
Once Upon a Crime: Folklore and True Crime 
English 412/Criminology 490   *   Prof. Lattanzi Shutika   *   George Mason University 

Monday/Wednesday 1:30-2:45 West Building 1004 

 
Dr. Debra Lattanzi Shutika     703-993-1182; Cell 703-216-9010 
Robinson B 423       email:  dshutika@gmu.edu 
      Folklore Program Website: http://folklore.gmu.edu 
Office hours:      Wednesdays 1-2 PM and by appointment 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION & GOALS 

 
Once Upon a Crime is an interdisciplinary course in narrative analysis, crime, and narrative 
criminology. Narrative criminology is an emergent field in criminology and narratives studies that draws 
upon the scholarship of narrative analysis to examine the relationships between stories and crime. 
Criminologists who engage in narrative criminology look specifically at the narrative (or story) about a 
crime rather than the events and circumstances reported in the narrative. Thus, stories are examined as 
antecedents to crime and other harmful action  
 
This course will teach you to employ a number of narrative analytic techniques to examine real-life crime 
narratives from court proceedings, oral histories, and other sources. Although we will start with narrative 
criminology methods and approaches, we’ll also look at the ways narrative and storytelling are 
strategically practiced in the criminal justice system to build cases that are sometimes based on specious 
or incomplete evidence. The course will teach you recognize narrative structures in crime narratives and 
to analyze those narratives to find deeper meanings and to become a savvy interpreter of crime stories. 
 
Once Upon a Crime is designed as an active learning class where students be active participants as we 
work through narrative analyses during class time. You should come to class prepared to participate in 
class discussions and projects every class period. 
 
Content Warning: This course will include graphic discussions murder and other violent crimes. This 
content is disturbing, so I encourage everyone to prepare themselves emotionally before proceeding. If 
you believe that reading will be traumatizing for you, then you may choose to forgo it. You will still be 
responsible for material that you miss, so please arrange to get notes from another student. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS (available at the GMU bookstore) 
Narrative Criminology: Understanding Stories of Crime, ed. by Lois Presser 
Inside Story: How Narratives Drive Mass Harm by Lois Presser 
 
Please download the podcast In The Dark season 2 (https://www.apmreports.org/in-the-dark/season-
two-audio). You will need to listen to the entire podcast (15 episodes).  
 
There are also a number of readings on Bb and on the course wiki (noted below). 
 
Grading 
Participation: 10% 
Crime Briefs: 20% 
Reading & research journal: 20% 
Exam Questions: 20% 
Long Essay: 30% 
 
 



 
Learning Outcomes  
• demonstrate an understanding of narrative criminology and its applications 
• acquire information using well-designed strategies and consistently use appropriate criteria to judge 

the credibility of evidence 
• analyze true crime narratives using narrative analysis techniques 
• critique the methods used to construct crime narratives 
• adapt your research strategies in response to the process of investigation and creation 
• reflect on and use ethical practices in conceptualizing and carrying out a research project 
 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
CLASS PARTICIPATION 
 
Once Upon a Crime will be taught as an active learning seminar, thus the major work of the course will 
consist of reading the assigned readings and discussing these readings in class and working through in-
class assignments. I will lecture from time to time, but these will be short (10-15 minute) explanations of 
key concepts. The bulk of our time will be discussing and analyzing the readings and audio materials 
assigned to be completed before the start of class. In order to succeed in this class, you must make a 
commitment to read the course materials carefully; in general, you should assume that you will read 
some of the assign readings more than once.  
 
You should also read actively: asking critical questions, making marginal notes and cross referencing the 
different readings, confirming definitions of terms (or asking when you are not sure) and seeing the 
connections between the various class readings and discussions. 
 
Once during the semester each student will sign up to lead a class discussion. Class participation will 
constitute 15% of your final grade.  Please keep in mind that when you miss class for any reason your 
participation grade will reflect this, and that you are responsible for getting the information you miss in 
class from another student. 
 
