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Writing 20, True(?) Crime 
Dr. Odendahl-James, Fall 2009 

 
Blog 1 – Writing in Conversation with Sources  

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion in class should submit their documents 
 to the Course Blog (under Course Information) by 9am Tuesday, 9/8. 

 

All other posters should submit their posts to the Individual Bog (under Assignments)  
by 9am Tuesday, 9/8. Late posts will not be counted as received. 

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion,  
please bring to class either your laptops or a hard copy of the post so you can read aloud. 

 I will also bring my computer so the class can read along. 
 

Blog Commenters have until 5pm Wednesday, 9/9 to post feedback to the Course Bog. 
 Late comments will not receive credit. 

 
Step 1: Choose one of the readings discussed in class on September 1: Jean Murley‘s 
―Introduction‖ and the first part of Karen Halftone‘s ―Murder Story as Mystery.‖ 
 

Step 2: Select three significant passages from whichever reading you selected for Step 1. 
You decide what makes a passage ―significant‖; the length of each passage should not be 
more than about 4-5 full sentences.  Re-type those passages into a Word document and 
spend some time brainstorming about what you think makes each passage important to your 
thinking about the topic of ―true crime‖. This step is usually called ―pre-writing.‖ 
 

Step 3. Out of that brainstorming, in a new Word document, write, in your own words, a 
250-300 word analysis of one of the ―significant‖ passages you selected in Step 2.  
 

Putting things ―in your own words‖ does not mean that you cannot or should not quote 
Murley or Halttunen directly. It does mean that you must your own language to unpack 
these scholars‘ assertions and observations. If you do quote either source at length, do 
not count that quote in your overall word count. 
 

You can use your understanding of one source to analyze the other. For example, if you are 
working with Halttunen, maybe use one of Murley‘s observations about ―true crime‖ as an 
evolving genre to support an idea you have about or see operating in Halttunen's discussion 
of nineteenth-century sources. Or, vice-versa, if you are working with Murley, think about 
how Halttunen might help you support a point of analysis you want to make about Murley‘s 
time-line of ―true crime‖ as both a literary genre and a cultural product. 
 

Step 4: After you have completed Step 3, take one idea from your selected source (it can be 
the same one you analyzed in Step 3 or something different) and, in another 250-300 words, 
either forward (extend, elaborate upon) or counter (challenge, refute) that point using the 
very initial observations you can make about your true crime case. In order to complete Step 
4, you will need to have found and read at least a couple of sources about your case. 
Hopefully these will be sources you can uncover during our library session on Thursday, 
September 3. 
 

REMINDERS: 
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 Give your blog post (which is comprised of Steps 3 and 4) a title. Make that title 
something more than simply a restatement of the assignment.  

 Steps 3 and 4 do not have to flow together seamlessly.  

 Use Word to compose your text. If you are using Word 2007 you have the option of 
creating a blog post from the moment you open a ―new‖ document; however, I‘m 
not certain how compatible the publishing software is with Blackboard so your best 
bet for these initial blog posts is to just cut and paste from Word. There are PDFs 
about how to post to a Blog that you can find under Course Information on the 
Blackboard site.  

 Use standard formatting. Blackboard will only allow blog posts that are single-spaced 
with a basic font. That is why length is governed by word count instead of number 
of pages. You are still bound, however, to cite text according to MLA conventions. 

 Use MLA in-text citations for both Steps 2 and 3. If you are not familiar with how 
this format system, visit http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html 
or your Pocket Style Manual (5th edition, Diana Hacker) pages 119-127 for information. 
You do NOT have to provide a Works Cited list. 

 Feel free to use ―I‖; however, make sure you are supporting an academic analysis not 
offering a visceral opinion. If you find you are beginning multiple sentences with ―I 
think …‖ that can be a sign you are slipping into opinion.  If you are uncertain about 
the tone to strike when using ―I‖, review Murley‘s ―Introduction.‖ Notice how she 
uses her own position (particularly on pages 1-3 and 13-14) to delve deeper into her 
subject and to reflect upon her interests and biases regarding the topic. When Murley 
discusses Halttunen (pages 6-8) might be another useful section to review to notice 
how one scholar engages in a ―conversation‖ with another scholar/source about a 
topic. 

http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html


 3 

Writing 20, True(?) Crime 
Fall 2009, Dr. Odendahl-James 
 

Blog 2 – Initial Analyses of Primary Sources 
 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion in class should submit their documents 
 to the Course Blog (under Course Information) by 9am Thursday, 9/17. 

 

All other posters should submit their posts to the Individual Blog (under Assignments)  
by 9am Thursday, 9/17. Late posts will not be counted as received. 

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion,  
please bring to class either your laptops or a hard copy of the post so you can read aloud. 

 I will also bring my computer so the class can read along. 
 

Blog Commenters have until 5pm Friday, 9/8 to post feedback to the Course Blog.  
Be sure to click the ―Comments‖ link associated with the blogger from your section. 

 Late comments will not receive credit. 
 

In Project 1 you are analyzing the coverage of a recent true crime case out of sources drawn 
from four different mediums, and then offering ideas about what that case‘s presentation can 
tell a reader about evidence and true crime narratives. Some questions you might be 
considering as you approach this larger writing assignment might include: What kind of 
problems or opportunities does your case seem to offer the mediums that report its details? 
What do the approaches your sources take regarding your case make you realize about true 
crime narratives?  And, out of those realizations, what ideas do you want a reader to 
understand about true crime narratives and their use of/retelling of evidence after reading 
your analysis? 
 

