
          

English 509.01W – Literary Genres: Memoir and Place 

 

Donna  Dunbar-Odom 

Donna.Dunbar-Odom@TAMUC.edu 

Office: Hall of Languages 224 

Office Hours: Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays 10-12 or by 

appointment 

Phone: 903.886.5264 

 

I'm a native Texan although I got a flavor of life elsewhere since I lived in 

other parts of the country for 20 years. I was born and raised in Dallas, and 

my dad dropped out of Greenville High School, so I know this part of 

Texas well. And I know something about how place shapes us—whether 

we realize it or not. 

One of the many reasons I love teaching here is that my background is so 

similar to the backgrounds of many of my students: I'm a first-generation 

college student, I was an indifferent student until I was in my mid-twenties, 

and I got a bachelor's degree on the 7-year plan. It would have taken even 

longer, but my husband encouraged me to quit my job as a secretary (which 

I hated) and take my last 21 hours as a full-time student. My research 

interests largely revolve around issues of class and autobiography, but I’m 

increasingly interested in the ways that place figures integrally to the 

stories we tell about ourselves and our lives. 

 

Instructor 

Information 

I will try to answer your questions quickly and to check the Virtual Office a 

couple of times during my office hours, but I don't really like the Virtual 

Office much and don't quite understand how it's supposed to work. I mean, 

am I supposed to sit and obsessively refresh the page? So the best way to 

reach me quickly is email. During the week, I should be able to get back to 

your in 24 hours or so; I'm Director of Liberal Studies, so I'm here pretty 

much 9-5, 5 days a week and I check my email all the time. On the 

weekends, I won't be as fast.  

Please note that I will not be using the Gradebook function on eCollege 

because I don't find it useful. This is a graduate-level class so I don’t use 

number grades. At any time of the term, if you want to know where you 

stand grade-wise, just email me. I'll be happy to give you a ballpark grade. 

And if you're in any kind of trouble grade-wise, you can be sure I'll let you 

know. 

   

 

Grading 

Policy 

Learning Objectives: 
 
The learning objectives for this course are as follows: 



 Students will know some of the key figures, terms, and categories of 
Autobiography Studies. 

 Students will demonstrate knowledge of the field of Autobiography Studies 
in their annotated bibliographies and in a final seminar-length paper. 

 Students will demonstrate awareness of professionalization activities in 
the form of panel presentation possibilities for upcoming conferences. 

 

Grading Criteria 
Your grade will be determined by your weekly contributions to the 

discussion, position papers which you will post by Wednesday of each 

week, a literacy narrative, and a final seminar paper. 

 

25% Position papers (4 total) 

25% Annotated bibliography - midterm (20 sources) 

25% Seminar paper (15-20 pages) 

25% Weekly participation via online discussion 
 

   

 Books - all required:  

Reading Autobiography, 2
nd

 ed. – Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson 

A Walker in the City – Alfred Kazin 

Burma Chronicles – Guy Delisle 

Landscape for a Good Woman – Carolyn Kay Steedman 

Who Am I?: An Autobiography of Emotion, Mind, and Spirit – Yi-Fu Tuan 

 36 Views of Mount Fuji – Cathy N. Davidson 

Ecology of a Cracker Childhood – Janisse Ray 

But Enough About Me: Why We Read Other People’s Lives – Nancy K. 

Miller 

Other readings to be made available via pdf  or online. 

   

Course 

Policies and 

Classroom activities:  

The work we do in this class depends on your "coming" each week, 



Procedures prepared to work. I count on you all to teach and learn from each other and 

to each be an important presence in our weekly discussions. One of the 

things I love about online classes is that no one gets to sit back and be 

silent. Everybody gets to be a star, and no one person can dominate.  

By the way, being prepared means not beginning your discussion until after 

you've read the assignment. Then jump in! 

 

I will do everything I can to make the atmosphere of our discussion a 

comfortable one; I do not tolerate disrespect, so you can rest assured that at 

no time will your comments be ridiculed or made fun of by me or anyone 

else in the class. I want this to be a place where intellectual inquiry is the 

norm. And if at any time you feel that someone has exhibited disrespect, let 

me know immediately. We should be able to challenge each other's reading 

and ideas in professional ways that stimulate discussion, not shut it down. 

I'm always nervous that my humor will come across wrong or mean 

because I can be a tad on the sarcastic side. Let me know if you think I've 

been caustic or mean because I am never intentionally either of those--at 

least not online. :-) And forgive me if I use a lot of smiley icons.  

Each week, I'll get us started in the Discussion arena with some questions; 

then I'll expect you all to carry the conversational ball. Your first responses 

of the week should respond to my discussion starters and will be due by 

midnight Wednesday. I would also like you to contribute generative 

questions to keep that ball rolling. Then I'd like you to read each others' 

responses and craft overviews of 2 or 3 of the main threads in the week's 

discussion. I don't expect you to respond to everyone's comments, but I do 

expect you to take some responsibility in seeing that everyone gets a 

response and that the responses are substantive. I will expect you to quote 

correctly and to spell your colleagues' names correctly. Please try not to 

wait until late Sunday nights to contribute your overviews for the second 

half of the week’s discussion. 

Remember that I expect the "conversation" to be equivalent to a 3-hour 

graduate seminar--with the exception being that no one can let others do all 

the talking. You will not only be graded on the amount you contribute but 

also on the quality of what you contribute. The reading we'll be doing is 

"meaty" and there should be a lot to respond to. I'll contribute as well to 

keep the joint jumping. 

I'm keeping the class as simple as possible because, quite frankly, I'm 

easily confused.  

