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In this note, I will discuss: 
 

• my general experience of A334 and of studying English Literature, something I have 
not done since doing ‘O’ levels in the late 1960s 

• whether I found the module enjoyable and what made it so 
• my thoughts on why I found the module rather more difficult than I expected 
• how my A334 experience compared to the other OU modules that I have completed 
• how my OU experience compared to some of the graduate and postgrad remote 

learning environments I have participated in 
• what could be done to improve the module 

 
How did I come to A334? 
 
I retired in 2019 after a career in software engineering and decided I would like to do some of 
the ‘arty’ things I had enjoyed at school but never had time to do when pursuing an 
engineer/electronics/acoustics track at university.  I wanted to see if I could write short 
stories, poetry, scripts or even a novel.  So, I did the A215 Creative Writing module in 
2019/20 and the A363 Advanced Creative Writing module in 2020/21.  I enjoyed these 
modules and certainly learnt a lot (and equally learned I had a lot more to learn) and my 
writing improved substantially (Sinclair 2022a).  (I also joined several writing groups and did 
courses at Arvon and Jericho Writers).  Since I’d exhausted the OU’s stock of creative 
writing modules, I thought I’d go from poacher to gamekeeper and study writing from the 
reader’s point of view.  My rationale was that by studying a wide range of different writers’ 
techniques and approaches I would strengthen my own writing toolkit and skills.  So, I did 
the A334 English Literature (1500-1815) module in 2021/22 and planned to do A335 
Literature in Transition: 1800 to the present in 2022/23. 
 
My overall reaction to A334 
 
Although I was very familiar with working with academic methods, journals and text in 
science and engineering (Sinclair 2022b) I found the academic aspects of English Literature 
to be a bit of a culture shock.  I enjoyed reading the set texts, but I felt distinctly allergic to 
much of the literary criticism that the module presented in relation to these texts. I thoroughly 
enjoyed most of the set books (the Petrarchan poets, Shakespeare, Elizabethan poetry, Kyd's 
The Spanish Tragedy, the Cavalier Poets, Wycherley's The Country Wife, Lady Montagu's 
Embassy Letters, the late 18C poets and Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion).  
I didn’t like Moliere's Tartuffe (the rhyming couplets became very tedious to my ear after a 
while), Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (too long), Rousseau's Confessions (too self-absorbed and 
much, much too long) and As You Like It (not funny, at least to my taste, and come on guys, 
just get a room and get on with it).  However, I think it was a good thing the module included 
set texts which I did not personally enjoy.  It was still interesting and illuminating to 
understand why those texts and authors are well thought of, and how the authors went about 



their craft.  And in any case, as each TMA is set so that you can choose from a couple of the 
set texts, I don’t think my lack of enthusiasm for some authors was a problem. 
 
 Generally, I found A334 quite a lonely experience.  The OU Forums for the course were 
sparsely used, and there were no face-to-face tutor groups this year.  This was also true, but 
slightly less so, in the creative writing modules I had studied in previous years so I don’t see 
that as an A334-specific issue. 
 
Course materials 
 
I thought the A334 course materials were excellent, and the tutorials were well presented.  
The issues raised in many of the exercises and suggestions for independent study in the 
course book were interesting.  I found reading some of the literary criticism texts quite hard 
work and in some cases, rather frustrating.  Two examples: (1) Foucault’s essay on the nature 
of the author seemed to have little practical relevance and was essentially an exercise in 
abstruse intellectual reasoning.  I felt Foucault had not considered important aspects of what 
it means to be an author as he did not consider the author as defined by the reader’s reaction 
to the author’s output.  (2) The discussion of literary eco-criticism in the Jane Austen chapter 
seemed to me to be a bridge too far in the sense that it was searching for 20th concerns that 
the authors of the 19th century would have no concept of or interest in. Such criticism was 
therefore an artificial interpretation that was being laid upon Austen’s work, based on our 
20th-century concerns and therefore not really relevant in understanding Austin as an author 
in the context of the 19th century.   
 

I loved having access to the OU library.  The librarians were also super helpful.  I was 
surprised just how much material was available online.  It would be great (but maybe not a 
good commercial decision) to allow OU alumni to continue to access the library for life.  I 
remember that was the case when I graduated from a brick university in the 1970s. 
 
The TMAs 
 
I found the TMAs in A334 to be much more demanding than those in A215/A363.  Part of 
this was the requirement to produce an essay in the desired academic style.   Answering the 
TMAs was much less fun than the creative writing in A215/A363.   I was surprised (though, 
on reflection, I probably should not have been) by the strong emphasis in A334 on reading 
and analysing critical essays and texts relating to the set book. Maybe 40% of the course is 
about understanding the canon of literary criticism for these books, 30% is about 
understanding the social, political, economic and religious environment that the authors 
operated within, and 30% is about close reading of the set texts (e.g., understanding and 
analysing the language, vocabulary, literary techniques of the author).  Only a small part of 
the course (in my opinion) involves analysing your own personal emotional response to the 
works, and none of the course is directly about relating the various authors’ styles, themes 
and techniques to your own creative works. Of course, the module is about the critical 
analysis of literature and not creative writing.  But what is the point of analysis if it does not 
also teach you about synthesis? 
 
I appreciated the very detailed feedback I received on my assignments. I found it fair, 
accurate and helpful.  However, I was not quite sure how I should use suggestions that I 
should unpack a concept further or that I should provide further levels of detail to support my 
argument.  My difficulties often lay with managing what I wanted to say within the word 



count.  Perhaps I should have unpacked the idea further, but that would consume more word 
count and result in me unpacking other arguments somewhat less.  Suppose there are ten 
points you wish to make in say, 2500 words. In that case, you only have 250 words per point, 
so it is difficult, if not impossible, to go into detail for every point, particularly as some of the 
word count will be taken up with quotes from either the set text or the literary criticism, 
leaving even less for detailed discussion.   Maybe I should have only selected five points and 
thus given myself more words to use per point.  I don’t feel the TMA questions or rubric gave 
clear guidance on the correct approach.  I understand that different arguments/points will 
have different relative importance within the essay, so they will not all need the same amount 
of detailed attention. Part of the trick in writing a good essay is correctly selecting the proper 
priority for each argument or discussion point.   However, this is pretty hard within the very 
short word counts for the TMAs. 
 
I found the TMA (and EMA) questions rather opaque, in the sense that it was hard to identify 
precisely what aspects of the set texts I should discuss and what arguments I should present.  
I found this rather demotivating, as I began to feel that whatever I wrote probably would not 
align well with what was being looked for in the tutor’s marking template.  I would have 
much preferred more explicit wording in the questions rather than the somewhat tangential, 
even coy style that was employed.  For example, I would have preferred questions in the 
following form: 
 

1. Contrast the differing approaches taken by the Elizabethan and Cavalier Poets in 
professing the sincerity of their admiration for love, women and authority and discuss 
what motivated these differences. 

2. Did Montagu and Austen intend to advance the cause of women in society through 
their writings, and did they succeed? 

3. Hamlet can be seen to be the battle between conscience and duty, individual and state, 
virtue and sin, corruption and innocence.  Discuss the merits of these comparisons.  
 

As they stand, these are probably not suitable questions for a TMA, but I do feel they provide 
plenty of scope for the student to show their detailed knowledge of the texts and the literary 
critics and provide space for the student to present their own critical analysis.  Most 
importantly, they have a clarity that I did not find in the module questions. 
 
