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Sample Assignment 1: Words, Words, Words 
 
1. Choose a word from The Portrait of a Lady and look it up in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), noting 
briefly its etymology and the history of its usage. 
2. Do a search for your word in an e-text version of the novel. 
3. Write a few sentences describing what strikes you about how your word is used in at least two different 
places in the text (you needn’t look at more than five or six occurrences of your word, but you may, of 
course, look at more). 
 
The OED is one of Hollis’s e-resources, and you can find an e-text of The Portrait of a Lady by searching for it 
by title through the “Expanded Search” function of the Hollis Catalogue and limiting the “Format” to 
“Digital.” You are welcome to choose a word on your own, or to choose a word from the list below, selected 
both because they are important words in the novel and because they have fascinating OED entries: 
 
Convention  Style      Vulgar  Habit  Patience  
Manners  Tradition     Specimen              Perfect  Culture 
Sacrifice   Admire      Custom  Career  Appreciate 
 
We can talk more in section about how to use the OED and e-texts to gather evidence and build an argument. 
For this exercise, think about which of the word’s meanings seems best to “fit” the novel, and how the 
word’s meaning might differ at different moments in the text. What is the tone of each passage? Who is the 
speaker? Is your word used more often by the narrator or by the characters? Is your word associated with a 
certain character or group of characters? Does the word mark nationality, class, sexuality, identity in any way? 
Is there a change in the way your word is used from the beginning of the novel to the end? And, most 
importantly, what if anything seems strange to you about the usage of the word in the novel? Try to look for 
patterns and anomalies as you read through the passages that come up in your search. 
 
[Goal: Help students to understand the wonderful richness and loadedness of words, and how they might be 
used both to generate and support larger interpretive claims.] 
 
 
Sample Assignment 2: WTF? Moments 
 
Read the early chapters of Sister Carrie. Then, make a list of two or three things that strike you about the text. 
By things that “strike” you, I mean things that make you think twice, things that seem confusing, odd or 
perplexing, things that make you smile or smirk, things that seem particularly deliberate, things that stand out 
or capture your readerly attention—things, in other words, that make you think “WTF?” Is there a strange 
image or a certain kind of language that appears more than once in the text? Is there an odd detail that seems 
out of place? Are there moments that seem confusing to you? By asking these kinds of questions, I’m 
encouraging you to read the text actively, and to notice rather than ignore the text’s idiosyncrasies. By learning 
to spot these, you will learn how to develop wonderful paper topics. 
 
Take your list of things that strike you and see if you can imagine an argument that might arise from them. 
Please formulate this potential argument in no more than 2-3 sentences and present it underneath your list of 
textual oddities. 
 
[Goal: Help students to learn to read carefully, to trust their readerly instincts, and to appreciate more fully 
the incredible weirdness of literary texts.] 
 



 
 
Sample Assignment 3: Saying Something 
 
You have by now delved into the central chapters of Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth. For this week, I 
would like you to make a substantive claim about this novel: about its narrator, its structure, one or several of its 
characters, its symbols, its themes, its style, etc. In other words, imagine for this week that I have asked you to 
write a literary-critical paper on this novel, but have not given you a specific topic or subject about which to 
write. Which aspect of the novel would you choose to focus upon, and what exactly would you argue? What 
about the novel seems most compelling/controversial/productive to you? If you had to write a lecture about 
this novel, what is the central “point” you would try hardest to hit home to your students? 
 
With these questions in mind, make a claim (in no more than 1-3 sentences) about this novel. Then find a 
passage or two that you would use to illustrate/substantiate your claim. 
 
And remember, a claim is crucially different from an observation. An observation points out something that 
seems fundamentally “correct” (and is often more or less self-evident, and a bit boring) about the novel; a 
claim, on the other hand, should be contestable, and often speaks to the effects of this or that thing. For 
example, to say that “Edith Wharton’s rendering of consciousness in The House of Mirth is complex” is to 
make an observation, whereas to say that “Edith Wharton employs metaphors of violent nature in The House 
of Mirth to present consciousness as inherently predatory” is to make a contestable claim. The first people will 
accept as broadly true; the second is sure to inspire some pushback, some raised eyebrows, some circling of 
wagons—and that’s exactly what I want, because that’s what good thinking does. 
 
[Goal: Help students to differentiate between observation and argument, and to learn how to express their 
ideas with economy.] 
 
 
Sample Assignment 4: Talking Back 
 
Review your notes from the last two lectures. In 2-3 sentences, summarize an interpretive claim made by the 
professor with which you disagree. Then, in 2-3 sentences, express why you disagree, and cite a passage or 
two from the text that you believe support your contestation. Finally, in 2-3 sentences, present an alternate 
interpretive claim that you feel is more compelling than that presented by the professor. 
 
[Goal: Help students to learn to engage in a meaningful way with what they hear in lecture.] 
 
 
Sample Assignment 5: Student See, Student Do 

First, make a short list of characteristics—specific stylistic features, literary devices, dominant images, 
particularities of syntax and diction and tone—that you would argue define the literary style of David 
Copperfield. Then, in 3-5 sentences, describe someone you’ve met here at Harvard as you imagine the narrator 
of David Copperfield might describe them. Or, if you prefer, represent a place or an object you’ve perceived 
here as you believe that place or object would be represented in the novel. Or, if you’d rather, narrate an 
experience or an encounter you’ve had here as that experience or encounter might be narrated if it took place 
in the novel. 

Challenge: Perform the piece. Dickens was famous for reading publicly excerpts of his own work. You too 
will have a chance to exhibit your short piece in true Dickensian fashion by reading it aloud during section. 

[Goal: Help students to pay closer attention to, and to identify what constitutes, prose style.] 


