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SEMINAR FOR FRESHMEN 1143-A— IN THE FIRST-PERSON: 21ST-
CENTURY STORYTELLING 

FALL 2018 
 

We tell stories in order to live—Joan Didion 

 
Class meets: MW 3:05-4:20 p.m. in Sawyer 134 
Credits: 4   
Credit Hour Definition: www.suffolk.edu/syllabus 
Instructor: Amy Monticello                           Email: amonticello@suffolk.edu 
Office: 8th Floor Tremont, Rm. 8076              Office phone: 617-305-8273 
Office Hours: TR 2:00-3:00 p.m., and by appointment 
 

Prerequisites: None 

 
DESCRIPTION            
 

The Seminar for Freshmen program began in 2005 and represents a cornerstone of the enhanced 

curriculum of the College of Arts & Sciences. The program provides incoming first-year students 

with a 4-credit course taught by full-time faculty in the manner of an upper-class seminar. Each 

course is limited to 19 students in order to encourage a high level of student-to-student and 

student-to-faculty interaction. The mission of the Seminar for Freshmen program is to introduce 

first-year students to the intellectual rigors of college-level work; to assist students as they 

transition from high school to the university; and to prepare students for continued academic 

success. Seminars are writing-intensive and designed to foster critical thinking skills. They reflect 

a liberal arts approach to education and encourage students to participate in cultural and 

intellectual activities and events outside of the classroom, both at Suffolk University and in the 

greater Boston community. 

 

This section of the Seminar for Freshmen will consider the forms, venues, and impacts of 

narrative nonfiction in contemporary culture. From the exploding popularity of personal essays 

online, to the living, evolving essays we create on social media, to the success and intrigue of 

podcasts like Serial and S-Town, we are constantly narrating and archiving our lives, shaping 

their content for specific audiences, within specific cultural and historical contexts. In doing so, 

we shape what personal experience means and represents. In order to analyze the power of 

narrative nonfiction, we will look at a variety of multimodal texts: essays, podcasts, Instagram 

and Twitter feeds, stand-up comedy, and storytelling slams. We will also write our own narrative 

nonfiction in a variety of multimodal forms, for a variety of non-navel-gazing purposes. Lastly, we 

will practice narrative nonfiction for professional audiences, using storytelling as a way to 

showcase personal strengths to employers, internship coordinators, and the like. 

 

SF Mentoring Description 

 SF faculty members serve as academic mentors to their seminar students and help them 

navigate the intellectual, social, and cultural life of the college as well as the greater 
Boston area. Inside the classroom, mentors strive to create a safe and respectful 

environment for students to express themselves, develop new skills, and build on their 
strengths. Outside of class, the mentors and mentees participate in small group and one-

on-one conversations aimed at identifying students’ short- and long-term goals, interests, 

and aspirations. SF faculty continue to mentor students throughout their second 
semester and beyond. 
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During the first semester, while students are enrolled in a Seminar for Freshmen-course, 

the SF mentor will assist students to achieve the following goals: 
 

o develop interdisciplinary connections with faculty and staff 
o understand active learning techniques  

o develop time management skills  

o understand what it means to uphold academic integrity  
o help students identify campus wide resources to support student success 

 

TEXTBOOKS/REQUIRED MATERIALS        

 

— Touchstone Anthology of Contemporary Creative Nonfiction, edited by Michael Martone 

— Other materials will be available on our Blackboard course site. Consult the site every 

day. Print readings and other materials, or have access to electronic versions in class. 

 
GRADING           

 

Critical Analysis Papers (2): 15% each 

Students will be evaluated on their close reading 

abilities and critical assessment of narrative texts, 
demonstrating effective summary techniques, and 

properly linking claims and evidence. 
 

Personal essay: 20% 

Students will compose their own personal narrative using course texts as models, focusing on 
narrative structure, arriving at believable and meaningful insights, and situating their narratives 

into a broader cultural context. Drafts will be submitted for small-group workshops.  
 

Digital narrative project: 20% 

Students will create a digital narrative or a new storytelling series using one of the digital 
platforms provided by the instructor. This project will combine text, image, video, audio, and/or 

hyperlinks. Students will be evaluated on their ability to work in a multimodal form that ultimately 
presents a cogent and cohesive narrative combining the student’s voice with other voices. 

 

Final story slam: 15% 

Class will choose a theme, and students will prepare 5-minute oral narratives on that theme. 

Students will be evaluated on inventiveness, cohesive narration, and illumination of the theme.  