My impression from social media and the forums is that other students doing the module also 
had difficulties decoding the question.  For an example, see: 
https://learn2.open.ac.uk/mod/forumng/discuss.php?d=4071537&clone=1680559 for an 
expression of that view in a post-EMA discussion of the module. 
 
The EMA  
 
I made a very determined effort to gain a good mark in the EMA.  This did not turn out 
particularly well, as my EMA mark was 7 points down on my previous TMA and was 2 
points down on my average TMA score.  I was quite surprised that my extra effort and 
careful consideration of my tutor’s detailed and helpful feedback from previous TMAs had 
produced a decrease rather than an increase in marks.  The assessment feedback was: 
 
 Rank from 1 (bad) to 5 

(excellent) 
Knowledge of subject 4 



Critical engagement with set texts 3 
Critical engagement with appropriate independent study 5 
Quality and structure of argument in response to the question 3 
Clarity of writing style 5 
Accuracy in use of scholarly conventions 4 

 
This shows I only produced adequate arguments in response to the question, only adequately 
engaged with the set texts, and that the accuracy of my use of scholarly conventions could be 
improved.  This was disappointing.  My submission is attached in Appendix A – my EMA 
submission on page 14.  I don’t doubt that this assessment is accurate and fair and based on 
the module marking template.  However, I am genuinely uncertain about what should be 
changed in my answer to move each assessment category up to a 5. 
 

I could go through my answer trying to show how well I thought I had met each of the 
assessment categories, but that would be a lot of detailed effort, and would largely be me 
simply replaying the content of the answer.  And probably rather tedious for the reader.  
Instead, I’ll say what I should have done instead to meet the criteria.  To a large extent though 
this is speculation, as had I known what to do, I think I would have done it! 
 
Knowledge of subject (4) - The rating suggests that although I knew the two set texts I choose 
(Julius Caesar and the Embassy Letters) reasonably well there were important things that I 
missed out. But I’m not sure what these things were, so I’m a bit stuck here.  I felt that, 
within the word count, I had included at least two different and significant aspects of each 
work. I certainly knew there were other themes and ideas in the works, but I could not fit 
these into the word count.   
 
Critical engagement with set texts (3) – my suspicion is that I did not provide analysis that 
was of sufficient depth when discussing the extracts that I selected from the text. Or in other 
words, I did not show enough evidence based on close readings of those extracts.  I suspect 
the marker wanted to see a forensic examination of the language in the text and close 
attention to the choice of individual words, the syntax, the way in which the sentences unfold 
ideas, as well as the literary techniques (e.g., alliteration, simile, etc). 
 

I also think I provided too many quotes from the set texts and should have done more 
detailed work on fewer extracts.  10% of the word count in my EMA was taken up by quotes 
from the set texts.  In the Guidance Notes for the EMA (Open University, 2022b), the student 
is told ‘The ability to demonstrate both breadth and depth of knowledge is an essential aspect 
of a good EMA answer’.  I included quotes from different areas of each part of each set text, 
but perhaps I overemphasised breadth at the expense of depth.   
 

This area, in my view, is a genuine weakness in my essays.  I’m thinking of doing A335 
and if I do, I will be focussing strongly on more effective and scholarly close reading. 
 
Quality and structure of argument in response to the question (3) - this area is one in which I 
had difficulties throughout the module.  To my mind, the TMA and in particular the EMA 
questions were often somewhat opaque and open to rather subjective interpretations.  I raised 
this in the Tutor Group Forum (Sinclair, 2022c) and my tutor responded: 
 

You are free to give your interpretation of the statement (what you take it to mean) in 
a way that fits with your argument, but let the reader know that you are doing this 



(why you are interpreting it that way, how you intend to apply it, and why/ with what 
overall aim).  

I do understand this statement, but it seems to me that if the student chooses a poorly judged 
interpretation of the question, then this will make it difficult for the student to present quality 
arguments in its support.  The module is about the understanding of English Literature and 
not, at least directly, about the quality of the student’s judgement in decoding the TMA/EMA 
question, so I feel that the difficulties that I (and other students) have experienced in 
understanding the question are an unnecessary impediment to us producing a good essay. 

I’m not sure therefore if my interpretation of the question was poorly thought out, or if I 
simply failed to argue my thesis effectively.  Or both.  Or, indeed, if my choice of thesis - that 
all authors inescapably provide a representation of the private sphere in their works, either 
directly or indirectly – was too simplistic.  It occurs to me there is another possibility – to a 
large extent the thesis I investigated in my essay was a restatement of Lynch’s quotation in 
the EMA question. Perhaps I should have chosen a thesis that was more dramatically 
different – something like - ‘the thesis of this essay is the author, in describing the personal 
interactions of king or commoner inevitably provides a historical documentation that 
complex interconnections between individual lives and the social framework of society’.  I 
have had quite a lot of detailed feedback in this area from my tutor, so I don’t think my 
difficulties stem from a lack of guidance. 
 
Accuracy in use of scholarly conventions (4) - It was certainly true that during my TMAs I 
was somewhat careless in following the rules for citation and referencing and that my tutor 
had to give me some detailed guidance on scholarly conventions.  I used the rules I compiled 
and summarised in Appendix B – The Conventions of Scholarly Writing on page 22 as a 
guide in writing the EMA, and on reflection, I’m still somewhat bemused where marks were 
lost in the category. I may be deluding myself, but think I understand what scholarly writing 
is and what is required, so I will just try harder in the next module. 
 
 
Did I enjoy it? 
 
Not really.   I very much like studying the set books, but I don't think I ever got to grips with 
the scholarly style required for the TMAs, the skills needed to properly understand the TMA 
questions, or the skills needed to relate the close reading of the texts to the academic 
arguments presented in my TMA assignment.  This rather undermined the enjoyment of the 
course.  In addition, there was too much emphasis on academic literary criticism for my taste.  
Okay, what did I expect in an English Literature module?). I think, too I would have been 
happier with A335 as the set works are more modern and, to my mind, more relevant to our 
experiences today. Yes, I know Hamlet is a timeless study of the meaning of life, but I find it 
much more effort to decode the language in Hamlet than say more modern works such as Far 
from the Madding Crowd or A Clockwork Orange (just picking two works from A335 at 
random).  I think I enjoyed the creative writing modules more because I found them less 
didactic (or do I mean dogmatic?)  The creative writing modules developed close reading and 
analytic skills in a similar way to A334 but in those modules, those skills were then used in a 
practical way to write prose or poetry.  Suppose the ultimate purpose of the A334 is to 
develop close reading and analytic skills simply to be able to argue for or against the existing 
canon of literary criticism. In that case, I personally find that a much less interesting 
objective. 



 
I think I was partly grumpy because much of the body of the literary criticism sources that 

were an integral part of the course were often written (in my opinion) using necessarily 
complex prose, with a rich vocabulary of literary terms that made the meaning somewhat 
opaque.  I thought many failed to give a crisp summary of their basic thesis, and the author’s 
points were buried deep within a framework of dense exposition.  In essence, I did not think 
they would get excellent marks if submitted as a TMA answer.  Of course, since I just 
plunged straight in at level 3, maybe if I had done levels 1 and 2 would have trained to be 
more accepting of the academic literary criticism style and of the need to analyse, understand 
and use the critics.    
 
Was the course content what I expected? 
 
