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Office:   Ballantine 415 
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Welcome to W170! 
The ground shakes; a roar pierces the night; flame erupts on the horizon. It can mean only one thing: 

dragons! We encounter them everywhere— movies, novels, and video games alike. Our pop culture is 

soaked in medievalism, and no medievalism is complete without a dragon. This longing for an imagined 

medieval past is behind some of the most commercially successful texts of the last two decades—from 

The Hobbit and How to Train Your Dragon movies to games like Skyrim or Dragon Age. Yet we cannot 

seem to make up our minds about dragons—are they friends or foes? Threatening or therapeutic? How are 

they like and unlike humans? How do we use medievalism and dragons to think through these 

complicated questions of alterity? This course examines the ways in which medievalism works in modern 

dragon tales to serve current cultural purposes. Each text establishes a new interpretation of the same 

hoard of inconsistent dragon imagery: the greedy serpent, the super-intelligent speaker, the dumb brute. 

But texts also solve their dragon problems differently: should they be vanquished by a valiant warrior? 

Robbed by an unconventional hero? Or befriended by a more complicated protagonist? Our enduring 

fascination with these flying reptiles and responses to them inform our views on issues like gender 

performance, violence, nationalism, disability and more. This course asks, “how did medieval texts define 

the dragon problem?” through a reading of The Saga of the Volsungs, the influential Icelandic saga that 

has inspired Tolkien and countless other fantasy writers. Then we will analyze them in modern texts such 

as the graphic novelization of The Hobbit and the 2010 film How to Train Your Dragon. The course 

fulfills the English Composition requirement through a focus on critical reading and thinking, textual and 

filmic analysis, and modes of academic writing. 

 

Required Texts 

The Saga of the Volsungs, Jesse Byock 

The Hobbit, J.R.R. Tolkien and Charles Dixon 

How to Train Your Dragon 

A Brief Guide to Writing from Readings, Stephen Wilhoit 

Rules for Writers Hacker (Optional) 

 

Coursework 

You will complete three types of written assignments this semester. Short Papers are shorter 

opportunities to practice the analytical reading and writing skills we learn in class. Essays are 

longer assignments where you make and develop evidence-based arguments about the texts we 

analyze in class. All short papers and essays must be completed and handed in to qualify for a 

passing grade in the course. There are also Reading Guides, short-answer worksheets to help 

you think through each of our required readings. Complete each guide and bring them to class on 

the day we discuss them (indicated on the syllabus). Assignments are weighted as follows: 

 



Course Grades 

Short Paper 1 Practicing Textual Analysis on the Bestiary 25 

Essay 1 Textual Analysis: Dragons in Volsungasaga 100 

Short Paper 2 Practicing Visual Analysis on The Hobbit 50 

Essay 2 Using a Source as a Lens on The Hobbit 150 

Essay 3 Comparative Analysis and Sources in Conversation 225 

Short Paper 3 Annotated Bibliography 50 

Essay 4 Research-based Analysis 300 

Reading Guides Short-answer worksheets 100 

Total Points  1000 

 

 

Attendance 

Your attendance in this class is an important factor in your professionalism, as well as the 

community of our class. As such, you may be absent two times this semester (one week) without 

penalty; each absence beyond these two will lower your final course grade by a third of a letter 

(e.g., B to B-).  Each tardy will count for 1/3 of an absence. 

 

Drafts and Late Assignments  
Throughout the semester you will be required to bring drafts of your work to our class meetings 

(indicated on the schedule). Failure to bring and submit the required rough draft materials on the 

days they are due will result in a 10% penalty (that is, one letter grade) on the final assignment. 

Short assignments (listed on the syllabus) cannot be made up without prior arrangements with 

me. All Essays and Short Papers must be submitted via Canvas by 11:59pm on the date listed. 

You will be penalized 10% for every calendar day that an assignment is late.  

 

Technology 

Research suggests that taking notes by hand on paper is the surest way to retain the info you 

learn in class, and I suggest that you do so if able (we will be doing in class writing prompts by 

hand anyways). While I value the use of laptops and other modern wizardry in general, I ask that 

you limit your use of laptops/tablets to tasks directly relevant to our coursework. They are fine 

for peer review days. But other uses (such as Facebook, shopping, or other homework) are an 

unfair distraction to those seated around you. Do not use mobile devices of any kind for texting, 

checking email, or any other activities not directly related to class discussion. You will receive 

one warning about distracting use of technology in class; instances beyond this will cause you to 

be marked absent for that class day (see: Attendance Policy above).  