Blog 2 offers you the opportunity to draft some analytical writing in relationship to your 
primary sources.  
 

Step One – Review the primary sources for Project 1 that you have gathered. Select two 
from different mediums. For this writing, work with either a local or national newspaper 
story and a story from an online or print magazine or Blog. Be sure to be careful about your 
selection. Make sure the sources you pick for focused analysis in this blog post are of useful 
length and detail. If you have found multiple sources from these different mediums, choose 
the most ―representative‖ example text to analyze in this blog.  
 

Step Two – After you‘ve selected your two primary sources for analysis, take a little time to 
review the Murley chapter on true crime magazines and Peelo‘s article on ―mega‖ true crime 
case reporting in newspapers. Try to identify at least one particular term or concise idea 
from either source that you could use as a point of contrast or agreement with your analysis 
of the two primary sources you have found. 
 

Step Three -- Do a bit of pre-writing with the two primary sources you have selected in 
Step One. Note their distinctive characteristics. For example:  

 length & presentation style (visual and text layout), 

 author (especially if you have found other pieces by this person over the course of the case) 
& publication context (local vs. national, news vs. entertainment, etc.) 

 rhetoric & organization within the body of the stories themselves. 
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Out of this pre-writing, what pattern(s) or distinctive elements about ―evidence‖ can you 
see? How is evidence discussed, introduced, offered by each of your sources?  What idea or 
terminology from Peelo or Murley can support or provide a useful counter-argument to your 
observations. 
 

Step Four – This is the actual step of writing the blog post. In 250-300 word segments, 
present your analysis of each of your two selected primary sources. Somewhere in 
those sections of analysis make use of/reference to at least one point/term from 
Peelo or Murley. You can offer the work of these scholars as a starting point of departure 
or agreement, depending on whether you see connections or divergences with their ideas in 
your sources. You can use one of their ideas as a concluding point, after you talk about the 
specifics in your sources. 
 
REMINDERS: 

 Give your blog post (Step Four) a title. Make that title something more than simply a 
restatement of the assignment.  

 The two sections of analysis in Step Four do not have to flow together seamlessly.  

 As you write Step Four, keep in mind that while you might find it necessary to 
summarize some details of your case in order to discuss the elements of each 
individual source, make sure that you are telling your reader about those elements for 
a purpose.  

 Use Word to compose your text. If you are using Word 2007 you have the option of 
creating a blog post from the moment you open a ―new‖ document; however, I‘m 
not certain how compatible the publishing software is with Blackboard so your best 
bet for these initial blog posts is to just cut and paste the text from a Word 
document. There are PDFs about how to post to a Blog that you can find under 
Course Information on the Blackboard site.  

 Use standard formatting. Blackboard will only allow blog posts that are single-spaced 
with a basic font. That is why length is governed by word count instead of number 
of pages. You are still required, however, to cite text according to MLA conventions. 

 Use MLA in-text citations for both Steps 2 and 3. If you are not familiar with how 
this format system, visit http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html 
or your Pocket Style Manual (5th edition, Diana Hacker) pages 119-127 for information. 
You do NOT have to provide a Works Cited list. 

 Feel free to use ―I‖; however, make sure you are supporting an academic analysis not 
offering a visceral opinion. If you find you are beginning multiple sentences with ―I 
think …‖ that can be a sign you are slipping into opinion.  

 

http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html
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Writing 20, What So Real about True Crime? 
Dr. Odendahl-James 
Fall 2009 
 

Project 1 
 
This project asks you to trace the narrative of a ‗true‘ crime case through four levels of 
coverage: 

1. a local newspaper or television report 
2. a newspaper with national circulation (for example, The New York Times, The 

Washington Post, The Los-Angeles Times)  
3. a printed or online magazine with national circulation, online blog, or true-crime 

novel 
4. a national television news broadcast (for example, The CBS Evening News, 360 with 

Anderson Cooper, CNN), news magazine ―documentary‖ program (such as Dateline: 
NBC, ABC‘s Primetime, CBS‘ 48 Hours Mystery, A&E‘s American Justice), or made-for-
TV docudrama.  

 
In 2000-2500 words (approximately 10-12 pages) retrace the presentation of your case 
through these four outlets. Concentrate your analysis on how specific evidence is found, 
discussed, analyzed, and displayed as the case shifts representational venues. Imagine your 
reader as a regular consumer of true-crime cases, not necessarily an academic but certainly an 
adept reader of this particular genre. 
 
Your goal as a writer is not to categorize one source as true and the others as false; treat all 
with equal suspicion regarding their subjectivity. Your paper should present an analysis of 
how the ―story‖ of murder influences the presentation of ―evidence,‖ how that narrative 
may change over time, as a case progresses through the stages of a prosecution and against 
the backdrop of the court of public opinion. 
 
You may choose different points in a case‘s timeline and connect those with different venues 
of coverage. You could choose one point in the case (initial report, indictment, trial date, or 
verdict) and explore that moment‘s reportage across the four venues. Whichever strategy you 
employ, you need to spend about 400 words analyzing each source, then at least 500 words 
tying your points to an overarching argument about the changes/continuity in the way true-
crime stories construct the truth. 
 