As I have said, I felt that the course assessment was more about researching and writing 
about the canon of literary criticism than about exploring the set texts in great depth or about 
relating the set texts to our modern experience, morals, religion or society. It took me a while 
to understand the rather strict and inflexible style of writing required in the TMAs.  This style 
differed from that I had experienced when studying literature as part of the A215/A363 
modules or elsewhere.  By concentrating on the existing canon of literary criticism, the 
course missed several significant opportunities.  Little of the literary criticism canon or the 
course materials directly examined the relation of the literature of 1500-1815 to our modern 
experiences, morals, lifestyles and sensibilities.  While there are many interesting examples 
of love, sex, religious intolerance, religious ideas and doctrines, discussions of political 
power and corruption, humour, feminism, abuse, violence etc. in the literature that was 
studied, and these are universal themes, these themes were explored only in their historical 
context. 
 

What is the point of literature if it does not inform us about ourselves and in some way 
make us look at how we live today and behave?  For example, Montagu's discussion of the 
male gaze on oriental women or her stunningly forthright racism seems an excellent 
springboard for examining how these issues are dealt with by literature today. Still, I don’t 
think such a comparison was within the scope of the course.  I felt a much more powerful 
educational experience would be provided if the A334 and A335 modules were taught in a 
less historically layered way.  For example, studying a topic such as ‘the site of power in 
gender politics’ could use works across many centuries, such as As You Like It, the 
Elizabethan poets, Donne, The Country Wife, The Embassy Letters, Austen’s novels, The 
Tenant of Wildfell Hall, Morrison’s Beloved, the poems of Plath and Angelou and so on.   
But maybe that illustrates the problem with my suggestion.  If you study themes across 
several centuries rather than just choosing a limited set of authors from each era, then the 
students (and tutors) will need to be familiar with an overwhelming number of works.  So 
maybe I’m not making a practical suggestion.  But I still think my aim is a good one - as 
students, I feel we need to relate historical literature to our own experiences - otherwise there 
is no value in reading that literature. 
 
Was there anything missing? 
 
The A334 course materials included some discussion of the social, political and religious 
environment that the set texts were written, performed and read in.   As a non-religious 
person, who did not study much history at school, there was a considerable amount of 
historical context that I did not know but was relevant to the set texts.  For example, the 



different types of sin, the differences between Protestants and Catholics, the power politics of 
the monarchy and the aristocracy of each century and so on.  Since this is a module on 
literature, I would not expect to be taught any of this directly as part of the module.  But even 
skimming a lot in various history books and Wikipedia articles took a lot of time.  I spent a 
couple of days trying to determine whether in Shakespeare’s day the prevalent religious 
doctrines meant that Hamlet was a sinner and would not go to heaven in the end because he 
murdered Polonius and Claudius. It was interesting but time-consuming.  I still don’t know 
the answer.  Maybe that’s the point.  Perhaps I was being overambitious (or even arrogant) 
doing A334 without studying the prerequisite level 2 modules. 
 

There was some fascinating discussion of how the staging of plays changed over time, and 
this was very useful in understanding the plays in their contemporary context.  The module 
also related some of the set works and authors to the art that was being produced at the same 
time (both portrait and landscape).  However, there was little or no discussion of how 
literature paralleled the developments in opera, ballet, religious music and the various forms 
of instrumental entertainment (sonatas, symphonies, concertos, arias, and songs).  If literature 
is to be studied in the context of the society that produces and reads it, then I think this is a 
significant omission. 
 
My thoughts on the overall student experience 
 
In A335, there was very little peer-to-peer student interaction.  People only used the forums 
as far as they needed to (i.e. to generate material they could then submit in their early TMAs), 
and then they stopped altogether.  Few people attended the tutorials (maybe 25% of the tutor 
group), and many did not speak but only listened to the material the tutor had prepared.   
 

For me, a university experience should have a strong student discussion element, and this 
should be led by the tutor or a teaching assistant in a supportive and interactive way.  The 
module is designed to develop independent thinking, and a key element of that is to be able to 
propose and defend an argument interactively in a group.  While the module does teach 
independent thinking, and this is assessed in the TMAs, I feel that most jobs today require 
you to think independently in the context of a team.   The OU concentrates on teaching the 
student to work as an individual and to think largely in isolation, with only a small number of 
interactions by email or forum with their tutor.   I felt the concept of working in a team 
should in some way be included in the module (and indeed in most modules in most 
faculties).  The A215/A363 modules were slightly better for me in this respect, but still far 
from optimum.  Of course, there will also be some students who simply want to get the 
degree certificate and will avoid anything that does not directly 'count' towards their module 
marks.  That is true at on-campus universities too. 
 

Maybe the argument is that the OU is a remote learning organisation and is intrinsically 
non-interactive.  That may have been the case a few decades ago, but the emergence of the 
web, social media, the proliferation of email, and the high bandwidth delivery of media on 
demand into the home have all radically changed the world we live in.  Many other learning 
organisations are now making use of these facilities.  Just having excellent module books and 
a small number of tutorials is perhaps no longer a sufficiently competitive position for a 
modern learning organisation. 
 



One of the things that seemed to kill the Forums stone dead was the rule that any material 
posted on the forum could not be used in the TMA.  This rule appeared in the Netiquette for 
the Tutor Group Forum: 

 
There are just a few things that shouldn't be posted here: 
 
* material that you intend to submit for assignments, unless you’re otherwise instructed 
(i.e., for your assessed forum contributions for TMA01 and 02)   

                   (Open University, 2022a) 

I don't understand the rationale behind this.  If you have a discussion on a campus 
university with a couple of friends in a coffee bar over whether or not Hamlet really did go to 
heaven, then no one would expect not to be able to use that material from that discussion in 
an essay.  So how is a forum different?  Here’s an example of how this affected me.  I was 
interested in Foucault’s view of the author and tried to start a discussion on this topic in the 
Tutor Group Forum (Sinclair, 2022d).  I put some quite detailed thoughts and analysis in 
multiple appends.  However, having done this I realised that I could then not reproduce this 
material in a TMA answer.  This was particularly ironic as there was no engagement in my 
comments from other students.  This rule is not implemented in this way in other universities 
I have studied at.  Or maybe I misunderstood the rule.   
 

There is a problem, though with my enthusiasm for more peer and tutor interaction.  My 
impression is that some OU students simply don't want to interact and only want to do the 
minimum possible to merely pass or get the grade they need and won't want to do anything 
that is not aligned to getting marks in the TMA.  Often OU students are not only studying, but 
also doing a full or part-time job, bringing up a family or are committed elsewhere.  So, if 
more interaction is offered optionally, it may not be taken up.   

 
If attendance at interaction events is made mandatory, it may still not work very well, as 

no one can be forced to speak.  Nevertheless, my opinion remains that students should be 
doing things that are not just focused exclusively on passing an exam assessment; otherwise 
the course is little more than a somewhat bland correspondence course.  University is more 
than that, so student involvement and interactivity need to be baked into the course.  
University is often a preparation for a job and a career, and there are few careers where you 
can get away with never interacting or participating. 
 

In some ways, I felt the 2021/22 OU experience was more of a simple correspondence 
course than the more kaleidoscopic experience associated with a university education.  The 
things I missed were: 
 

• Live interaction student to student and student to tutor. In particular, I missed the 
face-to-face tutorials where a tutor group met for a day or half a day in a physical 
classroom.  I would really like to see this type of tutorial reinstated.  The benefits of 
being able to talk to other students in a non-computer environment are really worth it. 
Not just to discuss specific questions about the set texts or critical sources but just, in 
general, to compare what sort of things people are finding difficult (e.g. interpreting 
the TMA questions) and to share opinions and ideas.   
 