Lectures & Tutorials 
We will meet twice a week. Most Mondays we’ll focus course content and these sessions will include 
short lectures and discussions. To prepare for Mondays, you will complete all readings and take notes in 
your reading/research journals. You will be assigned working groups for Tutorials on Wednesdays 
during the semester. Your tutorial/working group will sit together and work on in-class projects and 
problems together. You will prepare Crime Briefs (1-2 page essays) that we will read and discuss in class.  
 
Reading and Research Journals 
Every student should purchase a small reading notebook where you can jot down ideas and connections 
while you read, and use this notebook every time you read an article or book for the class. I assure you 
that this notebook will be invaluable as you begin your work on your term project, and will serve as a 
future reference for those of you who will go on to pursue further narrative study. You should bring your 
notebook to class for every class session. 
 
Exam Questions 
Six-eight times during the semester I will give you short exam questions about the readings and our class 
discussions. Exam questions will be short essay, long essay, matching, and multiple choice. 
 
Final Essay 
The final essay will be a crime narrative analysis. Students will select a crime narrative and conduct a 
sophisticated analysis applying the terms and concepts covered over the course of the semester.  
  



 
Course Calendar 

 
Please note: this schedule is tentative and subject to change. Please check Bb every week for updates.  
 
Date Topic Reading 

 Week 1  
AUG 26 Introductions & course overview After class today, to go Bb and check 

out the site. Buy a reading/research 
notebook and use it as you complete 
the readings for 8/28.  

AUG 28 Narrative & Storytelling What is Narrative Research? Starting 
Out (Chapter 1 from What is Narrative 
Research?) Bb 
 
Wachs, Eleanor. “Crime Victim 
Narrative as a Folkloric Genre.” 
Journal of Folklore Research.  
https://www-jstor-
org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/3813960 

 Week 2  
SEPT 2 Labor Day, no class  
SEPT 4 Issues in Narrative Research “What’s the Story? Five 

Contemporary Issues in narrative 
research.” (Chapter 2 from What is 
Narrative Research?) Bb 
 
“What’s the Story?” Introduction to 
Narrative Criminology.  

 Week 3  
SEPT 9 Narrative Selves Chapter 1: The Rapist and the Proper 

Criminal in Narrative Criminology 
SEPT 11 Crime Brief 1 & Tutorial 1 Following Crime Brief assignment on 

Bb write your brief. Bring 5 copies of 
your draft essay to class.  

 Week 4  
SEPT 16 Constructing Crime Narrative “Blood Cries Out.” 

https://magazine.atavist.com/blood-
cries-out-chillicothe-missouri-
murder-mark-woodworth 

SEPT 18 Narrative Selves, continued Chapter 4: Moral Habitation and the 
New Normal in Narrative Criminology 
Exam Question 1 
 

 Week 5  
Sept 23 The Power of Story Chapter 1: Introduction in Inside Story 
Sept 25  Chapters 2 & 3 in Inside Story 
 Week 6  
Sept 30 Power of Story, continued Chapter 4 in Inside Story 
Oct 2  Chapter 5 in Inside Story 

Exam Question 2 
 

 Week 7  
Oct 7 Power of Story, continued Chapter 6 in Inside Story 
Oct 9 Crime Brief 2 & Tutorial 2 Following Crime Brief assignment on 

Bb write your brief. Bring 5 copies of 
your draft essay to class. 



 Week 8  
Oct 14 Fall Break, no class. All Monday classes meet 

tomorrow.  
Listen to In the Dark, Season 2 
episodes 1-4 before class 

Oct 15 The consequence of narrative Listen to In the Dark, Season 2 
episodes 5-8 today 

Oct 16 I’ll be away at a conference. No class Listen to In the Dark, Season 2 
episodes 9-11 today 
 
Exam Question 3 (on Bb) 

 Week 9  
Oct 21 The Power of Story Chapter 5 : Indian Removal in 

Narrative Criminology 
Oct 23 Crime Brief 3 & Tutorial 3 Following Crime Brief assignment on 

Bb, write your brief. Bring 5 copies of 
your draft essay to class. 

