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BIMD35000 

IM Core         Instructor: Emily Waples  

Spring 2017 12-week       Email: waplesej@hiram.edu  

TR 9.40 -11.40        Office: Mahan House 

Hinsdale 209        Office Hours: by appointment 

 

 

Autobiography, Illness, & Embodiment 

 

 
 

 

Where do stories of illness begin—and end? How do experiences of disease or disability shape one’s 

sense of self? How do patient narratives engage with, respond to, and/or critique medical 

discourses? In this course, we will examine autobiographical illness narratives in a variety of media—

print, graphic, and digital—in order to analyze how patient-writers narrate their experiences of 

illness and construct themselves as subjects within their wider social and cultural contexts. Engaging 

with modes of autobiographical expression from nineteenth-century journals to twenty-first century 

blogs, we will think about how personal narratives use the subjective experience of embodiment as a 

way to communicate, educate, and connect. We will also read scholarly articles that address the 

stakes of this kind of self-representation, and use critical theory to consider how the experience of 

illness intersects with race, gender, and sexuality. Ultimately, this course suggests that the study of 

narrative both allows us to imagine more empathic care, and helps us to understand how patients 

participate in the creation of medical knowledge.  

 
 

mailto:waplesej@hiram.edu
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

• Gain familiarity with genres and modes of life writing. 

 

• Develop close reading skills (language choice, structure, 

tone, point of view, literary devices), and apply these 

skills to the analysis of life narratives in multiple media: 

print, graphic, and digital.  

 

• Practice a variety of critical and theoretical approaches 

(eg gender analysis, critical race theory, disability theory, 

queer theory) to analyze strategies of self-representation 

in autobiographical genres.  

 

• Assess the stakes of self-representation for differently-

embodied subjects, and identify concrete implications of 

storytelling in medical practice and cultural meaning-

making.  

 

• Analyze the ways in which subjectivity and the 

experience of embodiment are shaped by broader social, 

cultural, and discursive factors, and consider the ways in 

which these positions affect one’s relationship to health 

care. 

 

COURSE TEXTS 

 

▪ Audre Lorde, The Cancer Journals (1980) 

 

▪ Lucy Grealy, Autobiography of a Face (1994) 

 

▪ David Small, Stitches (2009) 

 

▪ Paul Kalanithi, When Breath Becomes Air (2016) 

 

▪ Teva Harrison, In-Between Days (2017) 

 

Additional readings are posted on Moodle, and are included 

as hyperlinks in the PDF version of this syllabus. 
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

 

Preparation & Participation……………………...….…….20% (40 points) 

Graphic Narrative………………………………….……….10% (20 points) 

“On Being” Essay……………………….…………………20% (40 points) 

Close Reading Essay………………….………………...….20%  (40 points)  

Digital Anthology Project……………………….………….15%  (30 points)  

Final Reflection…………………….…………….…………15% (30 points)  

 

        Total = 200 points 

 

 

 
 

 

Preparation & 
Participation

20%

Graphic Narrative
10%

"On Being" 
Essay
20%

Close Reading 
Essay
20%

Digital Anthology 
Project

15%

Final Reflection
15%

GRADE DISTRIBUTION

GRADING SCALE 

 

93-100  A  73-76  C 

90-92  A-  70-72  C-  

87-89  B+  67-69  D+ 

83-86  B  63-66  D 

80-82  B-  60-62  D- 

77-79  C+  0-59  F 
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GUIDELINES FOR CLASS DISCUSSION  

 

▪ Engage with your classmates and me respectfully.  

▪ Be aware of your language use and how it might be interpreted. Use “I” language; be 

mindful of speaking for others’ experiences. Avoid overgeneralizations. 

▪ Respond to ideas, not the person saying them. Be descriptive with feedback rather than 

evaluative.  

▪ Acknowledge how your own background, identity, positions, and experiences impact 

your comments.  

▪ If a topic makes you uncomfortable, use your judgment to engage in a way that best 

serves you (eg. responding respectfully, writing your thoughts, speaking to me privately).  

▪ Be aware of your level of participation. I encourage a “step up/step back” policy: if you 

tend to speak a lot in class, I ask that you challenge yourself to allow others to speak 

first; if you tend to be quieter during class discussions, I ask that you challenge yourself 

to speak more.  

▪ Listen deeply and generously; commit to learning from others’ perspectives. 

 

COURSE POLICIES 

 

Attendance 

Your regular attendance is essential to the success of this discussion-based course. Serious 

illnesses, family emergencies, participation in college-sponsored athletics or special events, 

and religious observances will be considered excused absences. If a class session or 

assignment due date conflicts with your religious holidays, please notify me so we can make 

alternative arrangements. In most cases, I will ask you to turn in your assignment ahead of 

your scheduled absence.  