• ‘Extra’ activities that are related to but lie outside the module material.  The LRAC 
lectures were very welcome in this respect.  But if you go to a campus University, 
perhaps in a large city, there is a rich range of English Literature and Creative Writing 
activities going on in parallel to the undergrad and postgrad curriculum.  These 
include events supporting many minorities and cultures, as well as providing access to 
talks/discussions from writing practitioners and academics.  Obviously, the OU is not 
a campus university, but cannot the OU offer a similar experience in these days of 
connected tech?  I have attended events in York, Manchester, Oxford and London, all 
without leaving my settee, so why not at the OU too? 
 
• A discussion of the set texts in the context of our lives today.  What can the set 
texts tell us about how we behave today regarding power, corruption, love, religion, 
feminism, gender politics, spousal abuse, sexual identity, etc. 

 
What improvements could be made? 
 
I think there are many ways the OU could make the course more engaging and interactive. 
 

One possible improvement would be to modify the teaching model to include more face-
to-face teaching and discussion using web conference technology.   This is the model used by 
Modpo, a course in modern and contemporary U.S. poetry run by Prof Al Filreis at the 
University of Pennsylvania (Modpo, 2022).  The Modpo teaching team not only includes 
career academics but also Teaching Assistants (TAs), who are often students who have 
completed the course and are continuing to pursue their education in related fields.  The use 
of TAs is a powerful tool to augment the academic team and means there is sufficient 
teaching resource available to provide: 
 

1. Weekly discussions by the teaching team of close reading of several poems by a 
particular poet of interest and to set these poems in their cultural context.  The 
communication is primarily teacher-to-student, but a few student questions are usually 
taken.  Attendance is by Zoom/ 
 
2. Regular ‘office hours’.  The teaching team members make themselves available for 
1 hour per week, on zoom, for an interactive discussion of the poetry being discussed 
that week.  Communication is two-way teacher to student/student to teacher and is 
interactive and real-time (unlike email or fora) 
 
3. Online forums - here, the students can discuss the material being studied more 
leisurely and submit their own analysis of the poetry for review by other students or 
by the TAs.  The forums are accessible to the many hundreds (or is it thousands?) of 
students who are actively doing the course that year, so if a student asks a question, 
there is likely to be someone who will answer or comment. 

 
One key difference between the OU model and Modpo is Modpo’s use of course-wide tutor 
and TA support.  Any Modpo student can attend any of the teaching team’s office hours.   I 
think the problem with the OU model is that the students are partitioned into small tutor 
group units (10-20 students), so it is relatively easy for groups of this size to fail to reach 
critical mass in terms of peer-to-peer interaction.  If the OU put all the tutor groups in one 
pool (say 120 students for A334?) then 20 or 30 students out of the total pool might be 
interested in interacting.  This I think would then achieve the critical mass to make the 



student interaction self-sustaining and would be a significant improvement over the present 
state of affairs.   There is a broadly based ‘English Literature’ forum available to all A334 
students, but without the driving force of tutors and TAs pushing the discussion along, it only 
occasionally flickered into life.  The suggestion of using TAs is perhaps the most radical idea 
presented here so there would be many things to consider.  Would they be paid?  (They are 
not paid in Modpo as far as I know but being a TA would be seen as a good thing to have on 
your academic CV).  How would they be qualified and trained?  How would the OU monitor 
the quality of the assistance provided by the TAs?  TAs probably would need to be drawn 
from those who have done A334 and A335 and are perhaps pursuing an English Literature 
MA.   These individuals would still have an interest in English Literature and would be also 
interested in leading discussions to help others learn. 
 

Perhaps there are also other ways to increase student/student and student/tutor 
engagement.  For example, rather than have 15-20 students per tutor, and individual tutor 
group forums, use larger tutor groups, with, say, 50 students and 3 tutors.  This would be 
aimed at getting student participation in the forums higher.  Or keep tutor groups at 20 per 
tutor but use a single tutor group forum where everyone can see everyone else’s contribution. 

 
I did find the tutor lead OU Guest forum: 'Spenser and Book 1' on the subject of Spenser’s 

Fairie Queen very useful and there was more student participation in this forum, presumably 
because it included all the tutor group members.  It would be great if this model were applied 
to all the set works.  If there is not enough tutor resource to do this, these forums could be run 
by TAs. 

 
I also think the implementation of ‘office hours’ would be beneficial.  The 

implementation I have in mind would be to make one or more A334 tutors available on Zoom 
or Teams for a ‘drop in’ session each week.  Any student could attend and ask questions 
about the course content, approach to TMAs etc.  Several students would likely be ‘dropping 
in’ at the same time, but that would have the added value that these students would hear the 
answers to each other's questions.  Different tutors can do different weeks, allowing students 
to access a broad range of tutors.  The same model could also be used with TAs. 
 
I think the assessment/feedback mechanism could be improved as follows: 
 

1. Some examples of well-written essays submitted for past TMA/EMA questions 
with annotations on why this essay is well written (and maybe some annotated 
examples of poorly written essays).   This would be my favourite improvement. 
 
2. Provide a small prize (e.g., a 25£ book token) for the best essay written for each 
TMA.  These essays should be published.  Or even better, publish every essay in the 
distinction category.  I can see that some students would not want their work 
published, however good, so it could either be done anonymously, or students could 
opt out of the process.  Hopefully, the monetary prize would encourage people to opt-
in. 
 
3. It would be beneficial to know when an assignment is explicitly returned where in 
the TMA marks were lost - e.g., if you got 75 out of 100, were five marks lost for 
poor formatting of references or ten marks?  How many marks were lost because of 
muddled logical arguments?  How man marks lost because of using an inappropriate 
quotation.  How much did missing commas, words incorrectly italicised, and 



deviations from the approved referencing scheme subtract from the marks?  
 
4. I think it would be helpful if the tutors provided an annotated version of the 
feedback table that is used in the EMA.  This would help the students identify exactly 
which areas they needed to improve on.  (That information is, of course, provided in 
the tutorial feedback on the TMAs, but sometimes it is hard to see the wood for the 
trees).  Of course, if suggestion (3) above was implemented, then this suggestion 
might not be necessary as it would be apparent in which category marks were being 
lost.  Perhaps a combination of (3) and (4) would be the most effective way of helping 
the student identify where to improve, as shown in Figure 1 below. 
 

Category Marks lost/ 
Total marks 

Comments 

Knowledge of subject 5/20 Essay-specific comments by tutor 
Critical engagement with set texts 3/20 Essay-specific comments by tutor 
Critical engagement with appropriate 
independent study 

0/20 Essay-specific comments by tutor 

Quality and structure of argument in 
response to the question 

10/20 Essay-specific comments by tutor 

Clarity of writing style 8/20 Essay-specific comments by tutor 
Accuracy in use of scholarly 
conventions 

3/20 Essay-specific comments by tutor 

 
Figure 1: Feedback categories 

 
Another possible improvement would be to assess the students in a more flexible or 

broader way.  These should be optional, alternative ways of assessing the students - I’m not 
saying I would stop using the current academic essay assessment method. 
 

