
ITDS 1145 
Comparative Arts:  Disability in Literature, Film, and the Arts 

Spring 2011 (MWF 8:00-8:50) 
 

[…] People with disabilities are not who or what we have been taught to assume 
they are.  The experience of disability is not what we have been told.  Much of the 
reigning social thought about disability is distorted.  Most of the conventional wisdom 
about disabled people is wrong.  The disabled poet Cheryl Marie Wade made the same 
point succinctly when she wrote:  “I emphatically demonstrate / It ain’t what it seems.” 

The danger is that dominant ideologies of disability will pinion our perceptions, 
shackling efforts to think in new ways about disability and disabled people, and about 
“normality” too.  Describing this sort of constricted mindset, e.e. cummings wrote:  “he 
does not have to think because he knows / …because he knows, he cannot understand.”  
All of us, disabled and nondisabled alike, will never truly understand disability 
experiences and identities unless we examine what we think we know.  We all have a lot 
of relearning to do. 

  
--Paul K. Longmore, Introduction to Why I Burned My Book, 14.  

 
Dr. Josh Eyler  
Email:  eyler_joshua@colstate.edu 
Office:  Woodall Hall 146 
Office Phone:  565-4136 
Office Hours:  Mondays and Wednesdays, 1:00-3:00; Fridays, 10:00-11:00; and by appointment. 
 
What do we mean when we use the word “disability”?  What role does society play in shaping 
and constructing disability?  Why have people with disabilities been marginalized, infantilized, 
or stereotyped through the years.  In this course, we will try to answer these questions by 
concentrating on the study of disabilities in the arts.  We will read texts and watch films about 
the worlds of disabled people, we will volunteer with programs that work with the disabled, and 
through it all we will seek to understand the complex realities of disability.  Please note:  I want 
to make everyone aware from the outset that, because of the volunteer work required for 
the class, this course requires an extra commitment that most others do not. 
 
Learning Outcomes: 
This course fulfills General Education Learning Outcomes in the broad categories of 
Communication and Critical Thinking, Cultural and Social Perspectives, and Aesthetic 
Perspectives as outlined by the university handbook.  While these outcomes are useful for 
thinking about the larger implications of your work in this class, I also have very specific 
learning goals for ITDS 1145.  By the end of the semester, students will accomplish the 
following: 

• You will be able to articulate the nuances of the term “disability” and to recognize 
the ways in which disability is both a physical/mental reality and a social 
construction at the same time. 

• You will understand and be able to interpret the influences of history and socio-
cultural forces upon literature, film, and art. 
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• You will improve your skills in writing and argumentation through several 
different kinds of essay assignments. 

 
Required Texts: 
Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol and Other Christmas Writings (New York:  Penguin, 2003).  

ISBN:  978-0140439052. 
Mark Haddon, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (New York:  Vintage, 2003).   

ISBN:  1400032717. 
William Shakespeare, Richard III, Dover Thrift Edition (New York:  Dover, 1995).   

ISBN:  0486287475. 
John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck Centennial Edition (New York:  Penguin, 2002).   

ISBN:  978-0142000670. 
Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (New York:  Dell, 1991).  ISBN:  978-0440180296. 
 
-- A standard, college-level dictionary, and an active CougarNet account. 
 
Course Requirements: 

1.  Exams 
 
You will be required to complete three open-book, open-note exams for this course—one 
on Wednesday, February 23rd; one on Monday, March 28th; and one during the time 
scheduled by the registrar for our final exam (TBA).  Our course is divided into three 
units that cover different types of disabilities.  Each exam, then, will be comprised of one 
essay question that will ask you to synthesize and analyze the material we have covered 
in the unit we have just finished.  In composing your answer, you will be expected to use 
direct evidence from all of the texts and films we have discussed in the unit. 

 
2.  Service-Learning Project 
 

You will each be required to volunteer with an organization that works with people with 
disabilities for ten or more hours this semester.  Having accumulated these experiences, 
you will then use them to write an essay on what you have learned about the subject of 
disability.  In constructing your essay, you must also cite from at least six of the works 
we cover in class.  This semester-long project should be at least 8 pages, and it will be 
due in class on Friday, April 29th.   
 
You should choose an opportunity that involves working closely with disabled people, 
and you should begin the process of volunteering as soon as you can.  You are only 
required to perform 10 hours of volunteer services, but you may certainly do more if you 
would like.  As you volunteer, take good notes so that you can later have something to 
guide your way as you begin to write.  You have all semester to work on this project, but 
you should start early.  I repeat:  start early! 
 
For the sake of propriety, I will provide you with a form that must be signed by the 
volunteer coordinator for the opportunity you have selected.  This form will certify 
that you have, in fact, completed 10 hours of service, and you must turn in the form with 
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your final essay.  Failure to turn in this form will result in a grade deduction for the 
essay.  