 
Professionalism and participation: 15% 

There are many ways to demonstrate engagement with our class materials, and I will work to 
give a wide variety of opportunities to participate for students of all learning types and 

personalities. At its most basic, good participation means coming to class regularly and on time, 
having read the material assigned for the day, active listening, completing in-class writing and 

other activities when prompted, and respectful, professional, yet critical engagement with our 

course texts and peer writing. I expect every student to contribute to our class dialogue, whether 
by speaking up during class discussion (including small group work), posting questions and 

responses to discussion threads on Blackboard, or even slipping me a question or comment to 
address in class (anonymously, if you prefer). If anything hinders your ability to participate, 

please speak with me and we’ll work something out that will be comfortable for you. (Also: see 

“Digital and Classroom Etiquette” for a rundown of my policies related to technology in class.)  
 

94-100 = A 
90-93 = A- 

87-89 = B+ 
84-86 = B 
80-83 = B- 

77-79 = C+ 
73-76 = C 
70-72 = C- 

67-69 = D+ 
64-66 = D 
60-63 = D- 

<60 = F 
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For all SF students, P&P also means participating in all course activities that take place off 

campus! 
 

 

 

Assignment/Activity  Engagement Estimated                    

Engagement Hours 

Course Readings/Texts 530 pages x 8 min/page 67 

Critical Analyses (2) 15 hours each x 2 30 

Personal Essay 

(+workshop) 

20 hours 20 

Digital Narrative Project 20 hours 20 

Story Slam Attendance 4 hours 4 

Final Exam Prep 5 hours 5 

Class Attendance 3 hours X 15 weeks 45 

 
Total: 191 engagement hours 
 
This class requires _3.75_ hours of engagement hours that fall outside of scheduled 
class time.  These hours will be made up by your attendance at The Moth story slam 
(details TBA). 
 

Goals 
 

 

Objectives Assessments 

Upon successful completion 
of this course, students will: 

Successful students will be able to:  

1. understand the core  practice engaged, critical reading  Critical Analysis Papers 
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elements of a 

sustained intellectual 
inquiry 

 

 formulate questions to guide inquiry 

 recognize diverse perspectives and 

approaches     

 meet course-specific writing-

intensive requirements  
 

 

Story slam 
 

Personal Essay 

 
Digital Narrative Project 

2. understand how 

learning and 
experiences inside and 

outside the classroom 
are connected and 

interdependent 

 

 engage in the intellectual, social, 

and cultural life of the college 

and/or the Greater Boston area 

Story slam 

 
Mentoring modules 

3. understand the 
expectations, the time 

commitment, and the 

skills required for a 
successful college 

career  

 establish connections with faculty 

and academic support staff as 
needed 

 develop active learning strategies 

 describe and practice academic 

integrity   

 set priorities in order to complete 

projects and meet deadlines  

Class attendance 
 

Participation and 

Professionalism 
 

Story slam 
 

Critical Analysis Papers 

 
Personal Essay  

4. The ways in which 

texts represent 
complex issues and 

identities, and 
converse with one 

another through 
synthesized writing. 

 Recognize the ways ideas in one 

text reinforce, extend, 

complicate, and refute ideas in 
another text.  

 Explain the relationship between 

sources and their rhetorical 
situations. 

 Articulate the ways in which a 

source invites identification and 
difference.  

 

Critical analysis papers 

 
Personal essay 

 
Digital narrative project 

 
Story slam 

5. The practical and artful 

skills of storytelling in 

a variety of relevant 
and contemporary 

contexts.  

 Use a variety of craft techniques 

to create written and oral 

stories, and shape those stories 

for particular situations and 
audiences.  

 Analyze the ways in which a 

story sanctions diverse human 
experience.  

 Identify the implicit stories of 

archiving in the digital age. 

 

Personal essay 

 

Digital narrative project 
 

Story slam 
 

Storytelling class 

activities 
 

Critical analysis papers 
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University-Wide Policies and Student Resources  

 
Suffolk University has developed important academic and campus life policies that apply to all 

students. Some of these policies include: Credit hour requirements, academic grievances, 
religious holidays, academic integrity, and sexual misconduct.  

 

We also provide many student resources that support academic success and quality of life, such 
as our Center for Learning and Academic Success, Disability Services, Counseling, Health, and 

Wellness, Technology Services, and International Student Services. To learn how to navigate 
your syllabus, please follow this link: www.suffolk.edu/academics/72770.php 

 
Lastly, Suffolk University has a student handbook that acts as a guide through your rights and 

responsibilities while enrolled here. 

