
Fall 2009, Writing 20: Academic Writing 
True(?) Crime: (De)Composing Forensic Investigation1 

 

One thing you don’t read true crime for is the truth. 
 -- Marilyn Stasio, ―The Killers Next Door.‖ New York Times Book Review. 20 Oct. 1991 

 

REPORTER: Do you think forensic shows are just teaching the criminals how to get away with crime? 
GRISSOM: Everyone learns from science. It all depends on how you use the knowledge.    
 -- ―I Like to Watch.‖ Episode 17, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. Season 6. 9 Mar. 2006. 

 

Section  18                Dr. Jules Odendahl-James 
Art Bldg, Room 102               
T/TH 10:05-11:20am              Office: Room 200F, Art Bldg.2 
 TWP UG Tutor: Michael Meeham (mdm27@duke.edu) 

Section 31      Office Phone: 660-4378 
White Lecture Hall, Room 106 
T/TH 11:40am-12:55pm              Email: jao@duke.edu3  
 TWP UG Tutor: Lauren Lei (ye.lei@duke.edu) 

Section 10                  
Carr Bldg, Room 242     Office Hours: 11:30-1:30pm Wednesdays & 
T/TH 1:15-2:30pm                 by appointment  
 TWP UG Tutor: Taylor Hausburg (thausburg@gmail.com) 
        

W20 is …      W20 is not … 
A course designed to help you develop  A course designed to teach you one or 
academic writing tools that will be   all styles of academic writing that you can 
transferable to various writing courses &  use in all other writing courses & assignments 
assignments you will encounter at Duke.  you encounter at Duke 
 

A course in which you will use close reading  A course in which you learn specific 
techniques to analyze written and visual   techniques or factual details about forensic,  
texts depicting criminal investigations.   investigation, criminal law, or journalism. 
 

A course where your written work is evaluated  A course where you will be able to write one  
based upon your ability to deepen your ideas   draft of an assignment the week it is due,  
about course texts and then sharpen the   make minor grammatical edits, submit it 
written expression of those ideas through   for evaluation, and receive an above-average 
multiple revisions & incorporating feedback.  grade. 
 

A course where your participation is evaluated  A course where full points are given for 
based upon the vigor and regularity of your  participation based solely on regular  
contributions to weekly reading, writing  attendance and occasional contributions to  
& peer workshopping tasks.    in-class discussion. 

                                                 
 1 Thank you to librarians Danette Patchner & Kelley Lawton, students from previous Writing 20: Crime Scene 
Imagination courses, Dr. Seth Dowland, and Dr. Kelly Rowett-James for their input regarding materials and assignments. 
 

2 This building is located between the Branson Theatre and the Bivins Bldg. on East Campus behind Brodie 
Gym and the tennis courts. Section 18 has its class meetings in this building. The following URL shows a useful East 
Campus map <http://rlhs.studentaffairs.duke.edu/images/East.pdf>.  

 
3 Email is the best way to reach me. I do not guarantee responses past 4pm on weekdays or at all on weekends. 

http://rlhs.studentaffairs.duke.edu/images/East.pdf
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Writing 20 is the only course taken by all Duke undergraduates. While the topics and details of each 
section vary widely; however, students in all sections share the same  
 

goals      and    practices: 
to engage with the work of others    researching 
to articulate a position      workshopping 
to situate ones writing within specific contexts   revising & editing. 

 

The Thompson Writing Program‘s website discusses these goals and practices in more detail  
<http://uwp.duke.edu/courses/writing20/students/goals.html>. In the pages that follow, you will 
see how these goals and practices drive these particular sections of Writing 20, which take a set of 
particular foci (true crime and forensic investigation narratives) and their related terms and concerns 
and engage them through scholarly writing.   
 

Course Content 
 

 
 

In this course we will merge the terrains of true crime and forensic investigation by exploring the 
complicated paths and packagings of evidence. And just as questions surrounding the appearance and 
meaning of evidence drive the course readings, similar questions will drive your course assignments, 
which will be the production of academic analyses about true crime and forensic investigation 
narratives.  

 

The ways in which crime stories present evidence have direct implications for how crime 
investigations and punishments are constructed. For both of your major writing projects, you will 
examine the effects of context, language, and visual representation on the perception of evidence in true 
crime and forensic investigation stories.  

http://uwp.duke.edu/courses/writing20/students/goals.html
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While you may learn some specific details about forensic technology, murder narratives, even real 
criminal cases, this course‘s goal is to expose you to academic inquiry within the Arts and 
Humanities. The idea that ―evidence‖ is socially constructed might be anathema in the CSI universe; 
however, such an idea is a central truism to academic writing in the Humanities. The detective, much 
like the academic writer, probes a wide variety of evidence before deciding what details are 
particularly potent to a case/claim.  So, just as an investigator rifles through files, conducts 
interviews, and delivers testimony, in this course you will examine class texts for what they say 
and/or show, pay close attention to how they speak, when and where they focus their critical attentions, 
why they select certain details over others, and to whom they direct their arguments. You will perform 
similarly detailed interrogations of your own writing. 
 