   
3.  Responses 

 
On our CougarNet homepage, I will post a reading question to which you must respond 
before each day’s class.  You must respond by 7:45 a.m. on the day the response is due 
(if not, it will be counted as a missed response), and you should be prepared to talk in 
class about what you have written as a means of engendering discussion. 
 
Each response should be at least 100 words in length.  There are no right or wrong 
answers here, but you cannot simply summarize the reading assignment.  You must 
interact with the reading and engage it on an interpretive level. 
 
Assuming that you meet the length requirement and that you are actively interpreting the 
text (using quotes and paraphrasings to support your interpretation), the breakdown of 
your grade for this requirement will look like this: 
 
0-1 missed responses = A 
2 missed responses = B 
3 missed responses = C 
4 missed responses = D 
5 missed responses = F 

 
4.  Class Participation 

 
Participation will consist of attendance and contribution to lucid class discussion.  

 
Attendance:  Attendance is essential.  Having said this, however, I am neither an 
unreasonable nor a naïve person, and I realize that sickness and other unfortunate 
circumstances will arise.  Therefore, each of you will be allowed three absences.  Any 
more than three will result in the dropping of your participation grade by one full letter 
grade for each absence after the allowable three.  After five absences, you will be 
dropped from the class with the grade of WF.  You are fully responsible for anything 
that you miss when you are absent.   
 
IF you are more than five minutes late, then you will be marked ABSENT. 

 
 IF you do not have the material for the day’s class (including the reading material), then   
 you will be marked ABSENT. 
 
 IF you are found sleeping in class, then you will be marked ABSENT. 
 
 IF you leave class early, then you will be marked ABSENT. 
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IF you access your cell phones or other hand-held devices in any way, shape, or form, 
then you will be marked ABSENT. 
 
In short:  Because I will treat you with respect and professional courtesy, I expect each of 
you to conduct yourselves in a respectful and professional manner. 
 
Class Discussion:  There is no getting around it—the only way to prepare for the 
discussions (and to write your responses) is to do the reading.  Although at times the 
reading load will be heavy, if you stay on schedule you should have no problem keeping 
up.  In order to contribute to discussion, you must—in fact—speak.  I realize that some 
students can be shy and that the thought of speaking aloud in class can make the knees 
quake with nervousness.  In the professional world, however, rewards are only won 
through calculated risks.  In this particular class, you need to present your ideas during 
discussion in order to attain a participation grade with which you will be happy.   

 
The Purpose of College:  Simply put, I see a college classroom as an intellectual laboratory 
where we are not just learning the basics, but we are also constructing new knowledge.  In this 
course, you will be required to think for yourself and to arrive at your own interpretations of 
literature.  I do not want you to reflect back to me my own words and thoughts like some kind of 
mirror; instead, I want you to assess your cognitive models and to develop your own 
argumentative abilities.               
 
 The “So What?” Clause:  At any point in the semester and during any class, you may politely 
interrupt the work of the classroom to ask me, “So What?”  Once you have asked me this, I will 
pause briefly to show you exactly why the subject we are discussing is important and relevant to 
your study of literature and to your educational goals as students.  To keep our classroom from 
breaking down into a succession of tangents, though, you will—collectively— have one “So 
What?” per day.  I have several reasons for making this clause a part of our course.  First of all, it 
ensures you that we are doing nothing frivolous in the classroom.  Secondly, I want you to see 
that literature has many webs of influence and importance that extend beyond the text we are 
reading at any given moment.  Finally, “So What?” is the question you will have to answer time 
and again in your written work for this course as you seek to understand the significance of the 
topics you are discussing. 
 
A Word about Office Hours:  I strongly encourage all of my students to make use of my office 
hours as often as possible.  Office hours can be used to discuss the readings in more detail, to 
explore drafts of your essays, to work through any difficulties you might be having with the 
course, or simply to let me know how you are doing. 
   
Grading:  Students will be evaluated using the standard grading scale for Columbus State 
University:  A, B, C, D, or F.  I hold all of my students to high standards, and I have confidence 
that each of you will achieve great success if you are willing to put in the effort required for this 
course.  Together, we will work to bring your writing and your analysis of literature to a level 
that demonstrates mastery of the course material, and you will reach the point where you are 
producing strong, well-developed, inventive arguments that utilize textual evidence in effective 
and even unique ways. 
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An A-paper is exceptional in every way—in its argument, analysis, organization, tone, and 
language. 
 
A B-paper has a good argument but has one or more major flaws in organization, logic, analysis, 
or language that impede the development and the defense of the argument. 
 
A C-paper has a poor argument along with major flaws in the development of the essay.  Often I 
find that C-papers are made up almost entirely of summary. 
 
A D-paper has no argument, has no textual evidence, has not fulfilled the requirements of the 
assignment, or has some combination of these problems. 
 