 
These policies, the student handbook, and information regarding student resources (including 

contact info) can be found by following this link: https://www.suffolk.edu/syllabus.  
 

Please don’t hesitate to contact me for help in navigating these resources. 

 

 
Course Policies 
 

ATTENDANCE            

 
Per university policy, I take attendance daily. You may have 2 freebies—use them wisely! 

After that, here’s what  I will do if you are absent from class for any reason.  
 

1. I will not distinguish between excused and unexcused absences. The reason for 

this is that missed classes are missed learning opportunities, and my #1 priority 
is your success in the course. 

 
2. If you miss class, you will need to complete makeup work to cancel out the 

absence. I’ll assign appropriate makeup work for the day you missed. 
 

3. This will likely mean doing more work than you would do by just coming to class. 

 
4. Makeup work must be submitted to me via email within one week following the 

absence. 
 

5. You may only make up for six absences in this way, unless there are 

extenuating circumstances we’ve discussed with the Dean of Students. 
 

6. Every additional absence beyond six, and every absence without 
makeup work (besides your 2 freebies), will detract 1/3 of a letter 

grade from your final course grade. 
 

7. If Suffolk cancels classes, like during severe weather, I will send instructions via 

Blackboard. Any assignments due on those days, such as an exam or a paper, 
are due at the next class meeting unless I communicate otherwise. 

 
8. Contact Student Affairs (617-573-8239/studentaffairs@suffolk.edu) for absences 

of a week or more. 

 

http://www.suffolk.edu/academics/72770.php
https://www.suffolk.edu/syllabus
https://umail.suffolk.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=G_wlihNRX4hrOgZz8G2wTssglMfi_2SWaLISpU3Na5OYrSjLRfnVCA..&URL=mailto%3astudentaffairs%40suffolk.edu
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9. We can make arrangements in the event of serious personal or family crises. The 

most important thing is to reach out to me—or to someone—if anything is going 
on. Also reach out if you just get behind and feel overwhelmed, ashamed, and 

unsure of how you’ll get it all done. We can help with that too. 
  

 

In college courses, each day builds on the last, so it is easy to fall behind. So much happens in 
class—discussions, writing activities, the opportunity to ask questions and get feedback—that you 

can’t fully make up for on your own. Showing up is the most important thing. 
 

During regularly scheduled university closings for holidays (all accounted for in the Daily 
Schedule), we will not meet for class, but will continue with assignments and readings.  

 

Please notify me of any necessary absences beforehand if possible. Otherwise, check in with me 
as soon as you can after any absence so I can assign your makeup work. Please see the 

academic and wellness resources offered by following this link: https://www.suffolk.edu/syllabus. 
 

CLASSROOM ETIQUETTE  

 
Our ability to learn together depends on our ability to trust one another and feel comfortable in 

the classroom and in our digital environments. All students are responsible for taking an active 
role in their own learning experience, and in the learning experience of others. Because the 

contribution of ideas from each student is critical to our class, we will not tolerate behavior that 
creates a hostile or offensive learning environment. Intolerable behavior includes aggressively 

interrupting others, mocking or shallowly dismissing others’ ideas/efforts/identities, carrying on 

conversations separate from class discussion, or deliberately making comments that could be 
perceived as racially, sexually, culturally, socioeconomically, or in any other way abusive.  

 
However, learning is supposed to be challenging and will occasionally be uncomfortable, 

requiring us to reconsider our assumptions, perceptions, and language choices. There is no doubt 

that our course texts will raise complicated issues about which they are many viewpoints that 
could be upsetting to members of the class. Whenever possible, I will provide trigger warnings 

about material that could activate stressful responses, and I invite you to let me know if there 
are other subjects about which you’d like advanced notice. We will show one another patience 

and kindness as we work together to become better thinkers, better communicators, and better 

people.  
 

Digital Etiquette: I love the opportunities to verify knowledge and find interesting material for 
class that digital devices provide. There are times when I may ask you to look something up, or 

find something online to discuss, but otherwise, I ask that you please resist the impulse to use 
digital devices in class for non-class purposes. If you catch yourself reaching for your phone by 

instinct, please put it in your bag for the duration of class. Silence your phones to prevent 

interruption. Ask your friends and family to refrain from texting or calling you while you’re in 
class except in emergency situations. We can show respect for your peers by paying attention to 

their ideas, engaging with them, respectfully challenging them, and working to help develop 
them to their greater potential. 