1. A task to write a short piece of creative writing in the style of the author under 
study.  e.g., rewrite a short scene in Julius Caesar, write a letter on Lady Montagu's 
behalf, or write an extra scene in Persuasion. 
 
2. Set more precisely defined TMA questions and relate these to our 21st-century 
experiences.  For example: 
 

⁃ What does Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar tell us about the fall of 
politicians such as Thatcher, Blair, Cameron, Johnson and Trump? 
 
⁃ Compare the psychological basis between the mother-son relationship 
in Shakespeare’s Hamlet and HBO’s The Sopranos.  Contrast the 
contemporary audience’s view of these studies of human motivation. 
 

These are perhaps rather left-field suggestions though. 
 

I think the TMA/EMA submission process could be clarified as follows: 

1. There are confusing and unnecessary differences between the submission process 
for TMAs and EMAs.  A TMA can be submitted multiple times before the deadline, 



but only strictly speaking if the wrong TMA document was submitted.  The tutor can 
mark the TMA before the deadline, which somewhat undermines the concept of a 
deadline.  This is a poorly designed process.   On the other hand, the EMA can be 
submitted multiple times before the deadline and is only marked after the deadline.  
Multiple documents describe the submission process, so it is quite challenging for the 
student to identify and decode the different methods.  There are advantages to the 
student in being able to use multiple submissions.  The student can submit a nearly 
finished draft early and then not worry about getting zero marks by missing the 
deadline due to some IT or other disaster on the day of the deadline.  An early 
submission also provides a good backup of the document – protecting the unwary 
student against accidental deletion on their laptop or complete laptop 
failure.   Knowing there is a 'banker' already submitted is a good stress relief 
technique for the student while they polish the final version of the submission.  (On 
one of the creative writing modules, my tutor would mark stuff very quickly, even if it 
was submitted before the deadline, so they were mildly irritated if I then changed it 
and resubmitted it on the final deadline date.  Officially I think I could only change it 
if I had submitted the wrong version - but then, to my mind, I had done just that, as I 
had thought of some improvements over the previously submitted version.)   
 
2. I would therefore suggest allowing resubmission both for the EMA and TMA, only 
marking the submissions once the deadline has passed and rationalising and 
simplifying the following documents accordingly: 
 

a. The Assessment Handbook section on submitting TMAs 
https://help.open.ac.uk/documents/policies/assessment-handbook 
 

b. The Help Centre (TMA section)  https://help.open.ac.uk/submitting-a-tma 
 

c. The Help Centre https://help.open.ac.uk/ema-checklist-electronic-submission 

Another area I would consider for improvement (or perhaps extension) is the module 
scope.  A334 and A335 do a good job of what they say on the tin – they provide a 
comprehensive study of several centuries of English literature in what, as a non-expert, I 
would imagine is a traditional way.  The student's objective is to develop a thorough 
knowledge of literary history, theory, and criticism and to understand the placing of literature 
in its social, political, religious, intellectual and cultural context.  The modules teach research 
and analytic skills, logical thinking, presenting an argument and academic writing.  I would 
like the OU also to offer modules that link the study of literature to the practitioner skills 
associated with literature, i.e., creative writing (prose, short stories, novels, poetry, drama, 
life writing).  How would a study of Hamlet or Dylan Thomas influence my own writing?  I 
would also like to see modules that concentrate on the development of a specific genre rather 
than looking at a broad historical panorama.  For example, I think it would be easy to 
generate enough material for a 60-credit module on the literature of the crime story.  Or the 
dystopian novel.  Or American poetry.  Or LGBT representation.  I imagine the problem is – 
does the OU have enough resources to generate a richer and more complex range of English 
Literature modules?  I guess I’m speculating here rather than making a specific, concrete 
suggestion. 

 
Conclusion 



 
I was an enthusiastic supporter of the OU at its inception. It was innovative, inclusive, 
exciting and broke new ground.  Since then, I have been a student at brick universities in the 
70s and then returned to be an OU student in the 80/90s and 2010/20s.  I still am an 
enthusiastic supporter today, but I do worry that the OU is now losing ground as the brick 
universities and other organisations become increasingly agile at embracing the technology 
for remote teaching.  At the same time, the OU seems, at least from my student perspective, 
relatively slow on its feet in adapting to changes.  Having said that, I still plan to do A335 
next year. Probably. 
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Appendix A – my EMA submission 
 
Question 
 
Deidre Shauna Lynch refers to the portrayal of the private sphere as ‘a site of national 
historical formation’ (Introduction, Persuasion, p. xvi). To what extent are representations of 
the private in any TWO texts on the module ways of commenting on broader historical 
concerns? 
 
 
As an example of a ‘site of national historic formation’ (Austen, 2004 p. xvi) Lynch takes the 
view that Austen's Persuasion is not the personal story of Anne Elliott but that 'Austen takes 
pains to lodge the story of Anne's recovery of happiness in the interstices of the historical 
record so that it is framed on both sides by great public events' (p. xvii). This essay examines 
what Lynch means by ‘a site of national historical formation’ and how authors use different 
representations of the private sphere to illuminate the broader historical contexts that their 
characters inhabit.  
 

When describing the lives of their characters an author is not only telling a story but is 
also commenting, directly or indirectly, on the society in which the characters' story is told. 
These characters always have a societal context to their actions, concerns, thoughts and 
motivations. Inevitably therefore, the novel tells us something about the author's view of that 
society. By telling their story, the author also contributes to a body of documentation that 
characterises the state of the nation at that time (a 'site of national historic formation'). For 
example, In Persuasion, Austen writes about England (her own nation) during the 
Napoleonic wars (her own times).  
 

The thesis of this essay is that all authors provide such representations, either directly or 
indirectly. An author may consciously choose to do so because of their personal motivations 
in writing, or they may do so unconsciously as a side effect of creating their poem, drama or 
novel. Still, it is an inevitable outcome of the author's work that their characters will in some 
way document the world the author has placed them in. Such a broad thesis is difficult to 
address in a relatively short essay, given the heterogeneous nature of the poetic, dramatic and 
prose works written in the period 1500 to 1800. The approach here will be to select two 
widely differing works, and thus show the thesis has general application. But before doing 
this, it is helpful to examine what Lynch meant by ‘a site of national historical formation’. 
The private sphere is the domestic realm inhabited by ordinary people where ‘complex 
interactions between individual lives and larger social structures’ are navigated (Austen, 
2004, p. xvi). Activities in the private sphere might be expected to occur in such private 
spaces as drawing rooms, shared country walks, bedrooms and carriage rides while other 
spaces such as churches, Parliament, the Assembly Rooms and the army camp are often the 
location of the public sphere. The distinction can however be blurred; for example, the public 
house or the village street can often be found at the border between the private and the public. 
It is not the author’s literature itself that is Lynch’s ‘site of national historic formation’, but 
the author’s portrayal of that private sphere within the author’s work. 
 
 
Two widely differing authors and their works will now be considered: Shakespeare’s Julius 
Caesar and Lady Montagu’s The Turkish Embassy Letters. Shakespeare was a professional 
author, commercially successful, writing for a mostly public audience. In 1590s Elizabethan 



London, in a single day, more than a thousand people a day might experience a play such as 
Julius Caesar in 'a socially mixed audience' at the Rose Theatre (Astington, 2001, p. 111-
112). Therefore, Shakespeare carefully selected his themes and subject material to meet the 
'demands of a playgoing public and compete for an audience with material offered by rival 
playing companies' (p. 112). On the other hand, Montagu's epistolary work is a collection of 
personal correspondence ‘with other aristocratic women in England and with a number of 
prominent literary men’ (Heffernan and O’Quinn, 2013, p. 13). Montagu wrote for a narrow 
social stratum with no intent of financial gain, and her work was only published more widely 
after her death. Montagu and Shakespeare, therefore, have entirely different authorial 
motivations. However, their character's private spheres both provide us with considerable 
illumination of the historical concerns of their times. 
 