To assist your research process, I have narrowed a list of possible cases from which you can 
choose (see the end of this handout). You will notice that there are only 6 different possible 
cases, so two students per section will work on the same case, which will facilitate the peer 
review and workshop process for this project as well as anticipate the collaborative writing 
you will do for Project 2. 
 
Phyllis Nelson (murder of Ben Nelson, Cedar Rapids, IA)  
Melanie McGuire (murder of Bill McGuire, Middlesex, NJ)  
Mary Winkler (murder of Matthew Winkler, Selmer, TN)  
David Camm (later Charles Boney is charged after David's conviction for the murder of his 
wife Kim and 2 children in Albany, IN is overturned)  
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Michael Peterson (murder of Kathleen Peterson, Durham, NC)  
Atif Rafay & Sebastian Burns (murder of Tariq, Sultana & Basna Rafay in Bellview, WA)  
 
Corey Reynolds & Sarah Kolb (murder of Adrienne Reynolds in Milan, IL)  
Robert Durst (murder of Morris Black in Galveston, TX)  
Piper Rountree (murder of Frederic Jablin in Richmond, VA)  
Celeste Beard Johnson (murder of Steven Beard in Austin, TX)  
Neil Entwistle (murder of Rachel and Lillian Entwistle in Hopkinton, MA)  
Jose Medellin (murder of Jennifer Ertman and Elizabeth Pena in Houston, TX)  
Harold Fish (murder of Grant Kuenzli on AZ Canyon Trail)  
 
Wayne Guidry (murder of Stephanie Pepper Simms in Ruston, LA)  
Erika and Benjamin Sifrit (murder of Joshua Ford and Martha Crutchley in Ocean City, MD)  
John Zaffino (murder of Jeff Zack in Akron, OH)  
Stephen O. Reitz (murder of Eva Marie Weinfurtner in Coronado, CA)  
Rachelle Waterman (murder of Lauri Waterman in Ketchikan, AK)  
Mark Winger (murder of Donnah Winger in Springfield, IL)  
Jonathan Nyce (murder of Michelle Nyce in Trenton, NJ)  
 
Lisa Montgomery (murder of Bobbie Jo Stinnett in Skidmore, MO)  
Kenneth Fitzhugh (murder of Kristine Fitzhugh in Palo Alto, CA)  
Chaz Higgs (murder of Kathy Augustine in Las Vegas, NV)  
Hope Rippey and Laurie Tackett (murder of Shanda Sharer in Jefferson County, IN)  

 
Your library session on September 2 has two purposes.  

1. To familiarize you with databases and sources focused on newspapers and 
news/national magazines.  

2. To give you time to do actual searching for a case (or cases) that interest you. 
 
Since your job in this essay is to analyze the subtle and substantial changes in coverage as a 
story moves from venue to venue and through its timeline of investigation, I encourage you 
to look beyond the HTML version of coverage especially when dealing with local, national 
newspapers and news magazines. This demand is not to make your research process more 
difficult; it is an effort to help you recapture the specifics of layout and design from print 
that are often edited, reduced or drastically reformatted in an online version. 
 
You are welcome to use Wikipedia as a starting point for these names; however, it cannot be 
a primary source for analysis in the essay. It is my advice that you begin with national 
searches first so you can see how far the coverage of the case reached. Then start searching 
back to the more local level. Optimally, you want to find a case that gives you a mix of 
published print, online, and television texts to analyze. 
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W20, True(?) Crime 
Fall 2009, Dr. Odendahl-James 

 
Annotated Bibliographies for Project 1. 

Due Sunday, September 27. Posted to Blackboard by 10pm.  

 
An annotation is an abbreviated record of a text. Such records are particularly useful as you 
gather material for a large research project; they allow you to write summaries of texts 
throughout your research process. Material from these summaries can even become prose to 
use in future writing.  
 
Annotated bibliographies also provide excellent, concise reference material for scholars 
investigating the array of research on a particular topic. Annotated bibliography reference 
collections are often organized around a particular author or theme as in a title on reserve 
for this class: Ben Harrison‘s True Crime Narratives: An Annotated Bibliography.  
 

This Annotated Bibliography assignment has three purposes.  

 First, it is a chance for you to practice MLA citation formatting for a variety of 
source materials (newspapers, magazines, blogs, novels, television shows, etc.).  
 

 Second, it is a chance for you to work on the most advantageous and clear way of 
summarizing your sources with an eye towards analyzing them in Project 1.  
 

 Finally, through that citation and summary, this annotation writing can help you 
identify a central theme or idea about your case‘s true crime coverage that may be 
emerging as you read sources across different mediums and over a case‘s timeline. 

 
Your task for this writing is to craft annotations for 7 sources you have found related to your 
case. These can be a mix of primary, secondary or tertiary sources. (See the Project 1 
handout if these distinctions between kinds of sources are unclear.) Each annotation should 
be between 5-7 sentences in length. If they grow any longer than this, they cease to be 
―annotated‖. 
 
I have selected some samples from the aforementioned true crime annotated bibliography 
compiled by Ben Harrison. These examples were selected to give you a general idea of 
format. Harrison has collected only book-length sources, and his summaries are a bit too 
short, his sentences are less than ―academic,‖ and the details are too focused on content than I 
would like you to strive for in your annotations.  
 
