
Sarah J. Sprouse 
Teaching Curiosity in the Classroom 

 
I see my classroom as a workshop wherein students acquire the tools of composition and 
argumentation, learn to close read texts of all kinds, and develop their analytical faculties. Whether 
it is composition, literature, or a seminar, my classroom is a safe environment that supports the 
exploration of ideas and collaborative work with peers. This student-centered method of teaching 
requires an inclusive space for cultivating immersion with a text before students can pursue a more 
reflective mode of inquiry. Building from the theories of Peter Elbow and Sheridan D. Blau, I 
encourage students to struggle with a text and lead open-forum discussion so that we, as a class, 
may arrive at possible answers and interpretations. My objective is to promote curiosity in the 
classroom that is supported through writing, revision, and reflection in portfolio-based projects. 
 
Each student in a diverse classroom brings their own strengths and cultural perspectives that can 
facilitate a rich discussion of a literary text. In order to facilitate free inquiry in the classroom I 
promote inclusion and demonstrate my own excitement in the text. My lesson plans consist of 
questions designed to guide student inquiry and discussion of interesting and difficult passages. It 
is important for students to see their professor express similar difficulties so that we can then 
together explore new pathways to comprehension through close reading and historical context. 
Such difficulties can arise through misunderstanding of historical context, at which point we do 
some research together as a class. This models in the classroom curiosity and appropriate use of 
technology to find answers. In other cases, reading the difficult lines aloud and then working 
through their meanings can help. For example, demonstrating the sonic qualities of Anglo-Saxon 
alliterative lines through dramatic recitation of the fight between Beowulf and Grendel can 
highlight for students the excitement of literature as well as the close connections between Old 
English and modern English. These strategies allow us as a whole to achieve better comprehension 
of the material and cohesion as a learning group, which can then be further supported through 
mentorship and discussion outside the classroom.  
 
My teaching method also depends upon an interdisciplinary approach to teaching pre-modern 
literature in order to immerse students in the world of a text by exposing them to the historical, 
cultural, and literary contexts of a work. For example, in my “Women of the Middle Ages” course, 
I paired excerpts from Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and the French romance Silence to help 
students shed preconceived notions of gender performance before reading a variety of female 
authors such as Anna Komnena, Margery Kempe, and Hrotswitha of Gandersheim. This prepared 
students to grapple with complex and conflicting ideas of gender. I also include creative 
assignments in the curriculum that encourage students to more closely read and even empathize 
with the characters. To support immersive and collaborative learning, I require a mock trial or 
debate on topics central to the curriculum of the course. In teams, students must reexamine the 
texts read that semester in order to craft an argument and then debate in the classroom using their 
close reading skills. This assignment cultivates a classroom environment of collaboration in which 
we all work together on the exciting project of interpretation. 
 
This student-centered pedagogy promotes a safe environment for student-driven inquiry and 
encourages appreciation and reflection on literary texts, no matter how far removed spatially or 
temporally from the students’ own lived experiences. Showing students how to struggle with texts 
– and that it can be fun – not only supports their analytical skills in and out of the classroom, but 
also ultimately nurtures their curiosity. 
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Sarah J. Sprouse 
Evidence of Teaching Effectiveness 

 
Evaluation Scores: 
English Department Averages: Instructor Effectiveness (4.3 out of 5), Course Objectives 
(4.5 out of 5), Learning Experience (4.2 out of 5) 
Term Course  Instructor Effectiveness Course Objectives Learning Experience 
Fa 16 ENGL 23051  4.5    4.6   4.2  
 (second section) 4.6    4.6   4.4 
Sp 17 ENGL 23062  4.9    4.9   4.7 
 (second section) 3.6    3.8   3.4 
Su 17 ENGL 23053  4.6    4.5   4 
Fa 17  ENGL 23074  4.4    4.7   4.3 
 (second section) 4.5    4.6   4.5   
Sp 18 ENGL 23085  4.5    4.6   3.9  
 (second section) 4.2    4.2   3.7   
Su 18 ENGL 23056  4.6    4.6   4.2  
    4.44    4.51   4.13   
 