During this period, the literature of social comment was very much the currency of polite 
culture and the society of the powerful and the wealthy. Much of Lady Montagu's letters are 
relevant to the role of the female, both within the public institution of marriage and family 
but also within sexual relationships, a supposedly private act laden with public meaning. Her 
letters provide a discourse that is initially private (or at least limited to a small set of friends 
and correspondents) but is eventually made public after her death and which illuminates her 
personal views of the public issues of ownership of women within social structures such as 
marriage, consent, misogyny, freedom and racism. 
 

In letter 36, on her journey to Constantinople in May 1717, Montagu writes to the Abbe 
Conti and discusses two Turkish religious practices which she finds 'so odd to me I could not 
believe it' (p. 143). The first relates to divorce:  
 

Yet 'tis certainly true that when a man has divorced his wife in the most solemn 
manner, he can take her again upon no other terms than permitting another man to 
pass a night with her, and there are some examples of those that have submitted to this 
law rather than not have back their beloved.                      (p. 144) 

 
This is not the full story, as there are at least three types of divorce in Islamic law. However, 
Montagu, chooses to describe only the most sensational option, where the divorced wife must 
sleep with another man, so insulting the original husband, should the original husband wish 
her back (Rycaut, 1668, quoted in Hall, Sagal and Zold, 2017, p. 2). Although her writing 
style is often factual, descriptive and apparently authoritative, it should be remembered that 
Montagu is expressing her own personal view of the private and public spaces she 
experiences. 
 

Montagu further notes that ‘any woman that dies unmarried is looked upon to die in a 
state of reprobation’ (Heffernan and O’Quinn, 2013, p. 144). Because the oriental view is that 
'the creation of woman is to increase and multiply, and she is only properly employed in the 
works of her calling when she is bringing children or taking care of them, which are all the 
virtues that God expects from her' (p. 144). Here, Montagu is providing her readers and 
indeed future generations significant anthropological value. She shows how belief systems 
affect customs such as marriage and social responses to death. The elderly spinster is a valid 
social and religious position in Montagu's western world, but in the Oriental women, 'many 
…will not remain widows ten days for fear of dying in the reprobate state of a useless 
creature' (p. 144). Montagu also states: 
 



Our vulgar notion that they do not own women to have any souls is a mistake. ’Tis 
true they say they are not of so elevated a kind and therefore must not hope to be 
admitted into the paradise appointed for the men, who are to be entertained by 
celestial beauties; but there is a place of happiness destined for souls of the inferior 
order, where all good women are to be in eternal bliss.             (p. 144) 

 
Montagu is correct in disagreeing with the contemporary view of soulless women. The 

Qur'an states that women and not just men will enter Paradise: ‘I will deny no man or woman 
among you the reward of their labours. You are the offspring of one another’ (The Qur’an, 
2021, 3:195) and ‘Enter Paradise, you and your spouses, in all delight’ (43:70). 
Montagu emphasises her detailed appreciation of the difference between the two societies 
saying: ‘This is a piece of theology very different from that which teaches nothing to be more 
acceptable to God than a vow of perpetual virginity’. She graciously allows the Abbot to 
reach his own conclusions about this practice, saying, 'Which divinity is most rational I leave 
you to determine' (Heffernan and O’Quinn, 2013, p. 144). 
 

In one of the earliest examples of travel writing, Montagu reports and correcting facts, 
although in this case she simplifies (or perhaps is not fully aware) the rules; she adds her 
personal opinions and evaluations and even acts as a humorous raconteur, joking about her 
reluctance to teach divinity to her friend, the Abbot. 
Montagu’s letters challenge previous masculine descriptions of the Orient and form a ‘critical 
space for feminism’ thereby indirectly advocating increased freedom, autonomy and rights 
for women in her own Western society (Dadabhoy, 2014, p. 53). In doing so, Montagu takes 
the role of educator; for example, when writing to Lady Rich:  
 

Your whole letter is full of mistakes... taken your ideas of Turkey from that worthy 
author Dumont, who has writ with equal ignorance and confidence. They never fail 
giving you an account of the women, which ‘tis certain they never saw, and talking 
very wisely of the genius of the men, into whose company they are never admitted...                                                             
 
                                                                          (Heffernan and O’Quinn, 2013, p. 148) 

 
Indeed, as Melman suggests, Montagu has better access and certainly has more feminine 

empathy with the female Orient. Her work must be seen as more authentic than her male 
contemporaries (Melman, 1995, p. 129). In her visit to the Turkish bath at Sophia Montagu 
notes that the “veiled daughters of the Prophet enjoyed some privileges denied their Christian 
sisters … In short, ‘tis the Women’s Coffee house where all the news of the Town is told, 
Scandal invented etc” (Hufstader, 1978, p. 44 cited in Ozdalga and Amanat, 2015, p. 7). The 
conflation of the oriental feminine bathhouse with the exclusively male western coffee house 
is a subtle criticism of the non-existence of a similar public place for British women. 
Montagu retains her Western clothes which are seen by the naked Oriental ladies to be a 'cage 
imposed on her by her husband' (Paston, 1907, p. 261). The Turkish ladies are puzzled, 
telling Montagu: 'you need boast indeed of the superior liberties allowed you, when they lock 
you thus up in a box.’ (ibid). There is wry humour here, and this is a genuine exchange 
between East and West, where the members of both cultures try better to understand each 
other. Turning now to Julius Caesar, by a very different work by a very different author, we 
will see how a writer once again uses the private and public spaces of one society to 
illuminate the nature of another. 

 
 



At its heart, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar examines whether we should transgress the laws of 
democracy to preserve it. The play shows how those who should do most to guard and 
preserve democracy in their public life, allow their private motivations to override their 
public duty. In a world where appearances are everything (Miles, 1989, pp. 259–61, 280–1) 
their actions will result in significant personal reward or untimely death.   This is no different 
to the stresses placed on the courtiers, aristocracy and monarchy of the Tudor court. And just 
as the members of the Elizabethan court must keep their private thoughts and allegiances to 
themselves, Shakespeare’s Roman characters also can only show the weakness of anxiety, 
fear, distrust, and jealousy in their interior lives, a place ‘that Roman public life leaves no 
room for’ (King, 2015, p. 159). 
 

Renaissance writers took the view that the function of history was ‘to teach political 
lessons’ and that in the finest specimens of historical drama, the dramatist assumed the 
serious role of historian (Ribner, 1957, p. 10). Ancient Rome permeated Elizabethan and 
Jacobean social imagination as ‘a supreme ideal of military, political, artistic, and cultural 
excellence toward [to] which the present invariably moved in an unflagging striving for 
emulation’ (Lovascio, 2017). Julius Caesar is just one in a sequence of Shakespeare’s plays 
with strong concerns about the nature of monarch and the political debates of a society that 
had a keen interest in republican history. The year 1599 saw Shakespeare not only write 
Julius Caesar but also complete Henry V, As You Like It and draft Hamlet. Clearly, Hamlet 
and Henry V focus on the nature and means of succession. An argument can also be put 
forward that even As You Like It considered the question to what extent women could inherit 
kingdoms or transmit inheritance to their descendants (Hopkins, 2016, p. 155) - a highly 
relevant question in Elizabethan times. In the 1590s, Shakespeare was thus intensely 
interested in power, corruption and succession – and consequently, we can undoubtedly 
deduce his Elizabethan audience were equally absorbed by these topics. 
 