This course‘s readings and writing assignments represent modes of writing and inquiry from 
disciplines in the Arts and Humanities, particularly Visual Studies, Literature, and Performance 
Studies. In light of that context, you are asked to engage two particular features of performative 
academic writing throughout semester. First, you will use the language of a topic as a tool for 
analyzing that same topic. True crime stories use language in this way because they borrow 
extensively from the narrative structure of mystery fiction, thus blurring the line between real and 
representation. Second, you should approach this course‘s research and writing assignments self-
reflexively. Embrace the use of ―I‖; the personal pronoun will require that you analyze your own 
interests (or aversions) regarding course materials, and make active use of the subjective lenses of 
experience, expertise, and engagement in your analysis and writing.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Course Assignments 
 

Project 1: (Re)Constructing True Crime (30 total possible points; Essay due Sunday, October 25) 
A more detailed version of this essay‘s assignment sheet will be posted on Blackboard under Course Information. 
 

During the library research session on September 3, you select a crime case from a list 
provided and trace its presentation through at least four levels of coverage: 1) local news, 2) 
national news, 3) nationally distributed magazine (print or online), blog, or true-crime novel 
and 4) televised news documentary/magazine program.  
 

In 2000-2500 words (approximately 10-12 pages) you will compare and contrast the 
presentation of your case through these four outlets, concentrating on the ways evidence is 
found, discussed, even transformed as the story shifts venues and mediums. Your goal is an 
analysis of how narratives of ―true‖ criminal cases change or stay the same depending upon 
1) the context(s) of the researcher/reporter and his/her audience, 2) the case‘s progresses 
through the court system and over calendar time, and 3) the genre conventions or inventions 
that govern the storytelling.  
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You will have a set of secondary readings from our class discussions about true crime 
reporting and writing from which to draw on as you research your case and analyze primary 
source materials from newspapers, magazines, online spaces, books, and television. 
 

Approximately mid-way through the research process for this project, on Sunday, Sept. 27, 
you will submit an Annotated Bibliography of the sources you have collected and 
examined so far pertaining to your true crime case. Greater specifics regarding the form and 
content of the bibliography will be available in another handout. This document is worth a 
possible 10 of the total 30 points associated with this Project. 

 

Project 2: Forensic Realism meets True Crime (25 total possible points) 
A more detailed version of this essay‘s assignment sheet can be found on Blackboard under Course Information. 
 

Working in pairs with David Owen‘s Hidden Evidence: Fifty True crimes and How Forensic Science 
Helped Solve Them, you will create a point/counterpoint Wiki on the course Blackboard site. 
This piece, written collaboratively, will analyze how the content and form of true crime 
writing assert myriad claims about truth, reality, science, objectivity, crime and punishment 
when coupled with details about forensic science and investigation. This Wiki entry will 
continue the approach you have developed using the class Blog space to write and comment 
on your work and that of your peers. You will also select, employ, and cite visual/audio 
materials in this writing just as you would cite primary or secondary sources within a 
research paper. During the last week of classes, these Wikis will be reformatted and posted 
to a public Blog created for this class. You will be evaluated individually for your consistent 
and evolving contributions and revisions of this Wiki as well as the insight and creativity of 
your analysis. 

 

Writing ―Lessons‖ Reflection (5 possible points) 
At the end of the semester, you will write post a 750 word Blog entry describing two writing 
―lessons‖ you have learned or found to be valuable either through your work in this course or that 
you have carried with you from other writing courses which this course has sharpened/deepened/ 
contradicted/revealed. This writing should be addressed to your classmates.  
 

Seminar Contribution  (40 total possible points) 
Seminar contribution includes your: 

 Participation in course Blog (25 points). This ―participation‖ includes your services as: 
o Blog Poster for Class Discussion (10 points) 

 Specific dates for Blog posts can be found on the Course Calendar. Preliminary topics for  
 these posts are given on the Calendar and will be fleshed out in handouts to be posted on 
 Blackboard later. There are six dates during the semester from which to choose one date 
 when your Blog post (that responds to course readings or applies a specific concept we have 
 discussed in class to your research) will be the reading/writing under discussion in-class.  

o Blog/Wiki Commenter (15 points) 
Every time there is a Blog poster, there are three spots for peer commenters. You must sign 
up for at least two dates to comment on the post by either one of the Course Blog Posters 
OR, when we move into Project 2, the work of Wiki collaborators.  
 

FYI--Your comments are not graded for content beyond noting that they are of sufficient length 
(200-250 words) and posted on time (see course calendar for deadlines). However, in order to receive 
the full 15 points for this portion of your seminar contribution, you must also submit Blogs 1-6, to 
your section‘s ―Individual‖ Blog space (which can be found under ―Assignments‖ on Blackboard).  
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 Participation in classroom activities and outside meetings. (15 points). This 
participation includes: 

o on-time class attendance, complete preparation of all class assignments, giving written peer 
feedback as may be scheduled, and participating in out-of-class small group writing 
workshops/instructor conferences; making an effort to contact instructor and peers if you 
have to miss or make alternative arrangements because of the flu (5 points) 

o serving as ―discussion leader‖ (see Course Calendar for details) at least one time over the 
semester (5 points) 

o attending the two required meetings with the Undergraduate Peer Writing Tutor assigned to 
your section. See Course Calendar for the weeks where you need to schedule these meetings. 
(5 points) 

 

Absences 
Unexpected events happen; however, the central mechanics of this course is dependent upon regular 
class participation by each student in the seminar. Students may miss no more than three classes 
over the semester not counting varsity athletic participation or religious observances 
(however I expect advance notice regarding absences due to the latter obligations). Except under 
significant extenuating circumstances, each additional absence beyond these three will 
result in a one-step decline in the student‟s final course grade (i.e. B+ to B). Since you have 
these three ―free‖ absences, I ask that you reserve the use of the Short Term Illness Notification 
Form (STINF) for only those illnesses will keep you out of class for more than a full week due to a 
diagnosed illness like the novel H1N1. If you are diagnosed, please let me know as soon as you are 
able so we can look ahead and make sure you have the resources you need to complete your work as 
you recover. 
 