 

Email:  Please get in the habit of checking your Suffolk email at least once a day. I am 
always happy to correspond via email, and do my absolute best to respond to student emails 

within 24 hours. I do have many students, however, so please be sure to sign your name. Take 
email as an opportunity to work on your rhetorical skills. Be convincing! 

 
CENTER FOR LEARNING AND ACADEMIC SUCCESS (CLAS)    

https://www.suffolk.edu/syllabus
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CLAS is a free on-campus resource offering peer and professional tutoring in Math and English, 
as well as a wide range of business, science, and liberal arts courses. Students may join study 

groups, participate in drop-in help, or make appointments with tutors. Go to this office for writing 
help (tutoring) and other study and learning skill help. This is not a proofreading or editing 

service, but a tutoring service that can help at any stage of the writing process, regardless of skill 

level. It’s much more than a place for those who are struggling. 
 

You may make appointments online: https://www.suffolk.edu/academics/53839.php 
 

CLAS is located on the 9th floor of 73 Tremont. 617.573.8034/clas@suffolk.edu.  
 

THE EARLY ALERT PROJECT          

 
Around week five, I will notify the Center for Learning and Academic Success (CLAS) if you’ve 

struggled with class assignments, excessive absences, incomplete work, or difficulty with the 
course content. This warning is not a grade, yet it indicates concerns about your progress that 

need to be addressed immediately. If you receive an Early Alert, please visit me during office 

hours so, together, we can make a plan for the rest of the semester.  
 

http://www.suffolk.edu/academics/3057.php   
 

TALK TO ME!            
 

I don’t expect anyone in this class to make it through on their own, including me. The best 

successes I’ve seen in classrooms are things people accomplished together. Work with me, write 
to me, talk with me, even if you don’t feel like you’re struggling or in need of help. It’s amazing 

what can happen when we’re just kicking ideas around. If you have any questions or concerns 
about the course, this syllabus, our assignments, or any of the ideas or texts we work with, 

please e-mail amonticello@suffolk.edu or/and come by my office hours. I’d love to see you! 

 
DAILY SCHEDULE           

Except for things labeled “in class,” all assignments and readings are due by class time on the 
dates listed. I reserve the right to make changes to the schedule as needed. 
 
Key: BB = Blackboard   TA = Touchstone Anthology 
 
W Sept. 5: First day of class!  
Reading Due: None 

In class: Course introduction; syllabus; intro to Critical Analysis #1 
 

M Sept. 10: The Many Worlds of Narrative Nonfiction 

Reading Due: Amy Tan’s “Mother Tongue” (TA) and Michael Steinberg’s “Finding the Inner Story 
in Memoirs and Personal Essays” (BB) 

In class: Reading discussion; features of academic analysis (a.k.a. “It’s not boring.”) 
 

W Sept. 12: Personal Essays and Insight—How to Avoid Navel-Gazing 

Reading Due: Cheryl Strayed’s “The Love of My Life” (TA) and Leslie Jamison’s “How to Write a 
Personal Essay” (BB) 

In class: Intro to Personal Essay assignment; reading discussion 
 

M Sept. 17: Essayistic Thinking in a World of Hot Takes 

mailto:clas@suffolk.edu
http://www.suffolk.edu/academics/3057.php
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Reading Due: Kelly Grey Carlisle’s “Physical Evidence” (TA) and Christy Wampole’s “The 

Essayification of Everything” (BB) 
In class: Reading discussion; definition of essayistic thinking  

 
W Sept. 19: Rethinking Relatability 

Reading Due: Rebecca Onion’s “The Awful Emptiness of ‘Relatable’” (BB) and “How to Write an 

Explanatory Summary” (BB) 
In class: Writing analytical summaries; time management in college 

 
M Sept. 24: Summary Workshop 

DUE: Draft of Summary for Critical Analysis #1 (bring 3 copies to class) 
Reading Due: “Linking Claims and Evidence” (BB) 

In class: Summary workshop; writing from evidence to claim 

 
W Sept. 26: The Personal is Public 

DUE: Draft of Body Analysis for Critical Analysis #1 (400-600 words—3 copies) 
Reading Due: Heather Kirn Lanier’s “The R-Word” (BB)  

In class: Identifying cultural urgency; draft workshop cont’d 

 
M Oct. 1: The Building Blocks of Narrative Nonfiction  

DUE: Critical Analysis #1 (in hard copy AND on Blackdrop dropbox!) 
Reading Due: Ryan Van Meter’s “If You Knew Then What I Know Now” (TA) and “The Basics of 

Good Writing in Any Form” (BB) 
In class: Scene vs. Exposition; academic integrity 

 

W Oct. 3: Populating The Worlds We Know and Making Meaning from Them 
Reading Due: Jo Ann Beard’s “The Fourth State of Matter” (TA) 

In class: Reading discussion; writing characters; writing reflection 
 

M Oct. 8: UNIVERSITY CLOSED FOR FALL BREAK!  