1 English 2305: Introduction to Poetry: Arthur the Briton, Breton, & British King 

2 English 2306: Introduction to Drama: Shakespeare and his Classical & Medieval Sources 

3 English 2305: Introduction to Poetry: Arthur the Briton, Breton, & British King 

4 English 2307: Introduction to Fiction: Creation, Apocalypse, and Monsters: An Introduction to 

World Mythology 

5 English 2308: Introduction to Non-Fiction: The Lives, Letters, and Legends of Medieval Ladies 

6 English 2305: Introduction to Poetry: Arthur the Briton, Breton, & British King 
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Sarah J. Sprouse 
Sample of Student Comments 

Engaging: 
• “I like how excited you were about the text.” 
• “I personally thought that this was one of the best experiences I have had with English 

professors. Ms. Sprouse was very good at bringing positive energy to the classroom. She 
has taught me that there are English professors and teachers out there who do have a heart 
and do care about their students which means a lot, even to college students.” 

• “I thoroughly enjoyed this class. Both the content, and the methods through which the 
content was taught were very conducive to my understanding medieval literature. Sarah 
made one of my last classes of my undergrad exciting, rather than another proverbial 
notch in my academic bedpost.” 

• “All of the texts are interesting because I always looked at medieval period history as 
boring, so she took an interesting take on all of those with the theme of feminism.” 

 
Knowledgeable: 

• “Good class with thorough lectures/discussions. Instructor is always well prepared and 
gives exceptional information.” 

• “She is very knowledgeable and infectiously passionate about her field and being a 
medievalist, which is interesting and the way she approaches teaching shows.” 

• “Great class! Learned a lot of new things that I had never heard of before. Enjoyed the 
way we discussed our readings each day and got to ask questions. It helped me to learn 
even more about the texts that we read.” 

• “Her sections in the course that cover the creation and study of actual manuscripts was 
quite interesting and unique. She brings a lot of knowledge to her students from her own 
research.” 

 
Accessible: 

• “I like how you give us feedback and give us the opportunity to discuss openly.” 
• “I liked teaching style – very open forum. You act as a great moderator and were able to 

keep the conversation going.” 
• “I liked how you were always willing to help.” 
• “You have control of the class while allowing us to have input about our feelings on the 

topics at hand. I believe your peers should strive to teach like you.” 
 
Motivating: 

• “P.S. I recommended your class to my advisor!” 
• “The mock trial, group project, and short essay were effective. They really got me 

engaged with the material.” 
• “I am glad I chose to try and expand my horizons with an intro to poetry class, rather than 

go for an easy A in something like technical writing. I regrettably didn’t always put forth 
my best effort in her class due to other classes and my research, but I do not regret an iota 
of time spent on the coursework, something I cannot say for most other classes that aren’t 
chemistry.” 

• “Ms. Sprouse was a very excellent professor who cared about her students and also 
greatly valued the subjects she taught. 
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See below for Photos from Engaging Assignments and Activities1: 
1All students gave permission for distribution of photographs. 
 
 
 

 
From ENGL 2306 (Shakespeare and His Sources): Students made valentines in the 

Letterpress studio to learn about the intricacies of early print. This course encouraged learning 
about the distinctions of analogue, adaptation, and source study to bridge the divide between the 

medieval and early modern worlds. 
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From ENGL 2305 (Arthurian Poetry): Students produced creative final projects based on one 

of the texts read for the course. Some produced videos 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wMupMQ9GmWc, https://youtu.be/T_n6tNmsXGE, &  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C9HMI54ANEQ). Some produced games, children’s books, 
rap battles between Arthur & Mordred, etc. 

 
 



Sprouse      6 

 
From ENGL 2308 (The Lives & Letters of Medieval Women): The image above is from a 

mock heresy trial of Margery Kempe. Below are examples of students’ final projects, including a 
Crusades board game and a collection of the letters of Abelard & Heloise.
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From ENGL 2307 (World Mythology): To learn about major 20th century theorists of 

mythology, students had to construct a fictional cultural mythology around the theoretical work 
of Joseph Campbell, Carl Jung, Claude Lévi-Strauss, or Vladimir Propp. Final projects included 

a visual representation of the invented myth. 

 



Sprouse      8 

 
From ENGL 3303 (Book History): This course incorporates a hands-on approach to medieval 

manuscripts and early modern print. Students make quills and write with them, then build 
commonplace books with quires of parchment, Renaissance paper, and modern handmade paper 

that are bound in wooden boards with the Coptic stitch. Students are then required to create 
editions of each other’s commonplace books, followed by digital editions using DigitalMappa.  

 
 

 
 

 