An F-paper has either completely missed the point of the assignment, or it is so far below the 
page requirement that it does not even merit reading, or it is a paper that has been plagiarized (a 
condition that comes with other, more severe penalties, as well—see below).  
 
**Note:  I do not discuss grades over email.  If you wish to talk about your grades (and I am 
more than happy to do so), please set up a meeting with me.  
    
Course Grade: 
Exams:     60% 
Service-Learning Project:   20% 
Participation:     10% 
Responses:     10% 
 
Plagiarism:  Plagiarism, as its name seems to suggest, is the plague of the academic community 
and will not be tolerated in this class in any of its shapes or forms.  Acts of plagiarism may 
include, but are not limited to, failure to properly cite an author’s ideas, passing off another’s 
work as your own, and giving another your work to pass off as his/her own.  Penalty for 
plagiarism is failure for the course.   
 
Students with Disabilities:  If you have a documented disability as described by the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (P.L. 933-112 Section 504) and Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) and would like to request academic and/or physical accommodations, please contact Joy 
Norman at the Office of Disability Services in the Schuster Center, Room 226 (706-507-8757), 
as soon as possible.  Course requirements will not be waived but reasonable accommodations 
may be provided as appropriate.  I am committed to making the necessary arrangements that 
allow all students to participate fully and fairly in the educational process.  To this end, all course 
materials can be made available in alternate formats (such as large print, etc.) by request. 
 
Final Notes: 

• I reserve the right to change any part of this syllabus at any time. 
• All aspects of this course must be completed in order to earn a passing grade. 

 
 



 6 

Course Calendar: 
*Each reading assignment must be completed by the date listed on the syllabus. 
 
M 1/10—Course Introduction 
W 1/12—What is Disability? 
     Simi Linton, selection from Claiming Disability (Handout) 
[**Learning Survey due in class today, 1/12.] 
F 1/14—Nancy Mairs, “On Being a Cripple” (Handout) 
 
M 1/17—No Class; Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 
W 1/19—Paul Longmore, “Why I Burned My Book” (Handout) 

    Skim the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990).   
< http://www.ada.gov> 

F 1/21—Art and Disability 
   Exploring the “Art, Disability, and Expression” Exhibit of VSA arts 
  < http://www.vsarts.org/prebuilt/showcase/gallery/exhibits/disability/> 
 
Physical Disabilities 
M 1/24—Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol (33-70) 
W 1/26—A Christmas Carol (71-94) 
F 1/28—A Christmas Carol (95-118) 
 
M 1/31—William Shakespeare, Richard III (Act I) 
W 2/2—Richard III (Acts II and III) 
F 2/4—Richard III (Act IV) 
 
M 2/7—Richard III (Act V) 
   Begin viewing My Left Foot 
W 2/9—My Left Foot 
F 2/11—My Left Foot 
 
M 2/14—Discuss My Left Foot 
    Begin viewing Children of a Lesser God 
W 2/16—Children of a Lesser God 
F 2/18—Children of a Lesser God 
 
M 2/21—Discuss Children of a Lesser God 
W 2/23—Exam  
 
Developmental/Cognitive/Intellectual Disabilities 
F 2/25—Mark Haddon, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (1-53) 
 
M 2/28—Curious Incident (53-119) 
W 3/2—Curious Incident (119-77) 
F 3/4—Curious Incident (177-226) 
 Begin viewing Rain Man 
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M 3/7-F 3/11—No Class; Spring Break 
 
M 3/14—Rain Man 
W 3/16—Rain Man 
F 3/18—Discuss Rain Man 
 
M 3/21—John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men (1-35) 
W 3/23—Of Mice and Men (36-62) 
F 3/25—Of Mice and Men (63-103) 
 
M 3/28—Exam  
 
Mental Illness 
W 3/30—Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (1-71) 
F 4/1—Slaughterhouse-Five (72-135) 
 
M 4/4—Slaughterhouse-Five (136-215) 
W 4/6—Slaughterhouse-Five, continued 
F 4/8—Edgar Allan Poe, “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “Ligeia” (Handouts) 
 
M 4/11—Poe, “The Black Cat” 
    Begin viewing A Beautiful Mind 
W 4/13—A Beautiful Mind 
F 4/15—A Beautiful Mind 
 
M 4/18—Discuss A Beautiful Mind 
W 4/20—Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper” (Handout) 
F 4/22—“The Yellow Wallpaper,” continued 
    Begin viewing Girl, Interrupted 
 
M 4/25—Girl, Interrupted 
W 4/27—Girl, Interrupted 
F 4/29—Discuss Girl, Interrupted 
   Course Conclusion 
[**Service-Learning Project due in class today—Friday, April 29th.] 
 
M 5/2—No Class; Study for the Exam! 


