The Final - 1

About the final exam

Exam availability: Sunday, May 4th 8:00 a.m. until Monday, May 5th at midnight.
Where to find it: via the “quizzes” link under “course tools,” or in the calendar widget of the course’s D2L homepage
Duration: 120 minutes
Permitted materials: open textbook, any notes of your own composition. You may NOT consult any websites or other portions of our online class, such as discussion posts, while taking the exam. Writing “checker” or “enhancement” tools or services such as Grammarly are absolutely forbidden, as is any sort artificial intelligence assistance (ChatGPT or other). 
How to do well: study! Well, yeah, right? You will do much better on both portions of the exam if you do some high-intensity review. I allow face-to-face students to bring a couple of pages of notes to use during the test—with the stipulation that they include nothing copied and pasted from the web. I think the greatest value in these condensed notes is the careful review of the literature determining what is important enough to include in just a couple of pages. Typically, you will want to include the titles of the works, with a few key words that will help you recall specific features or themes noted in the headnotes, the overview pages at chipspage.com, and of course discussion—character names, if appropriate, are good, and best of all are succinct phrases recalling the works’ larger themes or insights. Don’t bother with quotations. 
Sample notes:
Heart of Darkness: Marlow and Kurtz: symbolism of multiple darknesses—colonial imperialism, primitive savagery, “the horror, the horror,” especially darkness inside us all when beyond civilized boundaries. Great image of firing guns from ship into “a continent,” also Natives as “enemies”; symbolic painting by Kurtz of a blindfolded woman holding a torch before her (i.e. those bringing “enlightenment” are blind or dark themselves) cannibals show more civilized restraint than the ivory traders; Kurtz sets up as a god, an “unsound method”; Marlow lies to “Kurtz’s Intended.”
Happy Days: Winnie and Willie, “theater of the absurd,” postmodernism. Life has no great meaning (after shattering trauma of WWII and Holocaust, e.g.), Chekhov on drama being life “without the boring parts,” but Beckett shows that life is more truly made up of pure mundane—routines that occupy our daily lives such as brushing hair and teeth, waking up to the alarm, talking (chattering) just to hear something, saying prayers—etc. Winnie “uses the bag” to get through each day. Heroic Winnie just in getting through each day; mound like the grave, first covers her sex, then all but her mind. 

Makeup of the exam
The final will follow the same pattern as the midterm: a "short answer" section where you explain the thematic significance of passages from the works we've read since the midterm and an essay where you make thematic connections between different writers, works, and/or periods we’ve studied since the midterm. Usually I include a second essay on the final exam, too, covering the full semester, but as much as you guys have overachieved in writing essays for so many discussion posts, I think treating the final exam more as a “second-half-of-semester” exam is fair and sufficient. To reiterate, this exam covers only from Oscar Wilde through the end of the semester (Auden, Larkin, and Heaney).
1) Short answers:
In this portion of the exam, as on the midterm, you will be given about a dozen key passages from the works we’ve covered after the midterm. You will write a brief paragraph, 2-4 sentences, identifying the author and work and explaining the thematic significance of seven of the ten passages. Ideally you will write on works before modernism or early modernism (Wilde and Conrad e.g.), high modernism (Woolf, Joyce, Eliot), and then what comes after modernism (Beckett and the three recent poets). 
Repeating key matters from the midterm prep notes: Short answers are not only simple "identification." To explain the thematic significance of a passage, you will of course need to say which work it is taken from, but each short answer must also explain how the passage is important in conveying the work's larger themes or "messages." In other words, your task is to go beyond simply identifying the passages and to explain how the passages are important not on the level of plot, or "what happens in the story or poem,” but in terms of the work's larger themes, or the work's essential "meaning" or observations about life. To ensure that you understand the term "thematic significance," recalling the definition of "theme" from the “Elements of Fiction” page will help.
Definition of theme: In the simplest, broadest terms, one quality that differentiates works of “literature” from other written texts (especially those intended primarily to entertain) is that literary works often present a theme, or “message” that applies beyond the level of plot with continuing relevance for a wide audience beyond the world presented in the literary text. A literary work’s theme makes some commentary upon or offers insight into the human condition more generally. Think of a fable, for instance, where the universal theme is stated directly as the “moral of the story.” In the famous fable about the tortoise and the hare, the message is that focused, extended perseverance leads to a better outcome than dashing around in erratic bursts of frenzied high-speed activity. Or more memorably, “Slow and steady wins the race.” The theme isn't a matter limited to the two characters in the story, or even turtles and rabbits more generally: the fable's theme pertains to you and me, and all of humanity. 
A theme is more than one word! While in some contexts “themes” might be stated as a single word, as we have defined the term in this class and as is common in literary studies, a theme is a work’s “message,” and a message goes beyond just a single word. So it would not be good to say that a work’s theme is “chivalry” or “Christianity,” for instance. Instead you should say what the work says or shows about either chivalry or Christianity: a Brit Lit I short answer might be something like “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight shows that the most essential quality of chivalry is honor, or integrity, doing the right thing and honoring one’s word,” or a World Lit I short answer might say, “Inferno presents the theme that unrepentant sinners will be punished horribly for all eternity, so Christians should all try to avoid sin and sincerely repent.”
Some works’ themes are relatively limited in scope: among other themes, for instance, Charles Dickens’s novel Bleak House points out the destructive nature of a legal system more intent on perpetuating itself as a system than providing justice. On the other hand, the commentary on the destructive nature of guilt in the widest possible terms in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment clearly applies to all human beings—we all experience powerful feelings of guilt at times. To a certain extent, literary works exploring the most universal themes tend to have the longest staying power. 
Important tip: In your short answers on the exam, it may seem stylistically boring or awkward, but you would do well to use the phrase "the passage is significant because" in each answer, or some very similar phrase, and as much as possible you would do well to use the key word "theme" (correctly) in each answer. This tip won't guarantee full credit for each item, but saying "the passage is significant because" and mentioning specific themes as themes can help ensure that you do indeed focus on thematic significance instead of simply identifying passages or focusing only on matters of plot. 
See sample short answers, good and bad, at http://www.chipspage.com/WritingMatters/234000grades.html#SA. 

2) The essay:
Here, too, you will have choice—addressing one topic from a list of three, e.g. Naturally, these options will have to be broad to allow a coherent essay of five paragraphs (typically) seeking connections between works in different eras. You might productively brainstorm about some suitably broad areas across eras—studying for the short answers as suggested below will help prepare you for essay topic as well.

More study suggestions:
· Skim headnotes for each post-midterm writer in our textbook.
· Review available overview pages at chipspage.com.
· Skim the works themselves, particularly looking for key passages that seem thematically significant.
· Most of all, review threaded discussions. Examine especially the quotations included in key posts by classmates you trust: most, if not all the short answer passages will be selected from those highlighted in discussions.
· For quotations you review from the works and/or discussions, think of how you might explain thematic significance—connecting the passages to the larger, overall “messages” of the works they are taken from. Mentally rough out a few “practice short answers” from each unit.
· Make notes as you go through all these materials—then distill the most essential information to include in the condensed 2-3 pages of notes mentioned above.
Absolutely essential: Study!!