Remember, your entries must be listed in alphabetically and begin with the full bibliographic 
citation for the text.  The spacing and indentations in the examples below are models for you 
to follow. If you quote from the source directly in your annotation, use in-text citations of 
the page number.  

 
No late work will be accepted. If you run into issues with Blackboard, send the file  

via email by the deadline so that your assignment is counted as received. 
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EXAMPLES 
 

Katz, Robert. Naked by the window: the fatal marriage of Carl Andre and Ana  
Mendieta. New York: Grove/Atlantic, 1990. 

 
Ana Mendieta was an artist living in Soho with her husband (also an artist), Carl Andre. On 
September 8, 1985, she fell to her death from the couples 34th –floor apartment. Andre was 
later tried for his wife‘s murder, but was found not guilty. During the trial, the New York art 
world divided into two camps, pro- and anti-Andre. 
 
MacLean, Harry N., Once upon a time: the true story of memory, murder, and the  

law. New York: HarperCollins, 1993. 
 
Eileen Franklin accused her father of murdering her childhood friend. Franklin claimed that 
she repressed the memory for twenty years, finally recalling the incident during a therapy 
session. George Franklin was convicted of the murder, solely on his daughter‘s testimony. 
The author raises serious doubts about the justice of the verdict, and about the reliability of 
memories uncovered using hypnosis or other therapy techniques. 
 
Siegel, Barry. A Death in White Bear Lake: the true chronicle of an all-American  
 town. New York: Bantam, 1990. 
 
A comprehensive account of the murder of an adopted son by psychopathic mother Lois 
Jurgens in the heartland town of White Bear Lake, Minnesota. The book details the long, 
twisted attempts of the Jurgens to adopt children, their success despite the clear knowledge 
that Mrs. Jurgens was unfit, and the torture and murder of the little boy Dennis. In a story 
filled with ironies, the couple managed to adopt four more children before Mrs. Jurgens, 20 
years later, was convicted of the murder of Dennis. 
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Writing 20, True(?) Crime 
Fall 2009, Dr. Odendahl-James 
 

Blog 3 – Summarizing (your case) and Starting (a draft of Project 1) 
 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion in class should submit their documents 
 to the Course Blog (under Course Information) by 9am Tuesday, 9/29. 

 

All other posters should submit their posts to the Individual Blog (under Assignments)  
by 9am Tuesday, 9/29. Late posts will not be counted as received. 

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion,  
please bring to class either your laptops or a hard copy of the post so you can read aloud. 

 I will also bring my computer so the class can read along. 
 

Blog Commenters have until 5pm Wednesday, 9/30 to post feedback to the Course Blog.  
Be sure to click the ―Comments‖ link associated with the blogger from your section. 

 Late comments will not receive credit. 
 

The past couple of blog posts have found you grappling with just how much information 
about your cases you need to give your reader so she/he can understand the context 
surrounding your analyses your primary sources. I have mentioned in class that you will be 
well served by taking some time in Project 1 to summary the essential details of your case so 
that you can refer your reader back to that summary as you move through your collected 
primary sources. What you have seen, as we have worked through previous blog posts, is 
how difficult it is to summarize these details without editorializing about those details.  
 
As the time to start drafting Project 1 draws nearer, I also imagine you are grappling with 
how to begin the process of gathering up not only your sources but your analysis of those 
sources and organizing a coherent through-line of argument.  
 

Blog 3 offers you the opportunity to tackle both of these issues as you look forward to 
drafting Project 1. 
 

Step One – Review all the collected primary sources for Project 1 that you have gathered. 
As a pre-writing exercise, if you have not found a source that presents a linear timeline of 
your case details, create one (from the beginning to its ―current‖ state whether that is with a 
person in prison, on death row, actually having been executed, released after serving time, 
acquitted, under re-indictment). If you have found a source that presents such a timeline, use 
that timeline as a foundation for adding any other details you have found from other sources 
so you can see the progression of your sources/the coverage as you note the progression of 
events. 
 

Step Two – Writing Part 1 of Blog 3. Once you have created and/or enhanced this 
comprehensive timeline for your case, try to summarize, in full sentences, this timeline in 
250-300 words. Be careful that you are offering a flowing narrative not simply turning your 
timeline into sentences, for example,  ―In 200X, Y and Z were married. In 200X, Y and Z 
divorced. In 200X, Y and Z argue heatedly over custody of their kids. In 200X, Y shoots Z.‖ 
 
Here is where the challenge of this summary resides. You want to choose diverse action 
verbs. You want to present a clear through-line of events. But you want to avoid repetitive 
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sentence structures and repetitive vocabulary at the same time you steer clear of over-
dramatizing or ―tipping your hand‖ about what side of the case you believe in or empathize 
with versus the other. 
 

Step Three – Once you have your case summary drafted, return to your collection of 
sources (primary and secondary). Review them and pay particular attention to their 
beginnings. Notice how the early sentences grab the reader‘s attention (or not) and lay the 
groundwork for ideas to come. Do you get a sense of the author‘s voice in the way they 
introduce their work? If so, is that a voice that seems objective or subjective, casual or 
formal and how do those characteristics make you feel as a reader? 
 

