
English 3280: Life Writing
Biographical and Autobiographical 

Reading and Writing

Fall  Semester 2014
Tuesday and Thursday 10:30– 11:45 am

Instructor: Dr. Judy Elsley

Office: Elizabeth Hall 426
Office Phone 626-6801
e-mail address: jelsley@weber.edu
Office Hours: Tuesday and Thursday 9:00- 10:30 a.m. and by appointment

Required books:
• Barrington, Judith Writing the Memoir   Eighth Mountain Pr; ISBN: 0933377401
• Kitchen, Judith and Mary Paumier Jones, eds In Brief: Short Takes on the Personal.. 

WW Norton. ISBN: 0-393-31907-5 
• Spiegelman, Art    Maus  Random House (Paper); ISBN: 0394747232
• Hanff, Helene      84, Charing Cross Road Penguin USA (Paper) ISBN:0140143505
• Packet from the Book Shop
• Class book of student work (about $10)

Class Purpose:
This is a reading and writing class primarily focused around writing about our lives. As well as
reading and writing, I will help you put various “tools” into your writing tool kit so that you can
write vividly and effectively as you write your essays.

Grades:
As there are no exams or tests in this class, your grade is based on your continuous, active
participation in class activities, journals, and essays throughout the semester. There are no extra
points to earn, and if you miss an assignment, you can't make it up later. If you do the work
every week, attend class regularly, and don’t take time out, you’ll probably get a good grade in
this course.

Attendance and participation policy: 15%
Not only does your attendance contribute to the community we make in this class,  your 
contribution to class discussion shows me that you’ve read and thought about the assigned texts.
I grade your participation according to the number of times you attend class during the semester, 
working on the basis that you can’t participate if you don’t attend. Here’s how it will work:
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1-2  absence=  A; 3 absences=  A-; 4 absences=  B+;  and so on. You have two “freebies.” Your
freebies are intended to cover such emergencies as the day you were sick, the day the baby sitter 
didn’t make it, or the day your car broke down. After your freebies, every absence counts against 

you in terms of your attendance and participation grade, regardless of the reason for not
attending class.

Journals: 35%
I want you to write a LOT in this class, so I’ll be asking for two journal pages every week, that’s 
2 single-spaced pages per week, which you’ll hand in to me on Tuesday and Thursday
mornings. I’m asking you to produce a full, single-spaced page each time. Why a full page?
Because a page gives you the opportunity to really dive into the topic, whereas less than a
page only allows you to put one big toe in the water. 

Your journal will consist of a response to your reading: Barrington will be our ongoing, weekly 
text, as you can see from the assignments listed in the syllabus. We will supplement this text with 

our other books.  I will also assign you writing exercises to give you practice at the
writing skills we learn about in this class. 

Here's the purpose of writing a journal:
For me: your journal writing shows me that you’ve done the reading, thought about, and 
understood what you read. It also shows me that you're using the writing tools you're putting in 
your “writer's tool kit.”
For you: your journal is designed to prompt you to do the reading, encourage you to prepare for 
class discussion, and practice your writing skills. 

Your journal is a place to relax and explore the class material without judgement. The one 
expectation is that you'll write two full, single-spaced page per class session, two pages a week. I

don’t accept late journal pages.

Please hand in your journal after each class session. 
Computer generate your journal entries. In the top left hand corner of each journal, print: 
Name:
Date:
Topic:

You’ll get journal credit if:
3. You give me honest, full, single-spaced pages. No extra large margins or big type please. 

You may, of course, write more than two pages per class.
4. I can tell from your writing that you’ve done the assigned reading.
5. You hand your work in each class session. (No late work, please!)

I won't grade you on spelling or grammar, but I will ask you to rewrite if I’m stumbling over too 
many errors. Your grade will be based on how many full pages you hand in. You have two 
freebies, and after that you’ll lose points if you don’t hand in a journal: -3= A-; -5=B+-; -7=B; -
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9=B- and so on. I will give you a journal topic or question each class session to give focus to your
writing and our discussion. You’re free, however, to write about something else, so long as it’s 
related to our reading, and fulfils the journal requirements stated above.

Please Note: You earn a hefty part of your grade (50%) through the journal and attendance 
because I consider them so important in this class. Think of attendance and journals as a two-step 

process. First, you read the texts and practice using the writing tools in your journal. Then,
you come to class and take part in the discussion to find fuller meanings in what you’ve read.
You get credit for participating in each step through attendance and your journal. A little
Math will show you that it doesn’t take more than a couple of missing pages and a few
absences for your grade to drop. There’s no extra credit in this class.

Read a Book 5%
Read a biography or autobiography of your choice (something you haven’t already read), and 
come to class on Thursday, October 23  ready to give a five minute oral presentation on your rd

book based on the following questions:
• Which of our writing tools did your author use to tell his or her story?
• What were the strengths of your book?
• Were there any weaknesses? What were they?

Life Writing Essays 40% (10% per paper)
Over the course of the semester, you’ll write two essays, each of which you’ll rewrite once. In 
other words, you’ll write a first draft, receive feedback from your group, revise, and then get a 
grade from me. You’ll then rewrite the essay, after you’ve had my feedback, and receive a
second--hopefully--higher grade. In effect, you’ll be submitting 2 essays four times this semester.
If you earn an “A” on your first submission, you won’t need to revise your essay, and you’ll earn
an automatic “A” for the second submission of that essay.