 

Evaluation and Grading Scale 

The grades I assign to your work this semester are a measure of how successfully you have 

completed a task– an indicator of how well you seem to have learned the lessons that the task 

intends to teach. Grades are not a measure of your worth as a person or your potential as a 

student. They are also not a reward for the amount of effort you have made toward completing an 

assignment. At their best, grades are one important piece of how you learn both what you are 

doing well and what you can improve on this semester. If you have questions about your grades 



after having carefully read my comments and endnote on your work, please ask me. You must 

complete both drafts of each major paper in order to receive full credit for the assignment; 

incomplete or missing drafts will result in a 10% deduction from the assignment’s final grade. 

Below you will find the grades available to you and their numerical equivalents: 

 

A+, A   93-100 

A-   90-92 

B+   87-89 

B   83-86 

B-   80-82 

C+   77-79 

C   73-76 

C-   70-72 

D+   67-69 

D   63-66 

D-   60-62 

F   Everything Else 

 

Please keep in the mind that at Indiana University, an “A” indicates exemplary work and means 

you have mastered the concepts of the assignment or made significant improvement as a result of 

careful revision. A “B” indicates very good work that is better than average, in which you have 

not only met all of the assignment requirements, but you have also met them at a level above 

expectations. A “C” indicates that you have adequately completed the assignment, have 

improved some, and are moving positively towards mastering the concepts. A “D” indicates that 

you have struggled to execute some essential portion of the assignment properly and may need 

help. An “F” indicates that you either did not understand or did not follow through with the 

assignment.  

The University’s grading policies are spelled out clearly in 

http://registrar.indiana.edu/grades/grade-values/grading-system.shtml. 

 

Writing Tutorial Services (WTS)   

I encourage you to visit a W131 tutor at Writing Tutorial Services for feedback on your work at 

any stage of the writing process. Their incredibly valuable services are free to all IU students.  

Do know that WTS is not a proofreading service. Rather, tutors do something much more 

valuable: they assist you in developing your ideas and skills in written communication. You can 

call WTS at 855-6738 for hour-long appointments in the Wells Library, and you can check their 

website (www.indiana.edu/~wts) for hours at other WTS centers. 

 

Student disability services 

If you require assistance or appropriate academic accommodations for a university-documented 

disability, please speak with me after class, during office hours, or by appointment. If you have 

not yet established your eligibility for disability support services through the Office of Disability 

Services for Students in 006 Franklin Hall, please contact them first (855-7578). 

 

Plagiarism Plagiarism is the unacknowledged use of other people’s words or ideas, whether 

deliberately or accidentally.  Any written work with your name on it signifies that you are the 

http://registrar.indiana.edu/grades/grade-values/grading-system.shtml


author—that the ideas, wording, and structure are yours, with exceptions indicated by quotation 

marks and citations. Evidence of plagiarism will result in an F in the course, and a report on your 

academic dishonesty will be filed with the Dean of your school and the Registrar.  Please see the 

Indiana University “Code of Student Rights, Responsibilities, and Conduct” at 

<http://www.iu.edu/~code/code/responsibilities/academic/>. 

 

Office Hours and Meeting With Me 

The office hours listed at the top of the first page of this syllabus are the times you are 

guaranteed to find me in my office, ready to talk with you about any aspect of the course, 

especially your written work or course readings. If you are unavailable during these times, talk 

with me or email me to see about scheduling an appointment for another time.  I check my email 

a couple times a day, so do not expect an immediate response. For conversations about your 

drafts and/or grades, please see me in person. Coming to office hours does not guarantee that you 

will get a higher grade on your assignments; it does ensure, however, that we will have a chance 

to enact some of the feedback, questioning, and conversation that all good writing requires 

before it can be great.  

Again, welcome to W170: I look forward to working with you and your writing this 

semester! –Stephen 

 

Course Schedule 
Week Date Agenda Due 

Unit 1: A Test of Power: The Dragon Threat in Medieval Lit. 