While Elizabeth’s heir was undoubtedly a subject of discussion in the private sphere, the 
public debate about the question of succession was utterly forbidden. In February 1593, 
Elizabeth imprisoned the puritan MP Peter Wentworth in the Tower after he had petitioned 
her to name a successor. As her reign drew toward its close, the situation intensified as 'the 
publication of any discussion of the succession had been declared an act of treason by 
Parliament' (de Lisle, 2006, p. 29). 
 

How then does Shakespeare use the example of Ancient Rome, some 1700 years in the 
distant past to examine the constitutional questions of succession and how and on what 
principles the constituent countries of Britain should be ruled?   Clearly, there is not a direct 
one to one mapping between the consuls and generals of Julius Caesar's time and the nobility 
and monarchy of Elizabeth I. Nevertheless, many indirect parallels would be of interest to 
Elizabethan audiences. For example, the question of how Caesar might seed his own dynasty 
of emperors given Calpurnia’s infertility resonates with Shakespeare’s audience’s concerns 
about the childless Elizabeth I. 
 

The language chosen by Shakespeare in Julius Caesar also provides crosslinks between 
the Roman story inside the play and the public Elizabethan space outside. For example, 
Elizabeth used the symbol of the sun when writing to the Scottish Ambassador to England:  
 

How they ever mislike the present government and has [sic] their eyes fixed upon that 
person that is next to succeed; and naturally men be so disposed: Plures adorant solem 
orientem quam occidentem [More people adore the rising sun than the setting one]. 



 
        (Booth, 2013, p, 82) 

  
The Latin quotation is from Plutarch’s Life of Pompey, a work both Elizabeth I and 
Shakespeare knew. Like Elizabeth, Shakespeare the sun as a metaphor, but in this case, 
related to the ending of power. ‘Oh setting sun, as in thy red rays thou dost sink to night, / So 
in his red blood Cassius’ day is set’ (5.3.67-68). Contrast this with the celestial imagery in 
Caesar’s declamation of his superiority in Act 3.   
 

In this superbly arrogant diatribe (3.1.60-76), Caesar uses a different celestial metaphor: ‘I 
am Constant as the Northern Star’ (3.3.60). The opening line’s regular iambic pentameter 
reinforces Caesar’s assertion he is steady, reliable fixed place of control in a world that whirls 
around him. The metrical regularity of the speech is temporarily broken in 'If I could pray to 
move, prayers would move me' (l. 62) because Caesar is suggesting that if things were 
different, then ‘prayers would move me’. The uncertainty of speculating about a different 
circumstance is enhanced by the irregularity of this line’s meter. Caesar then immediately 
reinforces his immovability by an almost exact repetition of the opening line (3.1.63). Rather 
than a sun metaphor, Shakespeare uses the celestial objects of the night: even though there 
are other ‘stars’ (men) in the ‘sky’ (Rome), ‘there's but one in all doth hold his place’ 
(3.1.68). This night-time imagery foreshadows the assassination of Caesar when his light is 
extinguished and indeed the darkness that is to shortly envelope Rome. At this moment, 
Caesar declares himself not only the brightest but most 'constant' because he cannot be 
swayed by the appeals of other men. This is supremely ironic as shortly afterwards the 
'unshakeable' Caesar is assassinated. Throughout this speech, as in much of Julius Caesar, 
Shakespeare draws on the classical techniques of rhetoric and poetry, not only for dramatic 
emphasis, but also as interesting wordplay entertainment for his audience. These techniques 
include alliteration ('constant Cimber', (3.l.75)’ fellow in the firmament (3.l.65.), epistrophe (I 
could be well moved, …., / If I could pray to move, prayers would move me; (3.l.61-62)) and 
personification as Caesar strengthens his argument by saying he has more common with the 
star then he does with other people. 
 

In contrast to the poetic and emotional speech of Caesar above, Shakespeare makes 
Brutus’s words (3.2.12-35) after Ceasar’s death as rhetorical and contrived as possible. 
Brutus argues for control and order and distances himself from Caesar’s fixed star imagery by 
speaking in prose rather than blank verse. In ‘hear me for my cause, and be silent that you 
may hear. / Believe me for mine honor, and have respect to mine honor that you / may 
believe. Censure me in your wisdom, and awake your senses that you may the better judge’ 
(3.2.14-17). Shakespeare uses both epanalepsis and epiphora to drive home Brutus's position. 
In ‘There is tears for his love, joy for his fortune, honor for his valor, and death for his 
ambition’ (3.2.27-28) Shakespeare pairs ‘tears’ with ‘love’, ‘joy’ with ‘fortune’, ‘honor’ with 
‘valor’ and ‘death’ with ‘ambition’ to produce a taxis, with the effect of building the power of 
his argument incrementally to the climax of a sequence of rhetorical questions, that effective 
bully the listeners into silence. But Brutus forbids an answer: ‘Who is here so rude that would 
not be Roman?’ (3.2.30-31). No one dare reply. Brutus is trying to present an argument to say 
that his actions were good and honourable, with his powerful rhetoric. Still, it is a speech 
aimed at domination rather than consensus. 
 

Another concern of Elizabethan public interest that is explored by Shakespeare in Julius 
Caesar is the Puritan belief that originates from a social body and not a dictator. The 
religious ‘feast of Lupercal (1. 1.67) is taken over by Caesar’s followers to ‘rejoice in his 



triumph’ (1.1.31). Flavius says Caesar would ‘keep us in all servile fearfulness’ (1.1.80) and 
thus undermine the manly virtues of Roman democracy. Caesar's growing power is 
emphasised by the use of 'trophies' and 'images' and the conflict between Caesar's 
metaphorical body and the laws of Roman democracy is reinforced by images that contrast 
Caesar's animalistic 'feathers' with the 'view of men' that he 'soar[s] above' (1.1.73-80). 
Christie states, 'Shakespeare’s analogy reflects how concerns surrounding the legitimacy of 
Caesar’s authority in relation to Roman values is manifest in the relationship constructed 
between body, soul and law as components of Roman identity’ (Christie, 2020). Christie 
further argues that we see in Brutus's valuation of the idea of Rome over his love for Caesar 
the body, soul and law as conflicting components of Roman identity in the play. In a key line 
in the play, Brutus declares, `not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved Rome more' 
(3.2.21-21). Thus, Brutus chooses Roman law to direct his action and govern his body and 
soul. Shakespeare emphasises this with Mark Anthony's judgement of Brutus after his 
suicide: '[t]his was the noblest Roman of them all' (5.5.69).  
 