You’ll probably generate these essays out of your journal exercises, and then work to revise and 
polish them into finished pieces. Each essay will be approximately three to five double spaced 
pages long, although I look at quality not quantity. I suggest you focus on autobiography for one 
essay, and biography for the other.

Feedback Paper 5%
You’ll share one of your life writing essays with the class. How do you do that?
 Sign up for a slot in the syllabus.
 The week before you’re up: Send me an e-mail attachment that I can distribute to the rest 
of the class. We’ll all print off a copy and mark it up in preparation for class discussion. Please
make sure you’re using your Weber e-mail account as that’s where I’ll send the work.
 On your feedback day: Read us one or two paragraphs from your essay as an introduction 

to our discussion of your work.
We will give you honest but kind feedback, and I will use the readings as a way to teach the
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whole class about good writing. I will send round a sign-up sheet in the first week of class.

Field Trip 5%
Find a situation where people are telling stories, either about themselves or other people; a social 

gathering with friends, perhaps, or a family get-together. What kind of stories does this
group tell? Why do they tell them? Is there a theme to the stories? How do the stories give
definition and identity to the groups or individuals?  How do your field observations relate to, or
differ from, ideas we've talked about in class ? We’ll read “The Stories That Bind Us” for
inspiration. Write up your observations in a two page, double-spaced paper, and prepare a
five minute oral presentation for the class.  The paper and oral report are due in the last
week of class: Tuesday, December 2  . nd

Class Publication:
At the end of the semester, you will have the opportunity to contribute your best piece of writing 
to a class book. I'll have copies made for each of you who wish to participate (at a cost of about  
$10 per person), and we will present a copy of the manuscript to the Stewart Library where it will

be professionally bound, cataloged, and shelved. Your contribution to the book is due on 
Thursday, November 20  . This is an opportunity rather than a class requirement, so there's no th

grade allocation for submitting to the class book.

Grades: Class Expectations:
Attendance 15% I expect you to:
Journal 35% * attend class regularly, and on time;
Life writing essays 40% * take part in discussions and group work; 
Feed back paper 5% * do the homework conscientiously;
Field Trip 5% *  hand in papers on time.

Total: 100%

Read this carefully: If you have difficulty meeting any of these expectations, please talk to 
me. Make a note of my phone number and e-mail address printed at the top of this syllabus. If you

can’t make a deadline, make contact with me to negotiate a new date before the work is
due. I rarely accept late work unless you and I have negotiated a new date before the official due
date has passed.

The Legal Bit:
Because an important part of being a college student is academic honesty, the university expects 
you to complete all your academic work without cheating, plagiarism, lying and/or bribery. 
Penalties include failing this class or being suspended from school. It’s a good idea to familiarize 

yourself with all aspects of the Student Code as it includes a list of prohibited behaviors,
and procedures for dealing with infractions. 
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The Writing Center:
Tutors at the Writing Center can help you, on a one-to-one basis with your writing, but you have 
to take the initiative to go there. It works best if you go early in your writing process rather than 
using the center as a night-before-fix-it-shop. The center takes students on a walk-in basis.
Location: Elizabeth Hall 210
Telephone: 626-6463

SYLLABUS

Please note: Do the readings before the date indicated below so that you can come to class ready 
to discuss the assigned reading. Each week, we’ll read a chapter of Barrington’s guide to

writing a memoir for guidance. We’ll read our other texts in the weeks noted below.

Week 1:   
Tuesday, August 26     Introduction to the classth

Thursday, August 28     Essay topicsth

Week 2:
Tuesday, September 2  Breaking Clean, ps. 3 - 61nd

Thursday, September 4  Barrington, Chapter 1: ps. 19-32th

Week 3:
Tuesday, September 9    Barrington, Chapter 12: ps. 165-173th

Thursday, September 11    How to give feedbackth

Week 4: 
Tuesday, September 16  Barrington, Chapter 2: ps.  35-47th

Thursday, September 18  Essay I, draft I: peer groupsth

Week 5:
Tuesday, September 23    Barrington, Chapter 3: ps. 51-62rd

Thursday, September 25    Breaking Clean, ps. 61 - 184th

Week 6:
Tuesday, September 30    Essay I, draft I: dueth

Thursday, October 2    Barrington, Chapter 4: ps. 65-77nd

Week 7: 
Tuesday,  October 7     Barrington, Chapter 5: ps. 81-91th

Thursday,  October 9    Barrington, Chapter 6: ps. 95-106th  

Breaking Clean, rest of the book
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Week 8:
Tuesday,  October 14     Essay I, draft 2: peer groupsth

Thursday, October 16     Barrington, Chapter 7: ps. 109-117th

Week 9:
Tuesday, October 21     Mausst

 Essay I, finished draft: due
Thursday, October 23    Book Reportrd

Week 10:
Tuesday, October 28  Barrington, Chapter 8: ps. 121-128th

Thursday, October 30   Barrington, Chapter 9: ps. 131-139th

Week 11
Tuesday, November 4  Essay 2, draft I: peer groupth

Thursday, November 6    No class th

Week 12
Tuesday, November 11    Barrington, Chapter 10. ps. 143-152th

Thursday, November 13    Essay 2, draft I: due th

Week 13 
Tuesday, November 18  Essay 2, draft 2: peer groupsth

Thursday, November 20   Barrington, Chapter 11: ps. 155-161th

 Essay 2, finished draft: due
Essay for publication due

Week 14 
Tuesday, November 25  84, Charing Cross Roadth

Thursday, November 27    Thanksgivingth

Week 15
Tuesday, December 2  Field trip paper duend

Thursday, December 4    Wrap upth
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