I realize that sometimes unforeseen circumstances may arise. You are entitled to one 

unexcused absence without penalty. Every unexcused absence thereafter will count as a 3-

point deduction from your final grade. You may not make up quizzes or in-class 

assignments if your absence was unexcused.   

Please make every effort to notify me if you have a legitimate reason to miss a class. If you 

miss a class for any reason, I encourage you to come to my office hours as soon as possible 

to discuss the day’s material. 

Preparation & Participation 

 

Preparation for class discussion includes not only completing the assigned readings  
for the days they will be discussed, but taking notes, formulating questions for 
discussion, and annotating your texts (underlining main ideas, defining words, 
including margin comments) using an app such as Notability or Adobe PDF Reader (You 
may also print out PDFs and take notes by hand if you prefer).  
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Participation will be assessed by your engagement and consideration during class discussions 

(whether with the full class, small groups, or in pairs) and in-class writing exercises. Having 

productive class discussion entails creating a balance between speaking and listening when 

others speak. You demonstrate engaged participation not only by offering your own ideas, 

but by respectfully responding to the ideas of others. Meeting with me outside of class to 

discuss course material will also be counted as participation. 

Technology  

We will be using our Hiram-issued iPads throughout this course. I ask that you please be 
mindful of the ways in which your devices may affect your own and others’ learning, and 
self-monitor to minimize distractions (internet, email, sounds, etc.) If I see you using your 
iPad for a purpose other than taking notes or accessing course material, I will deduct 2 
points from your final grade for each instance. 

 

Please turn off or silence your cell phone and put it away for the duration of class. If I see 
you using your phone, I will deduct 2 points from your final grade for each instance. 
 

Communication  

Your success in this course is important to me. You are welcomed and encouraged to come 

to my office hours to discuss your work. If you cannot make my regular office hours, I am 

happy to arrange a meeting at a mutually convenient time. I typically check my Hiram email 

between 8 AM and 5 PM, and will make every effort to respond as soon as possible.  

Due Dates and Late Work 

Due dates for formal assignments are clearly noted in the course schedule below. Work 

submitted after the due date will be marked down 1/3 of a letter grade for every 24-hour 

period it is late. Work that is not turned in within 5 days of the final deadline will receive a 0. 

I am willing to grant extensions on assignments in extraordinary circumstances, as long as 

you make arrangements with me at least 24 hours in advance of the final deadline.  
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HIRAM COLLEGE POLICIES 

 

Non-Discrimination Policy 
 
Hiram College is committed to equality of opportunity and does not discriminate in its 
educational and admission policies, scholarship and loan programs, and athletic and other 
school-administered programs on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, gender, 
sexual orientation, age, or disability. The College will not tolerate harassment, prejudice, 
abuse, or discrimination by or of any of its students, faculty, or staff.  

 
Communication with Others  

 
Hiram College encourages students to speak directly with faculty regarding course content 

and performance.  Students are also encouraged to speak with members of their families or 

others, particularly if the student remains dependent on others for financial support.  Faculty 

may choose to speak with others, but generally, faculty will require a written FERPA waiver 

to be signed by the student before speaking with another person.  FERPA waivers may be 

found at the Registrar’s Office in Teachout-Price, or online. 

  

Disability Support Services for Students with Special Needs 

 

To arrange for support services, a student must submit appropriate, current, detailed 

documentation to the Director of Counseling, Health and Disability Services (CHDS) 

together with the completed: online service request form.. After verification and in the spirit 

of federal law, the student will provide their accommodations letter to each faculty 

member(s) to initiate accommodation services.  Faculty are not permitted to make 

accommodations without the authorization of the Director of CHDS.  Hiram College 

adheres to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act to provide requested services for disabled 

students as specified by the requirements contained in the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) policy guidelines.  The Director CHDS is located in the Julia Church Health Center 

(330-569-5418) P.O. Box 67, Hiram OH 44234.  

 

Academic Dishonesty 

 

There are many forms of academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, the giving or receiving 

of help in any form on an examination, the sale or purchase of papers and test materials, the 

abuse of computer privileges and regulations, the misuse or abuse of online or library 

resources, and any other action which debases the soundness of the educational 

process.  Any student who violates the integrity of the academic process will be subject to 

punishment, including possible dismissal from the College. 

