
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Designing a first-year writing course.  

What is the big question? 



2 
 

What is the logic behind the sequence of major projects? 
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What learning goals are specific to your section of the course? 
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Sample Course Descriptions 
WRI 101 [D]: Writing China/China Writing 
MWF 8:30 - 9:20 
Rigger 
The rise of China from self-isolation to global economic, political, and cultural influence is one 
of the most powerful developments of our age. It is a fast-changing story; it seizes our attention 
and doesn’t let go. Easy answers elude us; complexity overwhelms certainty. Developing a 
comprehensive understanding of contemporary China is not our goal; rather, we will dive into 
this fascinating nation to discover as much as we can and to challenge what we discover. 



5 
 

Students will ask what “the rise of China” means, both for China and for the world. They will 
weigh the costs and benefits of China’s rapid economic and social change. And they will make 
arguments about the causes and consequences of China’ rise. In this course, you will develop 
the skills and practices of good writing by reading good writing that takes China as its 
subject.  Our texts will include the work of Chinese authors (in translation) as well as writing 
about China by non-Chinese authors. We will read multiple genres and styles, including fiction, 
memoir, opinion, social science, and journalism. Through a sequence of writing assignments, 
students will cultivate skills in reading, argumentation, research, revision, and editing.  
 
WRI 101 [B]: American Family Memoir 
MWF 12:00 - 12:50 
Plank 
This course focuses on the nature and diversity of American family experience as it shows itself 
in selected literary memoirs. In doing so, it will ask throughout about the process of recollecting 
a life and writing about it, how the story we tell of ourselves is also a story of others, especially 
those we know as kin; and, it will probe these stories for what they tell us about the impact of 
gender, race, class, generation, and ethnicity in the shaping of family experience. These are big 
questions. We get at them by the smaller tasks of reading good texts well day after day and 
writing clearly about them. The smaller tasks add up and may be the greater endeavor after all. 
The writing assignments include a number of short essays (in the vicinity of 5-6) that may range 
from a paragraph to 4-5 pages. These may involve matters of style (the power of a well-chosen 
word, a paragraph that does what a paragraph ought to), questions of interpretation 
(explanation, analysis), or thematic concerns (back to that family and why everyone is talking 
about his or her father). As a final project, each student will write an episode of family narrative 
(7-8 pages) with commentary (2-3pages) relating the narrative to two other works read in the 
course. We will focus less on how much we write than how well. 
Texts for the course include: Alison Bechdel, Fun Home; Mary Karr, The Liars’ Club; Li-Young 
Lee, The Winged Seed; Tracy Smith, Ordinary Light; and Tobias Wolff, This Boy’s Life. 
 
WRI 101 [N]: Claiming Disability: Identity, Creativity, and Justice 
TR 9:50 -11:05 
Fox 
In the United States today, we see amazing forces being marshalled for social change. Yet 
disability too often remains an afterthought at best--or meets outright hostility at worst--when 
we speak about diversity, equity, and inclusion. There are many reasons for this: the long 
history of disability being regarded only as the province of doctors and other medical 
practitioners; resistance to understanding disability as a lived identity intersecting with race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and class; the fact that disability has been used by majority 
communities against minority communities in order to justify oppression; and the ableism, both 
casual and overt, that generally pervades our society. COVID-19 has made thinking about 
disability all the more urgent; all bodies were suddenly vulnerable and needed 
accommodations. But of course, all bodies were always contingent, and the global pandemic 
simply made that more visible. And because all our bodies can be oppressed by ableist ideas, 
claiming disability as an identity, a creative force, and a justice movement matters for 
everyone. 
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This first-year writing course will be premised on exploring the following questions: 
 

What does it mean to think about disability as an identity in 21st century America?  
Here, we’ll consider the history of disability as a community and activist movement. 
How has disability representation shaped reality? We’ll consider how language and 
popular culture influence our ideas about disability. 
 

How is disability a force for artistic creation and innovation?  
We will consider how disability as an embodied, relational, and social experience has 
creative potential for art and design. 
 

How is the disability justice movement an essential part of social justice work?  
We examine how the principles of disability justice teach us the ways ableism snarls into 
and mutually constitutes other kinds of oppression. 
You will make intellectual arguments of your own stemming from our discussions about 
each of these critical questions. 

 