Step Four – Writing Part 2 of Blog 3.  Take a stab at an opening paragraph of a draft of 
for Project 1 (no more than 200 words). As part of the push away from the traditional five-
paragraph essay, this paragraph does not have to include a preliminary thesis. Do you want 
to begin with an epigraph (like Murley)? A compelling primary source example (like 
Halttunen)? A succinct previous of the larger argument to come (like Peelo)? A set of 
rhetorical questions? A set of reflexive questions? This is your time to play with how you 
might introduce yourself and your research. 
 
REMINDERS: 

 Make the title for this blog post a preliminary title for your Project 1 paper. Do not 
worry about ―titling‖ the case summary. And, as always, make your title more than 
simply a restatement of the assignment.  

 Parts 1 and 2 of this blog do not have to flow together.  

 Use Word to compose your text. If you are using Word 2007 you have the option of 
creating a blog post from the moment you open a ―new‖ document; however, I‘m 
not certain how compatible the publishing software is with Blackboard so your best 
bet for these initial blog posts is to just cut and paste the text from a Word 
document. There are PDFs about how to post to a Blog that you can find under 
Course Information on the Blackboard site.  

 Use standard formatting. Blackboard will only allow blog posts that are single-spaced 
with a basic font. That is why length is governed by word count instead of number 
of pages. You are still required, however, to cite text according to MLA conventions. 

 Use MLA in-text citations for both Steps 2 and 3. If you are not familiar with how 
this format system, visit http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html 
or your Pocket Style Manual (5th edition, Diana Hacker) pages 119-127 for information. 
You do NOT have to provide a Works Cited list. 

 Feel free to use ―I‖; however, make sure you are supporting an academic analysis not 
offering a visceral opinion. Consider when and how you might want to reveal the 
person behind the analysis, especially as you are drafting Part 2 – a  possible 
introductory paragraph. 

http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html
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Writing 20, True(?) Crime 
Fall 2009, Dr. Odendahl-James 
 

Blog 4 – Visual Analysis of your case’s video source(s) & A Stab at Conclusions 
 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion in class should submit their documents 
 to the Course Blog (under Course Information) by 9am Thursday, 10/15. 

 

All other posters should submit their posts to the Individual Blog (under Assignments)  
by 9am Thursday, 10/15. Late posts will not be counted as received. 

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion,  
please bring to class either your laptops or a hard copy of the post so you can read aloud. 

 I will also bring my computer so the class can read along. 
 

Blog Commenters have until 5pm Friday, 10/16 to post feedback to the Course Blog.  
Be sure to click the ―Comments‖ link associated with the blogger from your section. 

 Late comments will not receive credit. 
 

You have spent the past couple of blog posts examining your primary sources, striving to 
balance a summary of details with an analysis of the presentation of those details by journalists, 
bloggers, and producers. Our discussion on Tuesday, 10/13, explores the very visceral 
influence visual details (along with aural components such as soundtrack, sound effects, 
narration) have on our perception of reality, empathy, and truth. Since one of your sources 
for Project 1 is a visual text – video footage from a television documentary about your case – 
Blog 4 offers you the opportunity to turn your full attention on the specific effects your 
visual text has on your perception of the case and its specific relationship to/expression of 
true crime narrative conventions. 
 

Blog 4 also offers you an opportunity to articulate ideas for your concluding section of 
Project 1. Since you are shifting out of the five-paragraph model for essay writing, you have 
to expand your notions about the function and appearance of introductions and conclusions. 
You have already taken a stab at a draft of your introduction; here, you are going to try to 
work with your conclusions. 
 

Step One – As a pre-writing exercise, re-view (as in watch again) the television/video 
footage/program (consulting the written transcript as needed for those of you who have 
limited footage) that addresses your case. Take careful notes about the appearance and the 
techniques used (editing, lighting, voice over) and material contained therein (first-person 
interviews with involved parties, news footage, crime photographs, iconic imagery, 
reenactments). You might also review Murley‘s chapter on ―Television.‖ Where does your 
program seem to fit in the spectrum of non-fiction crime programming that deals with true 
crimes? 
 

Step Two – Writing Part 1 of Blog 4. Out of these notes, and coupled with any previous 
draft writing you have done about this visual text, discuss this piece in 250-300 words. As 
always, you should balance summary information about what is contained in the program 
with analyzing the visual rhetoric of the program (how the visual elements work together to 
direct a viewer‘s reception) and how that show‘s structure and content exemplifies, 
contradicts, or extends elements of true crime narrative that we‘ve been discussing in class. 
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Step Three – As a pre-writing exercise, review the ―concluding‖ sections of Halttunen (pgs. 
131-134); Murley (pgs. 41-42; 75-77; 131-132); and Peelo (pgs. 168-171). You might even re-
read the last few pages of In Cold Blood (331-343). Think about what makes a satisfying 
concluding section for you as a reader. Remember, academic writers usually strive for 
something more than a basic reiteration of previous points. They may nod to absences in 
their analysis and argue that such absences show more research in X or Y area should be 
done. They may offer tantalizing questions that they have only started to consider after they 
have done a great deal of research and analysis on a given topic. They may acknowledge 
counter arguments to their analysis, addressing any potential critics to their approach or 
findings. They may return to rhetorical questions offered in their introductions and consider 
the implications of those questions after the evidence of the paper has been presented. These 
are all possible strategies. 
 