 

Hiram College believes that the development of intellectual honesty is at the heart of a 

college education. The process of education is severely compromised if we cannot depend 

http://www.hiram.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/authorization-disclose-academic-info.pdf
http://www.hiram.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/selfdisclosureform.pdf
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on the academic integrity of each member of the community. Moreover, the principles of 

academic honesty are aligned closely with the principles of good scholarship and research, 

principles of critical thinking and reasoning, and the standards of professional ethics. Thus, 

students who fail to practice academic honesty not only risk losing the trust of the academic 

community, they also fail to develop the most essential skills and abilities that characterize a 

college graduate.  

 

Faculty members, librarians and staff are expected to report all instances of academic 

dishonesty to the Associate Dean of the College, who will provide advice on an appropriate 

action.   

 

Grade Appeals 

 

Academic performance is to be judged solely by individual faculty members.  Grades are not 

subject to alteration based on the amount of effort exerted by, or past performance of, a 

student.  Faculty are expected to provide performance criteria (such as attendance policies, 

deadlines, assignment expectations, etc.) as part of course syllabi or distributed assignments, 

but assessment of student performance in meeting said criteria is for the individual faculty 

member to determine.  If a student believes that criteria were ignored, or that work 

submitted was not included, the student should consult the “Student Academic 

Responsibilities and Performance” section of the current  Hiram College Catalog at which 

can be found on the Hiram College Catalog webpage. Therein is provided the process for 

grade appeals.  Please note that all grade appeals reside wholly with the professor alone until 

the official posting of grades by the Registrar. 

 

Credit Hour Policy 

 

The credit hour is an institutionally established equivalency that reasonably approximates 

one hour of classroom or direct faculty instruction and a minimum of two hours out of class 

student work each week within each part of the term within a full semester. An equivalent 

amount of work is required for other academic activities including: independent study, 

internship, field experience, clinical experience, laboratory work, private instruction, studio 

work, and other academic work leading to the award of credit hours. For classes offered in a 

shortened format, the hours are prorated so the classes contain the same total number of 

hours as if the classes were scheduled for a full fifteen week semester. 

 

Audio and Video Recording Policy  

 

The use of technologies for audio and video recording of lectures and other classroom  

activities is allowed only with the express permission of the instructor. In cases where 

recordings are allowed, such content is restricted to personal use only unless permission is 

expressly granted in writing by the instructor and by other classroom participants, including 

other students. Personal use is defined as use by an individual student for the purpose of 

studying or completing course assignments. When students have permission for personal use 

http://www.hiram.edu/academic-support-services/registrar/college-catalogs
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of recordings, they must still obtain written permission from the instructor to share 

recordings with others. 

For students who have been approved for audio and/or video recording of lectures and 

other classroom activities as a reasonable accommodation, applicable federal law requires 

instructors to permit those recordings after the accommodation letter is presented to the 

faculty member. Such recordings are also limited to personal use, except with permission of 

the instructor and other students in the class. 

Questions, concerns, or alleged violations of this policy should be referred to the Associate 

Academic Dean. 

 

 

 

 

  

Note on Plagiarism & Citation 
 

Copying or borrowing language or ideas from other sources without proper citation is considered 
plagiarism, and will result in automatic failure of the assignment. 
 

Definitions of plagiarism 

Adapted from Professor John Whittier-Ferguson 

Department of English, University of Michigan 

 

It is considered plagiarism when a student:  

1. Fails to properly attribute words to a source. 

2. Fails to properly attribute ideas to a source that cannot be considered “common knowledge.”  

3. Includes a quotation from a source without clearly and properly citing that author's work.  

4. Quotes portions of an author's work, but uses more of that work without quotation marks 
and without attribution.  

5.  Takes a paper, in whole or in part, from a website or archive of already-written papers. 

6. Submits a paper written by another student. 

7. Submits the same paper, or portions of the same paper, twice for two different courses or 
assignments. 

8. Takes the results of another's research and attempts to pass those results off as his or her 
own work.  
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OVERVIEW OF ASSIGNMENTS  

 

 

Graphic Narrative  

 

For this assignment, you will create a 6-10 panel graphic narrative that tells a story of an 

experience you have had with illness, injury, or disability. Your narrative may concern your 

experience as either a patient or as a caregiver. You may create your comic by hand, or use 

an iPad app. Your graphic narrative will not be assessed in terms of your technical ability, 

but on your ability to 1). Effectively combine both words and images to tell a compelling 

story with a defined narrative arc and 2). To utilize at least two different points of view.  