 
 

W Oct. 10: Writing Place 
Reading Due: Jamaica Kincaid’s “A Small Place” (TA) and Lee Martin’s “Sorry” (TA) 

In class: Time, Place, and Space—How to Locate a Personal Essay in Culture and History 

 
M Oct. 15: Storytelling and Empathy 

Reading Due: William Bradley’s “Acquiring Empathy Through Essays” (BB)  
In class: Storytelling as the antidote to shaming and “otherizing”; Undergraduate Advising Office 

visit! 
 

W Oct. 17: Embracing Uncertainty and Ambiguity 

DUE: Personal Essay DRAFT (Bring 3 hard copies) 
Reading Due: Lucy Grealy’s “Mirrorings” (TA) 

In class: Reading discussion; Keats’ negative capability 
 

M Oct. 22: Draft Workshop 

Reading Due: Personal essay drafts 
In class: Small group workshops 

 
W Oct. 24: Introduction to Digital Storytelling—Social Media Narratives 

Reading Due: Julie Buntin’s “She’s Still Dying on Facebook” (BB) 
In class: Storytelling on social media; intro to Critical Analysis #2 
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M Oct. 29: Comedy and Storytelling 
DUE: Personal Essay FINAL (in hard copy AND on Blackboard dropbox) 

Reading Due: None 
In class: Hannah Gadsby’s Nanette  

 

W Oct. 31: Podcasts and Storytelling 
Reading Due: Jillian Lauren’s “The Prince and I” (BB) and Andrew Solomon’s “Notes on an 

Exorcism” (BB) 
In class: Podcast discussion; work on Critical Analysis #2 

 
M Nov. 5: Live Storytelling 

Reading Due: Sebastian Junger’s “War” and Malcolm Gladwell’s “Her Way” (BB) 

In class: Story slam videos; work on Critical Analysis #2 
 

November 6: The Moth Story Slam! Theme is “Progress” at Laugh Boston at the 
Westin Hotel. 425 Summer St. Doors at 7 p.m.! 

 

W Nov. 7:  Digital Narratives and Appropriated Forms 
Reading Due: Dinty W. Moore’s “Mr. Plimpton’s Revenge” (BB)  

In class: Reading discussion; slam debriefing; Google maps activity; Intro to Digital Narrative 
project 

 
M Nov. 12: UNIVERSITY CLOSED FOR VETERAN’S DAY 

 

W Nov. 14: Storify Tutorial and Critical Analysis Workshop 
DUE: Critical Analysis #2 (in hard copy AND on Blackboard dropbox) 

Reading Due: Mark Sample’s “What’s Wrong with Writing Essays” (BB) 
In class: Wavelet tutorial 

 

M Nov. 19: Multimodal Text-Making 
Reading Due: Silas Hansen’s “An Annotated Guide to My OKCupid Profile” (BB)  

In class: Reading discussion; digital studio time 
 

W Nov. 21: UNIVERSITY CLOSED FOR THANKSGIVING BREAK 

 
M Nov. 26: Storytelling to Sell 

Reading Due: Bronwyn Fryer’s “Storytelling That Moves People” (BB) and “Storytelling Tips and 
Tricks” (BB) 

In class: PPT on storytelling in business contexts; final exam discussion 
 

W Nov. 28: Who Are You and What Are You Doing Here? 

Reading Due: Mark Edmundson’s “Who Are You and What Are You Doing Here?” (BB) 
In class: Reading discussion; What is college for? 

 
M. Dec. 3: Digital Narrative Draft Workshop 

DUE: Draft of Digital Narrative Project (bring link/laptop/tablet to class!) 

Reading Due: None 
In class: Digital Narrative draft workshop; picking a story slam theme 

 
W Dec. 5: The Power of Vulnerability 

Reading Due: None 
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In class: David Rakoff “The Invisible Made Visible” and Brene Brown’s “The Power of 

Vulnerability” 
 

M Dec. 10: Last Day of Class 
DUE: Digital Narrative Project (post to Blackboard dropbox) 

Reading Due: None 

In class: More prep for story slam final; course evaluations 
 

Final exam (story slam): Thursday, 12/13 at 11:00 a.m. -1:30 p.m. in our regular 
classroom! 

 
                     

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 