Step Four – Writing Part 2 of Blog 4.  Take a stab at writing (or revising if previously 
drafted) a conclusion; however, instead of summarizing your papers main points, spend this 
200-250 words articulating further ideas, counter arguments, or new questions that relate to your 
research/analysis. 
 
REMINDERS: 

 Let the title for this blog relate to Part 1 of the writing: your analysis of the visual 
text. As always, make the title more than simply a restatement of the assignment.  

 Parts 1 and 2 of this blog do not have to flow together.  

 Use Word to compose your text. If you are using Word 2007 you have the option of 
creating a blog post from the moment you open a ―new‖ document; however, I‘m 
not certain how compatible the publishing software is with Blackboard so your best 
bet for these initial blog posts is to just cut and paste the text from a Word 
document. There are PDFs about how to post to a Blog that you can find under 
Course Information on the Blackboard site.  

 Use standard formatting. Blackboard will only allow blog posts that are single-spaced 
with a basic font. That is why length is governed by word count instead of number 
of pages. You are still required, however, to cite text according to MLA conventions. 

 Use MLA in-text citations for both Steps 2 and 3. If you are not familiar with how 
this format system, visit http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html 
or your Pocket Style Manual (5th edition, Diana Hacker) pages 119-127 for information. 
You do NOT have to provide a Works Cited list. 

 Feel free to use ―I‖; however, make sure you are supporting an academic analysis not 
offering a visceral opinion. Consider when and how you might want to reveal the 
person behind the analysis, especially as you are drafting Part 2 – concluding 
thoughts. 

 

http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html
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Writing 20, True(?) Crime 
Fall 2009, Dr. Odendahl-James 
 

Blog 5 – True Crime Narrative Meets Forensic Investigation 
 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion in class should submit their documents 
 to the Course Blog (under Course Information) by 9am Thursday, 10/29. 

 

All other posters should submit their posts to the Individual Blog (under Assignments)  
by 9am Thursday, 10/29. Late posts will not be counted as received. 

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion,  
please bring to class either your laptops or a hard copy of the post so you can read aloud. 

 I will also bring my computer so the class can read along. 
 

Blog Commenters have until 5pm Friday, 10/30 to post feedback to the Course Blog.  
Be sure to click the ―Comments‖ link associated with the blogger from your section. 

 Late comments will not receive credit. 
 

We are shifting to a new but related path of inquiry: the relationship between true crime 
narrative and the discourses and displays of forensic science/investigation. On Tuesday you 
were introduced to Edgar Allan Poe‘s style of true crime writing, which relies upon the 
analytical mind of his main character, C. Auguste Dupin, to dissect the biased and 

incomplete newspaper coverage and police reports about murdered shopgirl Marie Rogêt. 
This story was Poe‘s veiled attempt to solve the real-life case of the murder of Mary Cecilia 
Rogers. In his article, ―The Scientist Hero?‖, LeRoy Panek offers multiple examples of 
detective/scientists in late-nineteenth, early-twentieth century fiction; stories which heralded 
science as the ultimate arbiter of guilt or innocence. In these narratives, there was no case 
that could not be solved by the rigor and technology of scientific thought and practice. 
 
For Blog #4, you will investigate the narrative and visual components of contemporary 
detective/science television shows. What features, described by Panek, linger or have found 
new life in contemporary stories of the use of science to solve crimes? 
 
Step One: Prewriting.  Choose one episode of your favorite fictional forensic investigation 
show: CSI (any version), NCIS (classic or LA) , Bones, or Numb3rs. You can find some 
seasons on reserve at Lilly, others online. As you watch the episode, notice when and how 
―science‖ (meaning, scientific reasoning, technology, methodology) is invoked by characters 
or the camera. In other words, when and how does science‘s contribution to a criminal 
investigation appear within the storyline and what does that contribution look like?   
 

Step Two: Blog Post. Making use of at least two quotes from Panek, describe, in detail, at 
least two ways your particular show/episode promotes and/or critiques the use of science in 
criminal investigation.  Be sure to notice how science looks in your episode; how those who 
make use of scientific methodologies and technologies examine or evaluate evidence but also 
how science is make visual/visible to the viewer. 
 
REMINDERS: 

 Give your blog a title and remember the title should be more than simply a 
restatement of the assignment.  
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 Use Word to compose your text. If you are using Word 2007 you have the option of 
creating a blog post from the moment you open a ―new‖ document; however, I‘m 
not certain how compatible the publishing software is with Blackboard so your best 
bet for these initial blog posts is to just cut and paste the text from a Word 
document. There are PDFs about how to post to a Blog that you can find under 
Course Information on the Blackboard site.  

 Use standard formatting. Blackboard will only allow blog posts that are single-spaced 
with a basic font. That is why length is governed by word count instead of number 
of pages. You are still required, however, to cite text according to MLA conventions. 

 Use MLA in-text citations if you quote from Panek or your selected TV show. If you 
are not familiar with how this format system, visit 
http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html or your Pocket Style 
Manual (5th edition, Diana Hacker) pages 119-127 for information. You do NOT 
have to provide a Works Cited list. 

