you took Fantasy/SF 2. what your strengths and weaknesses in English class might be & 3. any specific texts, ideas or films you would like to cover in this class.
CLASSROOM AND COURSE EXPECTATIONS
CLASSROOM PROCEDURES:

1. RESPECT & RAPPORT—The only way my courses can be successful is if students feel safe, engaged and respected.
a. Respect yourself enough to pursue success.

b. Respect your classmates enough to listen to them—add to what they say or properly challenge their ideas.  Do not attack!  Instead, learn to discuss…

c. Respect your teacher enough to ask questions and seek out help.  

d. Respect the class enough to not be a disruption or a negative force in the class.

2. WORK TO SUCCEED—NOT TO COMPLETE


a. If your main goal on an assignment is to get it done, you have already failed!
i. My classes are not classes that you can just “work hard” through.  Hard work without purpose is wasted work.  In this class try to improve and to think through assignments.  Often a simple answer is not acceptable.
ii. Everyone can succeed if he or she is working to achieve and not just to get done.
3. SEEK OUT HELP!—I will apologize in advance: there will be a day where I will not notice you are struggling.  Heck, there may be an assignment you don’t turn in and I won’t even ask you about it!  This doesn’t mean I don’t care; it means that I am off my game.  It happens.  If you are confused, overwhelmed, intimidated or lost, let me know right away so we can hammer it out.  If you are embarrassed to ask directly, e-mail me or leave me a note.
4. There are four areas you need to check for handouts and instruction as you enter the room:
a. The Stool—check for handouts for the beginning of class

b. The Smartboard—is there a task, journal or discussion topic to think about?

c. Front white board—is there an announcement or task listed for today?

d. Side white board—has a task been added to the portfolio list?  Any concepts or word of the day work defined to copy down?

5. Seating Chart—I will create one for use when there is a sub.  Otherwise, you should be sitting by students you feel you can talk with AND be productive with: friends who distract you are not usually the best choice.
a. Should the need arise (meaning if you can’t handle choosing your own seat) I will assign individual students specific seating arrangements.  I apologize for potential embarrassment, but if we reach this point you have forced me to make this choice.
6. Cell Phone Policy—Bring, Use it, but keep in on your desk!
a. I have outlets around the room if you need to charge; take advantage of them.  But please!  Do not get up and check your phone in the middle of a discussion, lecture or class-focused activity.
b. If you need to check your phone, do so.  Make it quick and make it meaningful—if you are constantly on your phone, we will have an issue.
c. IF YOU LOSE CELL PHONE RIGHTS (ABUSE, MISUSE, GRADES) YOU MUST DROP IT ON THE COMPUTER CART UPON ENTERING CLASS.  FAILURE TO DO SO WILL RESULT IN REMOVAL FROM LARGE CLASS INSTRUCTION UNTIL A MEETING WITH PARENTS CAN BE ARRANGED.

7. Bathroom—Probably what students care about most (ok, maybe second most to phones now).  You have every right to use the bathroom when you need to.
a. Please sign-out using the clipboard on the bulletin board near the door.  Failure to sign-out will result in loss of bathroom privilege.

b. Failure to return in a timely fashion from the bathroom will result in a loss of privilege.

c. Excessive use of bathroom during class (think more than once every two weeks) will result in disciplinary action and loss of privilege.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS: These guiding thoughts and exploration topics will guide almost every reading we indulge in.  It is important to keep these questions fresh in your mind and (brace yourselves for a huge shocker) to actually consider these questions as you read!  Crazy, I know…

1. What are the defining elements of these connected genres?
2. How does any individual text or group of texts comment on or critically reflect our contemporary world?

3. How is gender represented in any given text?

4. How does setting play a pivotal, unique role in the stories found within these genres?

5. What essential or archetypal themes are being developed in any given text?

6. How do informational articles add to our working understanding of the genre?

7. ***Where should ________ story be placed on the Fantasy(Sci-fi spectrum?

ESSENTIAL SKILLS: Outside of quizzes and papers, there is a set of skills that I will be evaluating through a portfolio approach.  These skills can be demonstrated in numerous ways throughout numerous points of the semester; if you struggle for one particular reading or assignment, there will be many more opportunities to practice, grow and show proficiency for each skill.

These skills, then, become even more important than the actual “graded assignments” we will work through.  In fact, many of the graded assignments are formal evaluations of these exact skills!

1. Use specific text references to explicitly explain how informational reading develops genre understanding OR genre criticism.
2. Clearly define genres using both literary and informational text references.