Anticipating potential disruptions due to flu, I composed course assignments (Blogs and Wikis) that 
could accommodate online communication/feedback. If you cannot come to class because you feel 
ill, are running a fever, or have been quarantined, email me as soon as possible but plan, as much as 
you are able, to follow the course calendar and compose and submit work according to due dates 
and assigned tasks. We will view Blog posts via the computer in-class, so if you cannot attend in-
person, you should still submit your work (if you are a poster) and/or to read online (if you are a 
commenter). If you are slated to lead class discussion but cannot attend class, please send prepared 
notes to either your co-leader classmate or to me. This kind of preparation will insure that you earn 
participation points even if you cannot be present in the classroom. 
 

Grading 
Your work for this course will be weighted as follows: 
 

2 Writing Projects   55 POINTS 
Writing ―Lessons‖ Reflection    5 points total 
Seminar Contribution    40 points total 
   TOTAL         100 points 
 

Grade Scale 
A+ 98-100  A         94 – 97     A-        90 – 93 
B+ 87 – 89  B 84 – 86      B-      80 – 83 
C+ 77 – 79         C 74 – 76      C-      70 – 73 
D+   65 – 69  D 60 – 64     
F 0 – 59 
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Grading Academic Writing 
The cartoon at left offers an amusing parody. Grading, 
however, can be the most difficult part of any professor‘s 
job. It is also too often the entire focus of a student‘s 
attention. It is my hope that our class interactions will 
focus on developing more nuanced and narrative means 
of describing the strengths and limits of written work. 
There is also a significant connection between a student‘s 
conscientious revision (taking the advice offered by in-
class group work, instructor‘s feedback, Writing Studio 
tutorials, etc.) and a student‘s improvement. Do not 
assume that effort = excellence. You might spend hours 
on an assignment; however, if your analysis is only 
superficial, even if it is written in clear and concise prose, 
it might not merit an A.  
 
I employ pluses (+) and minuses (–) as small prods to 
reward prose that strikes me as particularly creative, 
strong, or eloquent or to mark writing that misses the 
mark because of lack of clarity or care. One caution:  
working on matters of style alone will not turn a C 
(average/acceptable) essay into a B (above 

average/notable) essay, or a B essay into an A (superior/exceptional) essay. Such a step will depend 
upon a dramatic transformation or deepening of your analytical approach. 
 
I expect you to participate as an active member of this seminar: to meet your writing (and 
responding) deadlines, to read and respond seriously to the work of others in this class, and to make 
your own voice heard. I reserve the right to raise or lower your semester grade one step (for 
instance, from a B to a B+ or a B-) to reflect the consistency and quality of your overall work in this 
seminar. Your continued enrollment in this course indicates your understanding and acceptance of 
these evaluation parameters. 
 
Proofreading and Editing 
As is implied by the list on page one, Writing 20 is not a 
course in the mechanics of  academic writing. You are 
responsible for making sure that all your writing is presented 
carefully and thoughtfully.  I should not be the first reader of  
your work. Take care to edit and proofread all the work you 
do for this course. Use some means of  spell-check, but do 
not rely on it.  
 

If  you want to refer to dictionary definitions of  terms, use 
the online version of  The Oxford English Dictionary, which is a 
superior reference text and access is free for Duke students! 
<http://proxy.lib.duke.edu:2100/entrance.dtl> If  this link 
does not work, simply search ―OED‖ under the ―Databases‖ 
tab on the Library‘s homepage <http://library.duke.edu/>. 
 

http://proxy.lib.duke.edu:2100/entrance.dtl
http://library.duke.edu/
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Feel free to ask me if  you run into any questions about how to use resources or how to edit or 
proofread your prose. Work with a tutor at The Writing Studio, or ask friends or roommates to look 
over your writing. You can also find good advice on strategies for composing and editing in the 
Resources section <http://uwp.aas.duke.edu/wstudio/resources/index.html> on the Writing Studio‘s 
homepage. 
 

Undergraduate Writing Tutors 
 

 In earlier sections of this syllabus, you might have noticed my mention of Writing Tutors. 
 All sections of this course have the wonderful resource of an undergraduate Writing Tutor.  
 The names of each section‘s tutor are listed on page one. These tutors are Duke students 
 who have gone through both Writing 20 and a special training course (EDUC 170) where 
 their already superior writing skills have been oriented toward the demanding job of peer 
 review/response. They will be contacting you with specific information regarding the 
 logistics of scheduling appointments with them. They will also provide links to UWT 
 materials and the mechanism for scheduling appointments on Blackboard. Each tutor is 
 linked to the Course Blogs and will be able to comments on the Wikis for Project 2 as they 
 develop. For now, take note that you are required to make, attend, and give feedback about 
 two face-to-face appointments with your section‘s tutor—one appointment mid-way 
 through your drafting of Project 1, and one appointment (via the Writing Studios‘ virtual 
 space QWAQ) in the early stages of your Wiki drafting for Project 2.  