 

 

“On Being” Essay (5-7 double-spaced pages) 

 

Virginia Woolf’s “On Being Ill” and Nancy Mairs’s “On Being a Cripple” illustrate the ways 

in which authors have addressed the embodied experiences and social meanings of illness 

and disability. While the pejorative labels of “invalid” or “cripple” have shaped the social 

perception of illness and disability in stigmatizing ways, writers have countered this stigma 

by probing, appropriating, deconstructing, and re-signifying these identity categories through 

personal narrative. This assignment to asks you to consider the ways in which your own 

subject positions are socially and culturally constructed and perceived by critically examining 

an identity category in which you claim membership (eg, “On Being a First Generation 

College Student,” “On Being a Transplant Recipient”). The identity you choose may directly 

relate to some aspect of embodiment, but it does not have to.  

This is a blended-genre essay: part personal narrative, and part critical analysis. As such, you 

will both narrate your own experience inhabiting this identity category (How have you 

become an x? How does it feel to be an x?) and also find, cite, and respond to 2 published 

sources that also discuss or reflect upon this identity (How have other people interpreted, 

reinterpreted, misinterpreted, politicized, stigmatized, celebrated, or fetishized what it means 

to be an x in the world?). 

 

Your essay should include MLA-style citations. 
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Close Reading Essay (5-7 double-spaced pages)  

 

The method of close reading calls us to focus sharply on the details of a text’s construction 

in order to arrive at a meaningful, complex interpretation. In this essay, you will offer a close 

reading of either Lorde’s Cancer Journals or Grealy’s Autobiography of a Face by performing a 

sustained, focused analysis of a significant and specific aspect of the text. You may choose to 

focus your analysis on an important pattern that recurs throughout the text–a dominant 

theme, image, motif, word—or to hone more closely on a particular scene or passage. In 

either case, your primary goal will be to unpack how the author’s use of language works 

to create an association or meaning for the reader. Your essay should contain a clearly-stated, 

complex argument, following the model: “By looking at [some particular aspect of the text], 

we can see [some significant meaning or interpretation that is not immediately obvious].” 

This argument should be sustained throughout the essay and supported by concrete 

textual evidence (quotations).  

 

Your essay should include MLA-style citations. 

 

 

Digital Anthology Project 

 

For this project, you will work collaboratively to create an online anthology of digital illness 

narratives: blogs, Twitter feeds, Instagram accounts, Facebook groups, etc. In groups of 3-5, 

you will select a subset of illness narratives to explore, which you may choose to categorize 

by specific disease (eg breast cancer, cerebral palsy, diabetes, Huntington’s) or by a broader 

unifying characteristic (eg chronic pain, mental/invisible illnesses, caregiver narratives, 

collectively-authored blogs, web comics).  

Using the concepts, theories, and terminology we will become familiar with throughout this 

course, you and your group members will select a group of sites and collectively author a 

concise heading essay (~500 words) that explains and analyzes the connections and 

differences among the digital narratives you have chosen.  

Each group member will also be responsible for authoring paragraph-length 

descriptions/short analyses of 2 sites in your collection (~200 words each). 

 

You should address questions such as:  

o Who is/are the author/s? 

o How much do we learn about the author’s identity? What is the balance of disclosure 

and privacy?  

o How does the author establish authority and authenticity?  

o How does the author use words and images, and for what purposes?  

o What is the author’s tone? What is the intended effect on the audience? 
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o Who is the audience? What kind of traffic does the site seem to receive? Has it been 

featured/linked to on other sites? To what extent and in what ways do readers 

participate in comments sections?  

o How does this site participate in broader social networks/conversations?  

 

Final Reflection  

    

This final reflection assignment asks you to draw connections among the narratives we have 

read this semester by tracing how different authors/texts use or respond to a common 

theme or idea (e.g. memory, agency, pain, gender, appearance). Your reflection should 

address both similarities and differences across texts, thinking about how factors such as 

form, genre, authorial identity, paratextual material, audience reception, and social and 

historical context shape the ways in which these texts are produced, understood, and used. 

Your reflection may take any of the following forms:     

 

A. A 4-6 page written reflection 

B. An 8-10 minute recorded audio or video reflection 

C. A comic of at least 16 panels  

D. A Twitter essay of at least 30 tweets 

 

Regardless of the form you choose, your reflection must engage with at least 5 class  

readings, and support its claims with specific textual evidence.  
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COURSE SCHEDULE 

 

Week 1 

 

Tu. 1/9 Introduction to the course 

Th. 1/11 G. Thomas Couser, Recovering Bodies, Introduction & Chapter 2  

 

Week 2 

Tu. 1/16 Arthur Kleinman, “The Meaning of Symptoms and Disorders”   

Arthur Frank, “Illness as a Call for Stories”    

Th. 1/18 Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, Ch 1-2 & 8  

Ian Williams, “Comics and the Iconography of Illness” 