 
In her introduction to Persuasion, Lynch proposed that the private sphere is 'a site of national 
historical formation' that illuminates the broader historical context inhabited by an author's 
characters. This essay concurs with this view and has suggested that any author must 
inevitably place their characters in a social, economic, religious or political context. By doing 
so, the author equally inevitably documents the corresponding social, economic, religious or 
political concerns of the inhabitants of that context. This has been shown to be true in the 
case of authors as diverse as Shakespeare and Lady Montagu. By extension, this thesis can 
similarly be applied to any era.  
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Appendix B – The Conventions of Scholarly Writing 
 
An essay written in a scholarly style must include the following elements: 
 

• A thesis or premise or proposition - the development of a perspective of a topic, rather 
than just a summary of facts.  An interpretation of those facts to support a particular 
view of that topic which comes to a clearly stated conclusion 

• An academic voice - the essay must be written using a clear, consistent formal style 
using formal word choice and tone, objective phrasing, and concise but not repetitive 
sentence structure.  While the writing should not be dry, it should focus on clarity and 
economy of expression. 

• Formal organization and presentation of ideas.   The essay must use a strong 
paragraph structure including 

o An introductory paragraph containing a thesis statement that introduces the 
topic of the essay 

o Paragraphs that support with evidence and and analysis and a conclusion.  
Each paragraph supports one explores the arguments and evidence that 
supports the thesis statement with both evidence and analysis. One way of 
thinking about body paragraphs in scholarly writing is the MEAL plan: 

§ Main Idea: Your topic sentence stating the concrete claim the 
paragraph is advancing. 

§ Evidence: Paraphrase or direct quotations from the source material 
you are using to support your topic sentence's claim. Analysis: Your 
explanation and evaluation of the evidence; explaining the evidence 
you provided and its relevance in your own words 

§ Lead Out: Concluding; preparing your reader to transition to the next 
paragraph (and the next claim). The MEAL plan matches the general 
format of academic writing on many levels: that of assertion, evidence, 
and explanation.  Many students make the mistake of writing toward a 
topic sentence or claim, rather than from one; keeping the MEAL plan 
in mind as you write will help you begin your paragraphs strongly and 
develop your analysis thoroughly. ( 

Extracted from: Duke University Thompson Writing Program. (n.d.)). 
o A concluding paragraph which briefly recapitulates the essay main points and 

states if the thesis has been demonstrated or not.  
• Cited evidence and critical and logical analysis.  The arguments in the essay must be 

supported by scholarly sources, which are generally peer-reviewed articles, books, 
and journals.  As an academic writer, you should express your own personal views, 
but these must be supported either by specific evidence from relevant recognised 
scholarly resources or by evidence based on close reading of the text under analysis.  

• Citations must be accompanied by a reference list and should be expressed in the 
specified house style (OU Harvard for the Open University). 

 
A good scholarly essay will 
 

• Easily identify your thoughts and ideas on a subject and distinguish these from the 
thoughts and ideas of others. 

• Express and analysis the relationship between ideas rather than simply making a 
sequence of factual statements that the reader has to interpret themselves 



• Avoid personal bias 
• Take a balanced view of the topic 
• Be objective 
• Be formal in tone and impersonal in style 
• Avoid contractions or shortened forms of verbs, such as won't, doesn't or it's 
• Avoid personal pronouns such as I, me, you, your. On the other hand, It’s arguable 

that, given that you are encouraged to think for yourself, interpret texts, and develop 
an argument in your essay, it makes sense to use the first person. If you do use it 
though, ensure that views or opinions are backed up by evidence and reference to 
critics.   

• May use the passive form of verbs 
• Avoid verbs that are composed of multiple words, such as 'give up', 'put up with' 
• Tend to employ a cautious way of explaining findings, using expressions such as 

'may', 'it is possible that...', 'could' 
• May use specialised vocabulary. 
• Contain citations and an accompanying reference list expressed in the appropriate 

house style (OU Harvard for the Open University). 
 
Useful resources for scholarly writing: 
 
Open University, (2022a) ‘Developing academic English’ in the Open University Help 
Centre, Core Skills: Study Skills, Available at: 
https://help.open.ac.uk/develop-your-writing (Accessed: 23 Jul 2022). 
 
Open University, (2022b)  'Critical Thinking and writing (Advanced), 'The Student Hub, 
Open University,  Available at: https://studenthublive.open.ac.uk/content/critical-
thinking-and-writing-advanced-12-jul-2022 
 
Open University, (2022c) 'Types of Assignment’, Open University Help Centre, 
Assignments: Types of assignment, Available at https://help.open.ac.uk/essays 
 
Open University, (2022d) 'Types of Assignment’, Open University Help Centre, 
Assignments: Writing in your own words, Available at https://help.open.ac.uk/writing-in-
your-own-words 
 
 
Useful resources for close reading: 
 
There are some very short examples at: 
 
Open University, (2022e) ' Don’t describe—analyse’, Undergraduate arts and humanities: 
Skills: Skills toolkits: English Literature Toolkit. Available at 
https://learn2.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=1859527&section=2.2 
 
and of course, there are a lot of close reading examples in the A334 module materials and 
tutorial material. 

 
 
  



Appendix C – just for fun 
 
Just for fun, if there had been a creative writing element in the module, here are some 
examples of what I would have produced: 
 
A nod to the Spenserian stanza: 
 

The melted heart 
When Jan’ry’s chill brought glistening fields of ice 
and February laid down carpets deep of snow, 
a frozen man we made, a bower to our bliss, 
with carrot nose and buttons of the blackest coal. 
Oh, purest body, how we loved our toil. 
Our hearts besought you Snowman, will you stay? 
But, soon friends part; Then whither goes your soul 
when March’s rays so kiss the snow away? 
Then dog, in loss, did wail and pant, and ate the carrot anyway. 

 
A nod to the Shakespearean sonnet: 
 

The Mismaze1 
While fields submit to winter's white campaign, 
and clouds kiss and bruise the hills with grey, 
the wind pins the sky to earth's window frame 
and I flee the town to climb my favourite way. 
Atop the hill the hard and frosty sward 
is cut by dark and winding lines.  I ask what strange, 
mad maze is this, with only but a single path? 
No answer comes, just winter’s wind's refrain. 
You could not know whose feet would trace your craft. 
But now my steps between the frigid turf 
decode your labyrinthine cryptograph 
and bring me to the centre of your work. 
And though you’re gone, I still remain a mourner 
To your death below, in cold and tender water. 

 
In writing these pieces I felt I learnt quite a lot about the original author’s methods and works 
(without directly emulating them).  I had to do some close reading to understand their 
metrical style, the poetic form and the use of language.  So, to me, this is an valuable 
alternative study technique that can be used in addition to critical analysis or simply close 
reading. 
 
 
 
 
And finally, a thank you to the Open University, in no particular set text style: 
 
 

 
1 https://www.worldwidewriter.co.uk/st-catherines-mizmaze-winchester.html 



Far Flung Knowledge 
 
After the pub, we eat curry and watch 
oddly dressed figures from an exotic academe. 
Enrobed in their Levis and 70’s wild hair 
they dance behind the dust on the TV screen. 
 
We see the thoughts of Euler and Gauss, 
appear as lists of poker faced glyphs 
and slowly digest long pondered lemmas 
delivered to us via the spells of UHF. 
 
Many years later, the cathode has cooled. 
Some memories remain, but mostly they’re gone. 
The magical echoes of those broadcast thoughts 
have faded like the snap of an old popadom. 
 
VHS has departed, as have the folks with wild hair. 
But with the theorems they taught, their students propound 
the communication protocols 
that now keep us net bound. 
 
We no longer embrace in the rooms where we met 
and Google is now god in our church of the Web. 
But teachers still teach and poets still speak 
though sadly I’m now too old for curry before bed. 

 
 
 
 
 