 
The Writing Studio 
 

The Writing Studio is one of the best resources to get useful responses to your work as a writer 
at Duke. The Studio offers free one-on-one and web-based help with drafting, revising, or 
editing any writing project you are doing for any course at Duke. These tutors are trained 
professionals. They will work with you on a one-time basis or you can also set up an ongoing 
series of appointments. There is a Writing Studio location at 112 Perkins Library (available for 
day and evening appointments) and satellite locations on the second floor of the Academic 
Advising Center (daytime) and in Lilly Library (evening). Use the online form to schedule an 
appointment <http://uwp.aas.duke.edu/wstudio/schedule/index.html>. When you arrive at 
your conference, bring the draft(s) of your essay or project as well as a copy of the assignment 
with which you are working. Review the online E-Tutor FAQs to find out if an online 
appointment is right for you <http://uwp.aas.duke.edu/wstudio/schedule/etutorfaqs.html>. 
 
The Writing Studio has also implemented a new ―Virtual Studio‖ space online using QWAQ 
technology. In this virtual studio, a writing tutor is available to meet with you virtually Monday 
through Thursday from 10:00 a.m. to noon and 1:00 to 5:00 p.m., you can set up a personalized 
writing room for yourself, even meet other members of a writing group virtually. Since you will 
be required, for Project 2, to meet with your Undergraduate Writing Tutor in QWAQ for a 
tutoring session, visit < http://uwp.duke.edu/wstudio/qwaq/> for instructions about how to 
sign up for an invitation to join QWAQ and receive a link to download the needed software. 
 
For the fall semester, individual appointments with Writing Studio tutors can be made 
beginning Sunday, August 30, 2009. 
 

 

http://uwp.aas.duke.edu/wstudio/resources/index.html
http://uwp.aas.duke.edu/wstudio/schedule/index.html
http://uwp.aas.duke.edu/wstudio/schedule/etutorfaqs.html
http://uwp.duke.edu/wstudio/qwaq/


 8 

Citing Sources and Avoiding Plagiarism  
 

If you steal from one author, it’s plagiarism; 
if you steal from many, it’s research. 
--Wilson Mizner (1876–1933), U.S. dramatist, qtd. in  
The Legendary Mizners (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1986) 
 

While Wilson Mizner offers a satirical spin on the notion of  plagiarism, his quip illuminates a key 
ethical question that must be addressed in any writing course: How do you acknowledge the 
influence of  others on your thought and prose? Academic writing almost invariably takes up the 
work of  others and then responds to and builds upon that work. In this way, writing is a community 
activity. In this class, it will be integral for you to discuss your writing with others and receive and 
employ their suggestions, directions, and feedback. You will also be called upon to read, analyze, and 
incorporate the work of  other scholars and creative artists in your written work. This is a difficult 
and complex task that can highlight some of  the difficulties of  successful academic writing: 
 

 How do you highlight your additions to a line of  argument while acknowledging what 
has been said before?  

 How do you avoid simply repeating the ideas of  others and, instead, extend, counter, or 
revise these ideas?  

 What do you do if  you have writer‘s block, are prone to procrastination, or are just 
uncertain of  how to begin and your paper deadline is fast approaching?  

 

One immediate resource to use in avoiding plagiarism and to note the proper citation of  sources is 
to consult Diana Hacker‘s A Pocket Style Manual, 5th edition, with 2009 MLA update, a required book 
for this course.  
 
Duke librarians have created useful websites with extensive information about how to cite sources 
<http://library.duke.edu/research/citing/index.html >and how to avoid the conditions that might 
produce plagiarism < http://library.duke.edu/research/plagiarism/index.html >. Don‘t be ashamed 
or self-conscious about using these resources if  you are uncertain about these issues. You can also 
see me if  you have a question about the process of  citation or are feeling overwhelmed, confused, or 
ambivalent about an assignment‘s requirements.  
 
The penalty for plagiarism is failure of  this course.  
 
Your name‘s appearance on an assignment is taken as your adherence to Duke‘s Community 
Standard. If  you have questions about the details or procedures associated with the Community 
Standard visit < http://registrar.duke.edu/bulletins/communitystandard/ >. 
 

http://library.duke.edu/research/citing/index.html
http://library.duke.edu/research/plagiarism/index.html
http://registrar.duke.edu/bulletins/communitystandard/#http://registrar.duke.edu/bulletins/com
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A Final Word 
 

It is my hope that this class reveals to you 
the collaborative and engaged nature of 
academic writing. You will have many 
opportunities to write in response to the 
texts and ideas of others, talk through ideas 
and questions with your classmates, hear 
their responses to your work and offer your 
comments on theirs. Outside the classroom, 
you will call upon the help of librarians and 
teachers in finding sources and draw on the 
skills and patience of roommates, friends, 
and tutors as you edit, proofread, format, 
design, and print your drafts and final 
documents. While writers often recall the 
hours spent alone in front of the computer 
screen or the blank piece of paper, in the 
library stacks or huddled over the academic 
book/article, the truth is that very few 
academic texts ever get written without a 
variety of help from other people. 
 