 Position Papers:  Over the semester, you will turn in six (4) 4-5-page 

position papers based on your reading of the assigned texts for that cluster. 



Here are the prompts for your papers: 

Position Paper #1 – due Week 4 

What seem to be the key definitions and the main approaches to reading 

and writing critically about autobiography? Who are the key players as 

represented in Smith and Watson’s book? Who and which appeal to you the 

most? Why? 

Position Paper #2 - due Week 7; Position Paper #3 – due Week 10; Position 

Paper #4 – due Week 14 

Note that these are generative questions, not requirements. If you want to 

write another sort of response, check with me. And please remember that 

you’re making an argument with a thesis. 

 As you read consider your responses to the persona of each writer. 

What is appealing? What is unappealing? Why and how? 

 What makes you believe the writer—and where and why do you 

doubt him/her?  

 How do gender, race, class, ethnicity figure in the ways each writer 

constructs his/her story?  

 What seems to go into the choices they make as they shape the 

representations of the self?  

 How is place represented, and again, consider the ways difference 

plays into the representations of place?  

 What connections can you draw among them?  

Definitely think of your position papers as possibilities for developing into 

your final paper (see below). You will use eCollege's Document Sharing 

function to upload your papers so that everyone can read them. Your 

position papers must be turned in by midnight on Wednesday of the 

week that they’re due.  

 

Annotated bibliography - midterm: For your midterm, you will 

turn in an annotated bibliography of at least 20 sources. Since we're looking 

at memoir and place this term, please focus your annotated bibliography 

accordingly.  

I want your research to be as current as possible so please work to make 

sure your sources go no further back than 2000. Most of your sources 

should be journal articles. I'm hoping that this research will be incorporated 



into your final paper (described below).  

If you have never done an annotated bibliography before, here's a link: 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/614/01/ 

Final paper: Your final paper will be a seminar-length (15-20 pages) 

paper developing an argument that makes some connections among the 

reading we’ve done. If I were you, I'd write a paper on the same topic you 

chose for your annotated bibliography. That way you already have your 

research pretty much done. I’m hoping that we’ll be able to put together 

some conference panels from the work we do. We’ll discuss possible paper 

topics around week 11 or 12. 

This paper will be due at the end of Week 15. 

Attendance: "Attendance" is mandatory. Don't skip a week. I will not let 

you make up the work unless you experience something dire--and I don't 

wish that on anyone. If something is going on that's getting in the way of 

your class time, please let me know. 

 Late assignments: You must keep up with the reading. Since you have 

plenty of time to complete each assignment, I will not accept late 

assignments. If you experience truly exceptional circumstances (e.g. car 

wrecks, fires, and the like--God forbid), please contact me immediately.  

  

Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the unauthorized use of someone else’s work. I 

try to come up with distinctive assignments that make it difficult to find 

appropriate “matches” on the internet or on file here at the university, but I 

also know that’s not always possible. If a find a student has intentionally 

made use of another’s work without giving that person credit, that student 

will fail the course.   

It will be tempting to cut and paste from the internet for some of your 

responses. Do not. To do so without correct citation will result in an F for 

the entire course.  

If at any time you find yourself overwhelmed by the work required or you 

find yourself confused, please contact me. Don't feel miserable all by 

yourself. Share the misery with me! 

 Students with Disabilities: 

 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute 



that provides comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities.  
Among other things, this legislation requires that all students with disabilities be 
guaranteed a learning environment that provides for reasonable accommodation 
of their disabilities.  If you have a disability requiring an accommodation, please 
contact: 
Office of Student Disability Resources and Services 
Texas A&M University-Commerce 
Gee Library 
Room 132 
Phone (903) 886-5150 or (903) 886-5835 
Fax (903) 468-8148 
StudentDisabilityServices@tamuc.edu 

  

Deportment: Apparently student behavior in some classes has deteriorated 

to the point that we have been asked to include statements about 

appropriate behavior in our course descriptions. Therefore, it is expected 

that you will be a civil and productive member of this class. Disruption of 

the class or the interference with other students’ learning will not be 

tolerated. If you are unsure what is expected of you, please email me 

immediately. As I said above, disrespect of one's colleagues or of me will 

not be tolerated.  

  

Tentative syllabus:  

  

Week 1 - Introductions; generally, your first response to the discussion (in 

the discussion venue) will be due by midnight Wednesday. Your 

summative comments and overviews will be due by the end of next week--

Sunday night at the very latest. But this week, you're introducing 

yourselves to each other and getting going on the reading. Please see the 

Discussion venue to get going. Weeks are Monday through Sunday. 

Week 2 – Read lecture; watch video (link to be provided); begin reading 

for next week; discussion 

Week 3 – Smith and Watson (first half); discussion 

Week 4 – Smith and Watson (second half); discussion; Position Paper #1 

Week 5 – Will Self reading (pdf to be provided); discussion 

Week 6 – Kazin; discussion 
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Week 7 – Delisle; discussion; Position Paper #2 

Week 8 - Midterm - Annotated bibliography due by Wednesday, 11:59 

p.m.   

Week 9 – Steedman; discussion; note that Will Self will be reading on 

campus on October 21! You are invited! 

Week 10 – Tuan; discussion; Position Paper #3  

Week 11 – Davidson; discussion 

Week 12 -  Ray; discussion 

Week 13 – Miller; discussion; Position Paper #4 

Week 14 – Thanksgiving week; catch-up time 

Week 15 - Discussion overview. Your final paper is due at the end of this 

week. 

Week 16 – Exam week. We will not have an exam. I will be returning your 

papers this week. 

  

 
 
 