 Feel free to use ―I‖; however, make sure you are supporting an academic analysis not 
offering a visceral opinion. Consider when and how you might want to reveal the 
person behind the analysis. 

 

http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html


 15 

Writing 20: True(?) Crime 
Dr. Odendahl-James, Fall 2009 
 

Project 2 – Revealing Hidden Evidence 
What are the effects of blending true crime and forensic investigation narratives? 

 

Final Drafts Completed using Course Wiki space: December 1 
Final Drafts Uploaded to Course’s WordPress Blog: December 3 

 

Length: 1500-2000 Words (750-1000 words per writer) 
 

Primary Source: David Owen’s Hidden Evidence 
Secondary Sources: Panek, Poe, Sturken & Cartwright, Turrow,  

Halttunen, Murley, Peelo, Capote 
 

For the first half of the semester, we have explored the form and content of true crime 
narratives. From Halttunen and Murley we learned some of the formative and historical 
elements of the genre. Peelo illustrated the relationship between readers and crime reporting. 
Capote‘s novel offered a distinctive example of how individuals in and around a crime event 
are transformed into literary characters and how the murder story is much larger than a story 
of guilt and innocence. The movies about Capote‘s writing process demonstrated how the 
same evidence when ordered and visualized in very different ways can produce very different 
stories and receptions of those stories. 
 

In Project 2, we shift our attention to forensic science/investigation narratives and the 
effects of that intermingling. Also, we shift our writing process from solo creation to 
collaborative writing. Each pair of writers will produce a Wiki draft that will become a Blog 
post on the course‘s WordPress Blog at semester‘s end.  
 

For Project 2, you and a classmate will select one chapter (from #s 3-14) and a 
corresponding true crime case study from David Owen’s Hidden Evidence and 
analyze the narrative and visual rhetoric of forensic investigation and true crime 
writing contained therein. Your two-pronged research question is: How do forensic 
science narratives assert and illustrate evidence to support their truth claims about 
criminal investigation? How do elements of true crime narratives affect the technical 
and visual details of Owens’ forensic science narratives and vice-versa? 
 

You will write independently outside of class, using a specially made pair-Wiki (found under 
Assignments) as the repository of your draft material. Then, during class meetings on 11/12 
and 11/19, and 12/1 and in small group meetings on either 11/23 or 11/24 you will revise 
your text collaboratively, moving toward a unified whole. Pairs will also meet with Writing 
Tutors in the Virtual Qwaq/Teleplace space, sometime between 11/13 and 11/20, to discuss 
the form, organization, and argument of your current draft. 
 
Your goal is to conduct a close, detailed ―reading‖ of your selected chapter and case study 
and produce a point - counterpoint analysis through collaborative writing. 
 

REQUIRED ELEMENTS: 

 At least 4 times in the piece, you must reference a secondary source from the list 
above.  

 You must reproduce at least two images from the Owens‘ text and discuss each. 
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 You must craft a hyperlinked References page and use MLA in-text citations when 
necessary. 

 
SUGGESTED ORDERING/APPROACH (300-400 words approximately per 
section) 
 

Introduction—Written collaboratively, this section sketches the broad terrain for your 
impetus to analyze true crime and forensic science narratives. In other words, why look at 
these texts at all? Here you should draw support from at least two secondary sources: one 
discussing true crime (Halttunen, Murley, Peelo or Capote) and one discussing forensic 
science/scientific vision (the crime archival photo books, Panek, Sturken & Cartwright, or 
Turrow). Compose your thesis for how the Owens‘ book as a whole (read the Foreword and 
Preface carefully), and your specific chapter and case study, present a particular vision for the 
melding of forensics and true crime. You might have to write this section as or after you 
compose some of the specific analytical work of the body. 
 

Chapter’s written narrative. Writer 1 hones in on a specific example of narrative technique 
in the selected chapter and analyzes its appearance and effect. Writer 2 then shifts to another 
example that can either extend or contrast the one offered by Writer 1 and analyzes its 
appearance and effect. 
 

Chapter’s visual narrative. Writer 2 selects a specific element of visual presentation in the 
chapter and analyzes its appearance and effect. Writer 1 then shifts to another example that 
can either extend or contrast the one offered by Writer 2 and analyzes its appearance and 
effect. 
 

Case study’s written & visual narratives. Since these are extremely short pieces, this 
section should be outlined collaboratively. Each writer should suggest a point regarding the 
writing and a point regarding the visual narrative and then together writers decide which two 
examples have the greatest relationship to the arguments offered in Sections 1 & 2. Again, 
like those previous sections, you are looking at the written and visual narratives for how they 
argue particular points about true crime and forensic science. 
 

SOMEWHERE IN THESE ANALYITICAL SECTIONS YOU MUST USE AT 
LEAST 2 SECONDARY SOURCES TO SUPPORT/EXTEND/CONTRAST 
YOUR ARGUMENTS. 

 

Conclusion—Written collaboratively, this section takes the points identified and illustrated 
in body  and ties them back to the broader ideas/trends articulated in your Introduction. 
Now that you‘ve looked deep into one chapter of the Owens‘ text return to the whole and, 
depending on the focus/central argument of your analysis, offer some final thoughts about 
the intermingling of these two genres: true crime and forensic science.  
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Writing 20, True(?) Crime 
Fall 2009, Dr. Odendahl-James 
 

Blog 6 – Preparing Connections for Project #2 
 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion in class should submit their documents 
 to the Course Blog (under Course Information) by 9am Tuesday, 11/10. 