In this seminar the work of  all participants will be taken up for discussion and, at the semester‘s end, 
student writing will be made public by virtue of  the wider publication of  our class blog. The best 
way to imagine this seminar is as a place where ideas are created and investigated for their 
effectiveness and revised, revised, and revised. There is no such thing as the ―perfect crime‖; one 
small detail often unravels the most expertly plotted exploit. There is no such thing as the ―perfect 
solution‖; investigators often remain plagued by details or questions that lack complete explanation. 
It is the nagging questions that open the door for future investigations, future hypotheses about the 
depth and breadth of  human civility, depravity, and frailty. In this vein I argue there is also no such 
thing as the ―perfect paper.‖ Writing shares a desire for completeness while also realizing the 
impossibility of  absolute truth. Even a ―final‖ draft remains open to new ideas and possibilities. 
While such ambiguity might seem antithetical to your previous approach to writing (or analysis), I 
encourage you to embrace its possibilities. If  you do, I believe the writing practices you develop in 
this class will provide investigative techniques that can help you unravel future ‗mysteries‘ in your 
intellectual and scholarly life 
 

The cartoons featured in this syllabus are copyright protected. The copyright owner reserves all rights. ―CSI Mom‖ is a Mother Goose 
& Grimm strip by Mike Peters, published 31 July 2006 retrieved from http://www.grimmy.com/archives.php?archive=MGG on 1 
Aug. 2006. ―Some People Say‖ is a Non Sequitur strip by Wiley Miller, published and retrieved from Universal Press Syndicate‘s online 
service http://www.mycomicspage.com on 17 Apr. 2007. ―Based on real events‖ is a Frank & Earnest strip by Bob Thraves, 
published and retrieved from Universal Press Syndicate‘s online service http://www.mycomicspage.com on 11 May 2007. ―Grade 
Distribution‖ is a Close to Home strip by John McPherson, scanned from the Close to Home 2007 Day-to-Day Calendar, personal copy. 
―Lesser Known Editing and Proofreading Marks‖ is a 2005 comic by Eve Corbel published by True Funnies, jpeg provided by 
Professor Jess Boon. ―My Brian is Full‖ is a Far Side strip by Gary Larson scanned from the Far Side 2006 Day-to-Day Calendar, 
personal copy.       

http://www.grimmy.com/archives.php?archive=MGG
http://www.mycomicspage.com/
http://www.mycomicspage.com/
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Tentative Course Calendar 
As you use this calendar for semester planning, please note that required readings for some dates may 
change. I will do my best to notify you of any changes or shifts in schedule in advance and will post a 
new version of this calendar to Blackboard with edits noted. Be on the lookout for the times during the 
semester when sections will meet in locations other than our classrooms. 
 

When there are days dedicated to reading discussion, you‘ll see spaces for ―discussion leaders.‖ When 
there is a Blog assignment due, there are spaces for ―Bloggers,‖ meaning your Blog post (of 500-750 
words) will be what we read and discuss in-class on that day. These entries should be posted to the main 
Course Blog page (under ―Course Information‖). You need to serve as a ―discussion leader‖ and a 
―Blogger‖ at least once during the semester. In other words, you will be leading class interactions (either 
through sharing your questions/analysis of a reading or your Blog writing), two times over the course of 
the semester.  
 

While only ―Bloggers‖ posts are discussed by the whole class and graded, all students must submit a 
blog entry to Blackboard (there are Blogs for each section for these posts under ―Assignments‖). In 
order to receive full credit for seminar participation, these ungraded blog entries must be received by 
class time on the day assigned on the calendar. No credit will be given for late blog submissions to 
Assignments without proof of extreme extenuating circumstances.  
 

As flu absences may arise unexpectedly, keep in close contact with me if you find that you are 
incapacitated for a day you are supposed to lead discussion or have your Blog post discussed in 
class.  If you are no longer having severe flu symptoms but are still quarantined in your dorm room, you 
should plan to create and submit your work according to the calendar due dates.  If you‘ve signed up to 
lead discussion and you are sick and/or quarantined, contact me to find out how best to complete your 
required participation long-distance. 
 

Coordinate your choices on this calendar (to lead discussion or post your Blog entry for class discussion) 
with the schedule of assignments in your other courses and select your dates according to your interests 
and your other scholarly demands. Dates are divvied out on a first-come first-served. Each student is 
responsible for posting comments at least twice in response to blog postings or Wiki writing (related to 
Project #2). You will see spaces on the calendar to sign up to be a ―commenter.‖ There will be suggested 
guidelines for posters made available on a separate Blog handout. For now, you can plan to submit 
comments of 200-250 words in length for the two dates when you are signed up as a ―Commenter.‖ 
 

When you have required viewing, I have tried to ease this process by placing DVDs/VHS tapes on 
reserve for this course in Lilly Library. There is a link you can use to search for available titles 
http://library.duke.edu/lilly/film-video/reserve-videos.html according to Instructor‘s last name. If you 
cannot find a video piece in Lilly, I have also included links to online sources under Course Documents 
and External Links. There are also handouts titled ―Lilly Reserves‖ and ―True Crime and Forensic 
Investigation Texts‖ posted under Course Information in Blackboard. These handouts list all reserve 
titles (books and A/V material) available for this class at Lilly Library and a collection of television 
programs and printed content that may be pertinent to your research and writing in this course. 
 

When you have required reading beyond the books you purchased at Duke Textbooks, you‘ll notice a 
series of abbreviations letting you know where to find it. LL means the text is on reserve in Lilly. You 
may have to read it in the library or make a copy of the section. BB means there is a PDF copy of the 
text on Blackboard under Course Documents. Remember there are three sections of this course—36 
students total. When a text is marked LL, it would be collegial to make copies of the required 
chapters/pages well in advance of reading‘s due date or, if it is a DVD, you might consider going to Lilly 
as a group to watch or take time to do your viewing well in advance of the date of discussion. 

http://library.duke.edu/lilly/film-video/reserve-videos.html
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**Begin reading Truman Capote‟s novel In Cold Blood.** 
That text will be our subject of  discussion for Weeks 6-8. 

 
Week One:  Who Are You? 
 

