
Developing the Duke GLS Core Course 

 
The Problem.   Five years ago, many students were having serious issues with graduate-level critical analysis, 
academic writing and research.  Our weekend writing bootcamp allowed no time for writing of actual papers, and 
artificially separated form from content in a way that misrepresented real academic engagement.  

 
Core Course Goals.   We established a new introductory “core course” with the following goals:   
 

 To demystify the values, concerns and practices of academic culture. 
 

 To increase community among our diverse students, establishing a cohort of GLS students with a shared 
knowledge of particular texts and issues.  
 

 To encourage consistent standards and academic identity within the program. 
 

 To enable students to gain graduate-level interdisciplinary academic skills  
 

Thinking 

 Critical inquiry 

 Critical analysis  
 

Reading 

 Academic research and documentation skills appropriate to particular disciplines 

 Strategies for formulating ideas in response to the ideas of others 

 Strategies for reading both primary and secondary texts with an awareness of genre, voice and authorial 
strategies 

 
Writing 

 Disciplinary genre expectations and structures for research papers, proposals, response papers, reviews and 
oral presentations  

 Strategies for invention, arrangement, argumentation and presentation 

 Clarity of expression at all levels of discourse (essay, section, paragraph, sentence). 

 
Core Course Methods 
 

 A Course Engaged With Real Issues.   We think it is crucial to model interdisciplinary academic 
engagement with specific content through readings, discussions, Sakai forum and links.   

 

 A Course With Multiple Perspectives.  To encourage multiple disciplinary perspectives, we have brought 
into class two to four faculty “guests” per semester, who discuss their own motivations and methods 
through the exploration of their own chosen readings and issues.     

 

 An Academic Methods Course.   We teach graduate-level academic values, standards and expectations 
through: 1) class lecture, discussion and exercises; 2) our own in-house writing and academic literacy 
manual; and 3) They Say, I Say (Birkenstein & Graff), an excellent reader-friendly book on how to integrate 
the words and ideas of others into your own academic prose. 

 

 A Writing-Intensive Course.   We provide opportunity for weekly writing (Sakai forum), two short papers, 
and a staged writing assignment (research paper proposal, annotated bibliography, oral presentation, 
draft, final submission).   

 

Contact:  Kent Wicker, Duke University Graduate Liberal Studies, kent.wicker@duke.edu   

mailto:kent.wicker@duke.edu


Evolution of the course 
 

 We’ve decreased the readings to allow students to focus more on their own research and writing.   
 

 We’ve added an oral presentation component, at the request of students.   
 

 We’ve decreased the number of faculty guests to accommodate more sessions with library research staff, 
and because frequent changes in faculty disrupt class cohesion.   

 

 We’ve developed several rotating versions of the course that share many aspects (academic skills 
curriculum, assignments and schedule) but feature different readings and issues (see below).   

 
Gleanings 

 

 Graduate-level writing and other forms of academic literacy cannot be separated from content.   
 

 An introduction to interdisciplinary studies course must take into account the fact that each field 

represents an ongoing conversation with its own history and expectations not only about goals and 

methods but about what issues or sources of data are appropriate objects of study.   Assignments must be 

carefully designed to make such parameters clear while allowing for differing approaches to analysis. 

 

 Teachers need to model academic engagement, demonstrating how they themselves approach and 

analyze sources – while giving students ample space and opportunity to do the same.   
 

 Our program’s challenges going forward:  

 to better integrate the natural and social sciences 

 to offer better ESL help for our growing number of international students.   

 to develop long-term insitutional structures for teaching this course regularly. 

 

LS750, The Self in the World – some examples 
 

 Finding One’s Place in the World  focuses on the lived experience of place.  How do our natural and built environments 
shape our identities and relationships with others?   How are our ideas of self and other written into the cultural landscape – 
or rewritten imaginatively?   Past readings have included geographers Yi-Fu Tuan (self and other) and Cheryl McEwan (British 
women in colonial Africa), anthropologist E.T. Hall (proxemics), historian Richard Sennett (urban separation and movement), 
literary scholar Deborah Nord (Victorian women on the London streets), Jane Jacobs (urban policy) and sociologist Angela 
O’Rand (census data), as well as poems by Baudillaire, and fiction by Joseph O’Neill (Netherland), Alaa al-Aswany (The 
Yacoubian Building), Dickens (Hard Times), Hawthorne and Poe.   

 

 The Embodied Self  focuses on how human identity is grounded in our sensory experience of the material world.   What is 
the relationship between body, brain and mind?  How do age and ability affect our identities and experiences?  What hopes 
or fears are reflected in our fascination with robotics and alien bodies?    Past readings have included historians Roy Porter 
(body and soul in the modern West) and Richard Sennett (bodies in the city), neural linguist George Lakoff (the embodied 
nature of consciousness), biologist Dan McShea (biology and value theory),  and social psychology studies of death and 
dying, as well as drama by Shakespeare (Merchant of Venice) and Margaret Edson (Wit), films by Mamaru Oshii (Ghost in the 
Shell) and Neill Blomkamp (District Nine), and fiction by Mary Shelly (Frankenstein), Mark Haddon (The Curious Incident of 
the Dog in the Night-Time) and Virginia Wollf (Mrs. Dalloway).   

 Finding the Self in the Other  focuses on the Western self in its encounter with others.  How do Western notions of identity 
change during the course of European travel and expansion?   How has globalization affected our understanding of selfhood 
and otherness?  Past readings have included philosophers Charles Taylor (the politics of recognition) and K.A. Appiah 
(cosmopolitanism), historian Robert Darnton (historical otherness), science writer David Quammen (imperialism and the 
study of species), and literary scholars Edward Said (representation) Stephen Greenblatt (linguistic colonialism), as well as 
drama by Shakespeare (The Tempest), opera by Puccini (Madame Butterfly), fiction by Voltaire (Candide), Austen (Mansfield 
Park), Junot Diaz (Oscar Wao), Jhumpa Lahiri and Aala al-Aswany, and poetic variations on the Orpheus myth.   