 

All other posters should submit their posts to the Individual Blog (under Assignments)  
by 9am Tuesday, 11/10. Late posts will not be counted as received. 

 

Bloggers whose work will be under discussion,  
please bring to class either your laptops or a hard copy of the post so you can read aloud. 

 I will also bring my computer so the class can read along. 
 

Blog Commenters have until 5pm Wednesday, 11/11 to post feedback to the Course Blog.  
Be sure to click the ―Comments‖ link associated with the blogger from your section. 

 Late comments will not receive credit. 
 

In Project #2, you are required to use secondary sources at least four times throughout your 
analysis have a limited word count but have a limited total word count. Strategic and yet 
accurate ways of working with another scholar‘s work is an essential academic writing move. 
In the humanities there are various ways authors finesse the integration of supporting 
sources that may look different than writing strategies in the natural sciences; however, the 
central principles of ―coming to terms‖ are the same. You must frame and articulate the 
original context of the idea and then take that idea (in a way that either extends/develops or 
counters/refutes it) and explore it a new context: your analysis. 
 
For Blog #6, you will practice selection, framing, and incorporation of our shared 
sources (Halttunen, Murley, Peelo, Capote, Panek, Poe, or Sturken & Cartwright) 
EITHER in relationship to initial observations you are making about your selected 
chapter from Owens’ Hidden Evidence OR in relationship to the in-class break-
down we did on 11/3 for Chapter One, “In the Beginning,” and its Case Studies in 
Owens’ text. 
 
Step One: Prewriting: Owens. Make a close and careful reading of your selected chapter 
and corresponding case study (or review the notes you might have taken about Chapter One 
+ Case Studies that we examined in class on 11/3). You might consider reading aloud (as we 
did in class) but more than anything you want to note both the selection, detail, and order of 
BOTH the writing and the visual imagery.  
 

Step Two: Prewriting: Secondary Sources. After you have noted particular features 
regarding the writing and visual composition of the Owens‘ text, go back into your 
notes/hard copies of the list of secondary sources from the Project #2 handout. Use your 
notes from Step One as a way to hone in on ideas that ring a bell, spark a connection 
between patterns, arguments, details you see emerging in Owens with arguments offered by 
our shared readings. These ideas can be about true crime narratives, about fictional detective 
stories use of science, about visual narratives regarding sciences, or others.  
 



 18 

Step Three: Writing the Blog. Hopefully Steps One and Two will have yielded productive 
fruit. In this writing, you are offering three ideas/connections (two sparked by the 
written text, one by the visual materials) between Owens and your secondary sources 
and bring them together in a “coming to terms” fashion. In other words, take three 
elements/ideas/details in the Owens‘ chapter/case study and frame what you see happening 
with support from an idea articulated in a secondary source. 
 

An example: After a close reading of ―In the Beginning,‖ I believe Owen‘s work 
illustrates a new kind of ―Asmodean‖ impulse particularly when the author discusses 
early scientific instruments.  
 

To follow the above path of analysis for this blog writing you would first state the claim, 
then follow it up with an explanation of the ―Asmodean‖ impulse in the context of true 
crime narratives of the nineteenth-century (pages 124-26, 128-29 in the Halttunen article). 
You might even cite at some length Halttunen‘s example of either the Webster-Parkman 
case or the Harvey Burdell case to illustrate the term and its use. Then, and most critically, 
you would connect Halttunen‘s idea to evidence you have found for the ―lifting the veil‖ 
rhetoric in Owens‘ discussion of microscopes and ballistics in Chapter 2. 
 
REMINDERS: 

 Give your blog a title and remember the title should be more than simply a 
restatement of the assignment.  

 Each of the three examples sections of the blog should be between 200-250 words in 
length (total blog length: 600-650 words).  This means you are going to have to 
exercise precision and brevity without losing important detail in either your framing 
of your secondary source or connecting that idea with your idea/argument about the 
Owens‘ text. 

 The three examples sections do not have to connect together seamlessly. 

 Use Word to compose your text. If you are using Word 2007 you have the option of 
creating a blog post from the moment you open a ―new‖ document; however, I‘m 
not certain how compatible the publishing software is with Blackboard so your best 
bet for these initial blog posts is to just cut and paste the text from a Word 
document. There are PDFs about how to post to a Blog that you can find under 
Course Information on the Blackboard site.  

 Use standard formatting. Blackboard will only allow blog posts that are single-spaced 
with a basic font. That is why length is governed by word count instead of number 
of pages. You are still required, however, to cite text according to MLA conventions. 

 Use MLA in-text citation! That means both the author‘s last name AND the page 
number).  If you still find this formatting system confusing, consider making an 
appointment with the library staff, or Writing Studio Tutors, visit 
http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html or your Pocket Style 
Manual (5th edition, Diana Hacker) pages 119-127 for information. You do NOT 
have to provide a Works Cited list. 

 Feel free to use ―I‖; however, make sure you are supporting an academic analysis not 
offering a visceral opinion. Consider when and how you might want to reveal the 
person behind the analysis. 

 

Comment [AaS1]: Notice my use of a present 
tense, action verb! 

http://library.duked.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html