T 8/25 Introductions (people, syllabus, & texts) 
 

Required Reading/Viewing for 8/27:  

 Watch the Writing Studio video at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N6duXiXF-Cg 
 

 Watch one episode from either of the following lists of television shows: 
 

NON-FICTION: Cold Case Files, Crime Scene University, Crime 360, Forensic Files, Snapped, History 
Detectives, Dr. G. Medical Examiner, American Justice or Dead Men Talking. 
 OR 
FICTION: CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, CSI: Miami, CSI: NY, Bones, Numb3rs, NCIS, Crossing Jordan, 
or Cold Case.  
 

A number of these series are on reserve at Lilly Library. You can find links to online full episode 
content for other shows via the External Links page on Blackboard. If you are a regular viewer of 
any one of these programs, refresh your memory with a quick viewing of a particular episode. 
 

As you watch your show, take written notes on what is presented as evidence, particularly forensic 
evidence. Spend a sentence or two explaining what the term ―forensic‖ means within the context of 
your show. Describe how evidence is contextualized visually; explain what evidence ―looks‖ like in 
your selected show? What are some specific examples of the influence that evidence‘s appearance (or 
disappearance, or absence) has on the flow of the narrative?  

 

Required writing for 8/27:  

 Use your viewing notes to craft a short statement (250 words) that links techniques used to uncover, 
dissect, analyze, and present evidence in your show and similar techniques you might (or already do) 
engage regarding practices of academic writing.  

 Prepare a short paragraph of  introduction of  yourself  as an ―investigator‖ of  written and visual 
texts, following the tone of  the CSI character biographies given in-class on 8/25. You can include 
personal information, but focus your attention on how you read and write in an academic context. To 
test one of  our Blackboard blogs, please post a copy of  this bio to the ―Individual Blog‖ space via 
the ―Assignments‖ link on Blackboard. 
 

TH 8/27 In-class discussion: Introducing “evidence” & writing reflexive meta-analysis 
 

Week Two:  Origins of the True Crime Genre 
 

Required Reading for 9/1: 
 BB Murley, Jean. ―Introduction‖ to her book The Rise of True Crime (pgs. 1-14) 

 BB Halttunen, Karen. ―The Construction of Murder as Mystery‖ Part 1 (pgs. 91-107).  
(FYI, both Murley and Halttunen‘s books are on-reserve in Lilly if you find the PDF too hard to read.) 
 

Discussion Leaders 9/1: 
1.       2.        
 

T 9/1 In-class discussion: The history and evolution of American murder stories. 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N6duXiXF-Cg
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Required Reading for 9/3: 

 BB Under Course Information, download and read the initial handout for Writing Project 1. In this 
document you will find the list of possible cases from which you can choose to write your research 
paper. Before our library session on Thursday, Sept. 3, conduct a quick Google search on the list of 
cases for your section so by the end of Thursday‘s library session you can decide which case with 
which you want to work (you might have some backup choices made as well since only two students 
per section will be allowed to work on the same case).  

 

TH 9/3  MEET IN THE THOMPSON ROOM, LILLY LIBRARY. RESEARCH. 
 

Week Three: True Crimes and Mystery Stories 
 

Required Writing for 9/8: BLOG 1—Identify, explain, and analyze three (total) passages from  
Murley and Halttunen that you belief might provide a starting point    
for your analysis of your selected true crime case. 

 

Blog 1 Posters: 
1.       2.       

 
Blog 1 Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Wed., 9/9.) 

1.      2.       3.      

 

T 9/8 Blog 1: Coming to Terms with Halttunen and Murley 
 

Required Reading for 9/10: 
 BB Halttunen, Karen. ―The Construction of Murder as Mystery‖ Part 2 (pgs. 107-34).  

 BB Murley, Jean. ―Magazines‖ Part 1 of Chapter 1 of her book The Rise of True Crime (pgs. 15-29) 

 
Discussion Leaders 9/10: 

1.       2.        
 
 

TH 9/10 In-class discussion: The relationship between reading audience and the  
               presentation of evidence in the murder story. 
 

Week Four:  True Crime‟s Evolution in Newspapers and Magazines 
 

Required Reading for 9/15: 
 BB Murley, Jean. ―Magazines,‖ Part 2 of Chapter 1 of her book The Rise of True Crime (pgs. 29-42) 

 BB Peelo, Moira. ―Framing homicide narratives in newspapers: Mediated witness and the 
construction of virtual victimhood.‖ Crime, Media, Culture 2.2 (2006): 159-72.  

 

Discussion Leaders 9/15: 
1.       2.        

 

T 9/15 In-class discussion:  “Framing” the murder story in newspapers and  
            magazines. 

 

Required Writing for 9/17: Blog 2—Summaries and preliminary analysis of three sources  
          related to your selected true crime case for Project 1. 
 

Blog 2 Posters: 
1.       2.       
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Blog 2 Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Fri., 9/18.) 
1.      2.       3.      

 

TH 9/17 Blog 2: Articulating early trends in how evidence is „framed‟ in your true  
  crime case. 
 

Week Five:  Expanding the Frame—The book-length murder story. 
 

Required Reading for 9/22: 
 BB Murley, Jean. ―Television,‖ Chapter 4 of her book The Rise of True Crime (pgs. 109-32) 

 

Discussion Leaders 9/22: 
1.       2.        

 

T 9/22 In-class discussion:  What generic features of the murder story stay the same  
or change from newspaper/magazine to 
book/television? How might those changes influence 
the use or meaning of “evidence.” 
 

Required Writing for 9/24: Preliminary Annotated Bibliography 
 

TH 9/24 MEET IN THE THOMPSON ROOM, LILLY LIBRARY.  
 