3. Conduct guided, purposeful research to build understanding of an iconic author or text within the genre.

4. Use thoughtful, connect text references to explore an established genre archetype or theme.

5. Engage in purposeful, academic discussion to build understanding and develop genre criticism.

6. Successfully build a personal reading portfolio by critiquing and evaluating INDIVIDUAL genre text selections.

UNITS and PLANNED READINGS/ASSESSMENTS
· UNIT I = DEFINING THE GENRES
· Fantasy ( SF spectrum building
· Genre Exploration Articles
· Critical Summary—assigned fantasy article
· DEFINITION ESSAY: Define chosen genre using examples and article support
· “Harrison Bergeron” – SF & Social Criticism
· “Conan the Barbarian” “Steelheart Prologue” & “macs” Story Examples
· INFORMATIONAL REPORT—Typical SF concepts and approaches (Film Exploration)
· SF SYNTHESIS CS—Using Multiple articles to build one common idea
· FILM JOURNAL ASSIGNMENTS

· “ELYSIUM” FILM ANALYSIS
· Haiku Discussions: Story Theme, Genre Examples and Reading Reflections
· UNIT II = ICONS OF THE GENRES
· ASIMOV AND ROBOTS

· Text Comparison – Asimov vs. Doctorow vs. Will Smith

· FLOWERS FOR ALGERNON—Argumentative Essay & Haiku exploration

· LORD OF THE RINGS READING – Plot Summary vs. Film vs. Novel

· INFORMATIONAL REPORT—Story explanation

· PRESENTATION—Character Argument: most important “hero”

· FILM ANALYSIS REPORT

· THEMATIC ESSAY—NOVEL

· AUTHOR RESEARCH REPORT—Iconic Author Research Assignment
· UNIT  III = RULES OF MAGICAL WORLDS
· CS—Short Story Explanation and Reflection
· “Red Rising” Excerpt
· “Assassin” Excerpts
· HARRY POTTER!

· Group Presentation: Novel Background
· THEMATIC ESSAY

· WRITING—Story Reflection
· Film Comparison Essay

· UNIT IV = DYSTOPIAN FUTURES
· ELYSIUM REVISITED

· Social Commentary Essay
· THE MATRIX

· Informational Report: What is the Matrix?
· Informational Report: Explaining the Heroic Cycle
· READY PLAYER ONE
· Group Project: Film Proposal
· ESSAY – Reality or Fiction?

· POST READING: Novel Evaluation—response to the critics

POSSIBLE TESTING “EXPERIENCES”

The types of tests we take will depend on the type of class this becomes—where you are headed after high school and how well discussion function will be key contributes to the nature of testing in this class.  There are, however, two test “experiences” we will explore this semester: a mid-term “content” test and an analysis & evaluation test.  The “content” test is driven by knowing the content: stories and authors and plots.  The analysis & evaluation test is skills based; it requires you to show your ability to critically respond to and break down the concepts and themes we have discussed this semester.  Both tests may show up as part of the final exam or we may tackle the “content” test as a true midterm.
SKILLS CHECK LIST:

SPECIFIC LEARNING TARGETS

1. _____ Student can write an effective, appropriate essay.

a. Focused, purposeful introduction

b. Purposeful Thesis

c. Body paragraphs that clearly add to thesis claim

d. Use of quotes and text evidence to build thesis claim

e. Adequate and understandable explanation of what text is supposed to help show

f. Purposeful conclusion that connects back to thesis claim

2. _____ Student uses proper grade level mechanics.

a. Improved editing for comma usage, especially eliminating comma splices

b. Eliminating occurrence of fragments and incomplete thoughts in writing

c. Improved sentence clarity and complexity

d. Understandable use of semi-colons within writing

e. Eliminating occurrence of personal spelling mistakes

3. _____ Student demonstrates ability to answer analysis questions by using thought out text details.

4. _____ Student proves ability to read actively—student can summarize text without missing essential details.

5. _____ Student proves ability to read critically—student can explain author’s choices and story techniques within the text.

6. _____ Student has demonstrated ability to recognize thematic ideas within literary works.

7. _____ Student shows ability to understand explanatory text, including how it connects to our current course focus.

8. _____ Student is able to be productively involved in a discussion without needing to be prompted.

9. _____ Student keeps track of daily ideas using the Haiku website, student e-mail, teacher webpage and online portfolio items.
10. _____ Student can organize information into proper, connected categories.

11. _____ Student learns to improve common or repetitive mistakes in her/his own writing.

12. _____ Student can present information orally in a way that is organized, planned, and complete.

13. _____ Student can identify iconic or influential characters, authors and stories/films by the end of the semester.
14. _____ Student demonstrates ability to come to conclusions about thematic ideas built into story.
15. _____ Student demonstrates proficient ability to evaluate material using established guiding ideas.

16. _____ Student has shown a working understanding of why these genres are relevant to—and reflective of—our world today.