 

Week 3 

Monday, January 22: M.K. Czerwiec lecture, 7 PM 

 

Tu. 1/23 Stitches, beginning – p. 156 

M.K. Czerwiec class visit 

Th. 1/25 Stitches, p. 156 – end  

 Sun. 1/28 Graphic narrative due by 5 PM 

 

Week 4 

 

Tu. 1/30 Virginia Woolf, On Being Ill (excerpt) 

Nancy Mairs, “On Being a Cripple” 

Th. 2/1 The Cancer Journals, Introduction & Part 1 

  

https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193780/mod_resource/content/1/Couser.Recovering.Bodies.1997.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193793/mod_resource/content/2/Kleinman.Illness.Narratives.1988.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193798/mod_resource/content/1/Frank.Wounded.Storyteller.1995.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193799/mod_resource/content/1/Sontag.Illness.as.Metaphor.1978.excerpts.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193803/mod_resource/content/1/Williams.comics.2015.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193800/mod_resource/content/1/Woolf.On.Being.Ill.1926.excerpt.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193801/mod_resource/content/1/Mairs.On.Being.a.Cripple.1986.pdf
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Week 5 

 

Tu. 2/6 The Cancer Journals, Parts 2 & 3 

Th. 2/8 Diane Price Herndl, “Reconstructing the Posthuman Body Twenty Years 

after Audre Lorde’s Cancer Journals”  

Sun. 2/11 “On Being” essay due by 5 PM  

 

Week 6  

 

Tu. 2/13 Autobiography of a Face, Prologue-Ch 3 

Th. 2/15 Autobiography of a Face, Ch 4-6 

 

Week 7  

 

Tu. 2/20 Autobiography of a Face, Ch 7-9 

Th. 2/22 Autobiography of a Face, Ch 10-12 & Afterword 

 

Week 8  

Tu. 2/27 Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, Obituary of Lucy Grealy 

G. Thomas Couser, “The Obituary of a Face”  

Th. 3/1 Leigh Gilmore, “Covering Pain: Pain Memoirs and Sequential Reading as an 

Ethical Practice” 

Sun. 3/4 Close reading essay due by 5 PM  

 

~SPRING BREAK~ 
 

  

https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193809/mod_resource/content/1/Herndl.Posthuman.2002.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193809/mod_resource/content/1/Herndl.Posthuman.2002.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/12/21/arts/lucy-grealy-39-who-wrote-a-memoir-on-her-disfigurement.html
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193802/mod_resource/content/1/Couser.Obituary.of.a.Face.2004.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193805/mod_resource/content/1/Gilmore.Covering.Pain.2015.pdf
https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193805/mod_resource/content/1/Gilmore.Covering.Pain.2015.pdf
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Week 9  

 

Tu. 3/13 In-Between Days 

 

Th. 3/15 Teva Harrison class visit 

Thursday, March 15: Teva Harrison lecture, 7 PM 

Week 10  

 

Tu. 3/20 When Breath Becomes Air, Foreword – Part 1 

Th. 3/22 When Breath Becomes Air, Part 2 – Epilogue  

 

Week 11 

 

Tu. 3/27  Madeleine Sorapure, “Autobiography Scholarship 2.0?” 

   Lisa Adams Twitter feed 

   Chris Elliott, “Why an article on Lisa Bonchek Adams was removed from the 

Guardian site” 

Bill Keller, “Heroic Measures”  

Margaret Sullivan, “Readers Lash Out About Bill Keller’s Column on a 

Woman with Cancer” 

Meghan O’Rourke, “Tweeting Cancer” 

Lisa Adams obituary 

 

 

Th. 3/29  SUGAR DAY – NO CLASS  

 

Week 12 

 

Tu. 4/3 Digital anthology work day  

Th. 4/5 Digital anthology projects due by class time 

 

Finals Week  

 

 Tu. 4/10 Final reflection due by 10 AM 

https://online.hiram.edu/pluginfile.php/193806/mod_resource/content/1/Sorapure.Autobiography.2015.pdf
https://twitter.com/AdamsLisa
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/16/why-article-lisa-bonchek-adams-removed
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/16/why-article-lisa-bonchek-adams-removed
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/13/opinion/keller-heroic-measures.html
https://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/13/readers-lash-out-about-bill-kellers-column-on-a-woman-with-cancer/
https://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/13/readers-lash-out-about-bill-kellers-column-on-a-woman-with-cancer/
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/tweeting-cancer
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/10/health/lisa-bonchek-adams-dies-at-45-chronicled-fight-with-breast-cancer.html