SNDY 9/27 FINAL DRAFT ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY DUE. POSTED TO  

BLACKBOARD BY 10PM. 
 

Week Six:  Researcher as Detective 
 

Required Writing for 9/29: Blog 3--Draft of your Introductory section for Project 1. 
 

Blog 3 Posters: 
1.       2.       

 
Blog 3 Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Wed., 9/30.) 

1.      2.       3.      

 

T 9/29 In-class discussion: Blog 3—Framing your argument about the framing of  
              evidence in your true crime case.  
 

Required Reading for 10/1: 
 Capote, Truman. In Cold Blood: A True Account of Murder and its Consequences. 

 BB Murley, Jean. ―Books,‖ Chapter 2 of her book The Rise of True Crime (pgs. 43-77) 

 
TH 10/1 In-class discussion: In Cold Blood as a foundational true-crime text. Dr.  
              James will lead discussion. 
 

Week Seven: Researcher as Detective  
 

T 10/6 NO CLASS—FALL BREAK 
 

Required Writing for 10/8: Draft 2 of Project 1. 
 

TH 10/8 In-class small group workshops on Draft 2 of Project 1. 
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Week Eight: Change in Venue  
 

This week you need to schedule a meeting time with your sections TWP Undergraduate 
Tutor (see syllabus for contact details) to discuss your Draft 3 of Project 1. 

 

Required Reading/Viewing for 10/13: 

 LL Richard Brooks‘ film of In Cold Blood (1967) 

 LL DVD Chapters 2,  3, 11-14, 17-18, 21-22 & 27 (don‘t shut it off until the credits begin) of 
Bennett Miller‘s Capote (2005)   

 LL DVD Chapters 3, 5, 17-23 & 27 of Douglas McGrath‘s Infamous (2006) 
 

Suggested Reading for 10/13:  
 BB Trilling, Diana, ―Capote‘s Crime and Punishment‖ in Waldmeir & Waldmeir‘s The Critical 

Response to Truman Capote (pgs. 121-27). 

 BB Tynan, Kenneth, ―The Kansas Farm Murders‖ in Waldmeir & Waldmeir‘s The Critical Response to 
Truman Capote (pgs. 129-34). 

Pay particular attention to the way Brooks‘ film incorporates or omits narrative details from Capote‘s text. 
And with the selections from Miller‘s and McGrath‘s films, notice the difference in overall tone in the 
character of Truman Capote and his investment in and ―framing‖ of the Clutter murder story. 
 

Discussion Leaders 10/13: 
1.       2.        
 

T 10/13 In-class discussion: What changes (edits and expansions) can you see  
               between the novel and film version of In Cold Blood?   
               Between the portrayals of Capote and his motivations? 
 

Required Writing for 10/15: Blog 4—Analyzing visual details from your true-crime case. 
 

Blog 4 Posters: 
1.       2.       

 
Blog 4 Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Fri., 10/16.) 

1.      2.       3.      

 

TH 10/15 In-class discussion:  BLOG 4—What are the dominant visual features in your  
     case‟s source materials? How are visual components  
     employed by the author(s) to reinforce or contradict the  
     case‟s central narrative? 
 

Week Nine: Change of Venue 

 

Required Reading/Viewing for 10/20:  
 @ LL Peruse at least three of these on-reserve photo collections.  

1. Police Pictures: The Photograph as Evidence (Sandra Phillips). 
2. Scene of the Crime: photographs from the LAPD archive (Tim Wride). 
3. Least Wanted: a century of American mugshots (Michaelson & Kasher). 
4. Shots in the dark: true crime pictures (Gail Buckland). 
5. Evidence (Luc Sante). 
6. The Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death (Corinne May Botz). 
7. Death Scenes: A Homicide Detective’s Scrapbook (Sean Tejaratchi) 
8. Illustrated True Crime (Colin and Damon Wilson) 
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9. True Crime: True Stories of the World’s Most Infamous Murderers, Thieves, & Con Artists (Nick 
Yapp) 

10. The Illustrated Guide to Forensics: True Crime Scene Investigations (Dr. Zakaria Erzinclioglu) 
11. Body in Question: Exploring the Cutting Edge in Forensic Science (Brian Innes) 
12. People Magazine‘s True Crime Stories: Cases that Shocked America. 

As you look through your three selections, select one photo or ―case‖ from each that you think makes a 
particularly compelling connection among the following terms: ―evidence,‖ ―reality,‖ and ―perspective‖. 
 

Supplemental Reading for 10/20:  
 BB Phillips, Sandra, ―Identifying the Criminal,‖ from Police Pictures: The Photograph as Evidence (pgs. 11-

31). FYI, this book is one of the ones in the list above on reserve at LL.  
 

Discussion Leaders 10/20: 
1.       2.        

 

T 10/20 In-class discussion: The possible influences of visual media on the narrative  
          of true crime and forensic technology. 

 

Required Writing for 10/22: Draft 4 of Project 1 
 

TH 10/22 Small group workshop Draft 4 of Project 1. 
 

F 10/23 Deliberations symposium. Time and Location TBA.  
Deliberations is a publication of the Thompson Writing Program that features student-
authored texts selected by an editorial board of Writing 20 professors. The symposium, 
held every Parents Weekend, is a chance to hear from the authors (now sophomores) 
who represent a wide range of disciplines about their experience with Writing 20 and the 
process of submitting and revising an article for publication.  
1 point of extra credit to your final course points total can be yours for attending and 
getting the signature of one of the student authors on his/her essay. 