1  8/22 Intro to course and syllabus; Intro to 

Medieval dragons and slayers 

 

 8/24 Annotation and Summary; Intro to 

Medieval Dragons (cont); Discussion 

Read “Draco” entry from Bestiary 

(online— 

http://bestiary.ca/beasts/beast262.htm ) 

 Read Wilhoit, “Critical Reading,” p. 1-

14, “Summary,” p. 61-65  

 

2 8/29 Intro to Text Analysis; Practice 

Analysis 

Read Byock, “Introduction” (in The Saga 

of the Volsungs) pp. i-xxxi  

Read Wilhoit, “Rhetorical Analysis of 

Written Texts,” p. 127-134 

 8/31 Discussion Short Paper 1 due 

3 9/05 Discussion  Read Saga of the Volsungs, ch. 1-20 

 9/07 Discussion *Read Saga of the Volsungs, ch. 21-43 

4 9/12 Thesis and Text analysis workshop Bring draft of Essay 1 thesis statement 

and one body paragraph 

 9/14 Peer Review Bring two copies of finished Essay 1 

rough draft 

Unit 2: Hoarders: Images of Draconian Wealth 

5 9/19 Intro to Visual Analysis *Read McCloud, “Understanding 

Comics,” (Canvas) 

Begin reading The Hobbit 

 

 9/21 Discussion Due: Essay 1; Finish The Hobbit; Read 

*Parenti, “The Plutocratic Culture” 

(Canvas) 



6 9/26 Discussion *Read Thompson, “A New Vision of 

Masculinity” (Canvas); bring The Hobbit 

 9/28 Source as a Lens Due: Short Paper 2; Read “Source as a 

Lens” (Canvas) 

7 10/03 Documentation and Outlining 

Workshop 

Read Wilhoit, “Plagiarism,” and 

“Documentation”; Bring working thesis 

for Essay 2 for workshop 

 10/05 Visual Analysis Worksheet Class canceled: Out of Class Activity 

8 10/10 Visual Analysis Workshop Bring one body paragraph from Essay 2 

 10/12 Peer Review Bring two copies of Essay 2 rough draft 

Unit 3: Befriending Alterity? Dragons and the Limits of the Human(e) 

9 10/17 Intro to Film Analysis  

Practice Film Analysis 

 

Read Wilhoit, “Rhetorical Analysis of 

Visual Texts,” p. 150-163;  

Begin watching How to Train Your 

Dragon 

 10/19 Discussion *Finish How to Train Your Dragon  

Read Mayhew, “The Politics of 

Parenting” Due: Essay 2 

10 10/24 Practice Film Analysis, Discussion 

 

*Read Baynton, “Disability and the 

Justification of Inequality in American 

History”  

 10/26 Discussion Read Chung, “Finding my Eye-dentity” 

& Cohen, “Ocular Humanization” 

(Canvas) 

11 10/31 Discussion *Read “Pitch, Complaint, and Moment” 

 11/2 Peer Review Bring Essay 3 Draft 

12 11/07 Analyzing Video Games and Games *Read Bogost, “The Rhetoric of Video 

Games” (Canvas)  

Unit 4: Create Your Own Dragon 

 11/09 Forming an Inquiry Question Peer 

Review  

Bring two copies of Essay 3 rough draft 

Read “Inquiry Questions” handout 

(Canvas) Due: Essay 3 

13 11/14 Inquiry Question Workshop *Read Whitaker, “Race-ing the Dragon;” 

By this point, you should have finished 

primary text for Essay 4  

Bring a draft of your inquiry question 

 11/16  Introduction to Research: Meet in 

computer lab (location TBA) 

Read Wilhoit, “Argumentative 

Synthesis,” p. 213-235; “Making a Thesis 

Evolve” (Canvas); sign up for indiv. 

conferences for after break. 

14 11/21 Thanksgiving Break 

 

No Class: Breathe some fire, roast a 

Turkey! 

 11/22 Thanksgiving Break No Class; Due: Short Paper 3 11/22 

15 11/28 No Class: Small Group Conferences Small Group Conferences Mon-Wed 

 11/30 Peer review Due: Rough draft Essay 4 

16 12/05 Discussion of course Come prepared to talk about course—

what you learned, how you learned it, 

what could be improved 

 12/07 Course wrap-up  Due: Essay 4 

 