 

SNDY 10/25 Final Draft of Project 1 Due by Midnight (as Sunday becomes Monday) 
 

Week Ten: Detective as Scientist 
 

Required Reading for 10/27: 
 BB ―The Mystery of Marie Rogêt‖ by Edgar Allan Poe. Available via an external link you can find 

under Course Documents or on reserve in LL in Richard Kopley‘s collection Edgar Allan Poe and the 
Dupin Mysteries. 

 BB Panek, LeRoy, ―The Scientist Hero?‖ Chapter 4 in his The Origins of the American Detective Story 
(pgs. 70-90). Panek‘s book is also on reserve in LL. 

 

T 10/27 In-class discussion: What are the interrelated features of the detective and the  
               scientist as cast by Poe (in the character of Dupin)? What 
               are possible contemporary corollaries between the early  
                                                           twentieth century scientist/detective hero Panek 
                                                           describes and those in fiction and non-fiction forensic  
                                                           texts today? Dr. James will lead discussion. 
 

Required Writing for 10/29: Blog 5—Explore the ways in which Poe elevates the purpose and  
            methodology of Dupin by making use of the conventions of true- 

         crime narrative in his story “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt.”  
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Blog 5 Posters: 
1.       2.       
 

Blog 5 Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Fri. 10/30.) 
1.      2.       3.      

 

TH 10/29 In-class discussion: BLOG 5—What early relationship between true crime  
               storytelling and forensic (science) investigatory   
               techniques does Poe‟s story illustrate? 

 

Week Eleven: To See is To Know … What? 
 

Required Reading for 11/3: 
 Your own selection from David Owen‘s Hidden Evidence: Fifty true crimes and how forensic science helped 

solve them. 

 BB Selection from Chapter 8 ―Scientific Looking, Looking at Science‖ by Marita Sturken and Lisa 
Cartwright, from their book Practices of Looking (pgs. 347-64, 369-373).  

 

T 11/3 In-class discussion: How do visual apparatuses of investigation and scientific  
technologies affect the representation of evidence in fictional and non-
fictional crime investigation texts? Dr. James will lead discussion. 
 

At the end of Tuesday‘s class, students will pair up for the collaborative Wiki/Blog 
writing of Project 2.  

 

TH 11/5 Technology session in Lilly Library (tentative) to learn more about  
collaborative writing on the Blackboard WIKI (which will then be transferred 
to a public Blog space) and QWAQ the Virtual Writing Studio space. 

 

Week Twelve: (De)Constructing Evidence 
 

During this week, pairs need to set up time in the QWAQ Virtual Writing Studio  
with your section‟s TWP Undergraduate Tutor  

to discuss the most recent revision of your Collaborative Wiki.  
 

Required Writing for 11/10: Blog 6—Using your selected chapter/case from Owen‟s Hidden  
           Evidence as a primary source, return to earlier readings for helpful 
           vocabulary or lines of analysis that you might put to use in your  
           analysis of the text‟s intermingling of true crime narrative with  
           forensic investigation. 
 

Blog 6 Posters: 
1.       2.       

 
Blog 6 Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Wed., 11/11.) 

1.      2.       3.      

 
T 11/10 In-class discussion: BLOG 6—How do elements of true crime narrative  
              reinforce or interrogate narratives of objectivity, accuracy, 
              and certainty found in non-fiction forensic investigation  
              materials? 
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Required Writing for 11/12: Each writer makes potential outline for analysis of selected  
            chapter from Hidden Evidence. 
 

TH 11/12 In-class writing time for Wiki collaborators. Draft 1. 
 
Wiki Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Fri., 11/13.) 

1.      2.       3.      

 
Week Thirteen: Revision as Rebirth 
 
Required Reading for 11/17: 

 BB. Turow, Joseph. ― ‗The Answers are always in the body‘: forensic pathology in US crime 
programmes.‖ The Lancet (2006): 54-55. 

 
T 11/17 In-class discussion: Turow argues that forensic investigation shows construct  
              victim (and sometimes criminal) bodies as “texts” to be  
              “read” by investigators? How are bodies (or body parts)  
              displayed in your Hidden Evidence chapter/case? What  
              relevance might Turow‟s argument have for your  

          analysis? 
 

Required Writing for 11/19: Each writer revises and adds new text to Project 2 Wiki. 
 

TH 11/19   In-class writing time for Wiki collaborators. Draft 2. 
  
Wiki Commenters: (To receive credit, comments must be posted to BB no later than 5pm, Fri., 10/20.) 

1.      2.       3.      

 
Week Fourteen:  
 
Required Writing for 11/23 or 24: Writers revise and add new text for Draft 3 of Wiki. 
 
M 11/23 Wiki collaborators out-of-class meetings with Instructor. Draft 3. 
 
T 11/24 NO FORMAL CLASS MEETING 

Wiki collaborators out-of-class meetings with Instructor. Draft 3. 
 
TH 11/26 NO CLASS—THANKSGIVING BREAK 
 
Week Fifteen: Final Verdicts 
 
T 12/1 Finishing touches. In-class pair work on shifting Wiki text to “Public” Blog  

space. Pairs should plan to bring one laptop to class for working session. 
 
TH 12/3 Public Exhibition of Collaborative Blogs. Final peer comments about Blogs to be  

written in-class.  
LAST DAY OF SECTION MEETINGS FOR THE SEMESTER 

  „Writing Lessons‟ essay posted to Blackboard by Midnight. 
 