 Week 10  
Oct 28 The Power of Story, continued Chapter 7 : Narrative Hot Spots in 

Narrative Criminology 
Oct 30 The Power of Story, continued Chapter 6 : Stories of Drug Use in 

Narrative Criminology Exam Question 4 
 Week 11  
Nov 4 Creative Storytelling Chapter 8 : Shifting Narratives of 

Violent Offenders in Narrative 
Criminology 

Nov 6 Creative Storytelling Chapter 10 : Narratives of Tax 
Evasion in Narrative Criminology 
True Crime Files/readings 
Exam Question 5 

 Week 12  
Nov 11   
Nov 13 Crime Brief 4 & Tutorial 4 Following Crime Brief assignment on 

Bb, write your brief. Bring 5 copies of 
your draft essay to class 

 Week 13  
Nov 18 Applied Narrative Analysis (prep for final 

papers) 
True Crime Files/readings 

Nov 20 Applied Narrative Analysis (prep for final 
papers) 

True Crime Files/readings 

 Week 14  
Nov 25 Applied Narrative Analysis (prep for final 

papers) 
True Crime Files/readings 

Nov 27 Thanksgiving Holiday, no class  
 Week 15  
Dec 2 Final Paper Workshops Exam Question 6 
Dec 4 Final Paper workshops TBA 
Dec 11 Final Exam Period Final Papers are due today at 4:30 
 
 
Campus resources and policies  
The Writing Center is a free writing resource. Tutors are available to assist students at any level and at 
any stage of their writing process. Tutors will not proofread your writing, but they will help you to 
develop revision and editing strategies. The main Writing Center is located in Robinson B 213 though 
there are also locations in Fenwick Library, the Johnson Center Library, and on the Arlington Campus. To 
contact the Writing Center, call (703) 993-1200 or email wcenter@gmu.edu. To schedule an appointment, 
register at http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/policy-agreement.  
 



Electronic resources and Communication 
Blackboard will be our main online space for this class. There you will find all readings and assignments, 
you will submit your weekly responses and formal papers, and I will post announcements. These 
announcements will also be sent to the email address associated with your Blackboard account, so please 
make sure this address is correct and that you check it regularly. If Blackboard is ever down when you 
need to submit an assignment, please email it to me directly at dshutika@gmu.edu 
 
Academic integrity  
GMU is an Honor Code university; a full description of the code and the honor committee process is 
available at http://oai.gmu.edu/the-mason-honor-code-2/ 
 
The bottom line: the work you submit as your own must be your own and when you rely on someone 
else’s work you must properly credit their work in the proper, accepted form. Plagiarism means using 
words, opinions, or factual information from another source without giving that source credit. You must 
cite, using a standard citation format, all the articles, books, online sources, and other sources that your 
own writing draws on, either directly or indirectly. In addition to listing sources in a bibliography, you 
must also correctly quote and/or attribute passages and ideas from your sources that you use in the body 
of your text. Paraphrases and summaries of others’ ideas must also be properly attributed.  
 
This is a matter of academic honesty, but proper citations and attributions also improve your writing. 
Your citations can help persuade readers and also give them the information they need to pursue the 
topic further. Learning how to organize your notes and keep track of your sources so you don’t confuse 
your ideas with others’ and are able to quickly cite sources are important writing skills. Another aspect of 
academic integrity is the free play of ideas. Vigorous discussion and debate are encouraged in this course, 
with the firm expectation that all aspects of the class will be conducted with civility and respect for 
differing ideas, perspectives, and traditions. When in doubt, please ask for guidance and clarification.  
 
Disability Services 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please contact the Office 
of Disability Services (SUB I, room 2500; (703) 993-2474; http://ds.gmu.edu/). All academic 
accommodations must be arranged through that office. GMU  
 
Nondiscrimination Policy  
George Mason University is committed to providing equal opportunity and an educational and work 
environment free from any discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, sex, 
disability, veteran status, sexual orientation, or age. Mason shall adhere to all applicable state and federal 
equal opportunity/affirmative action statutes and regulations. Moreover, in this class we seek to create a 
learning environment that fosters respect for people across the entire range of human identities. We 
encourage all members of the learning environment to engage with the material personally, but to also be 
open to exploring and learning from experiences different than their own.  
 
Sexual harassment, sexual misconduct, and interpersonal violence  
George Mason University is committed to providing a learning, living, and working environment that is 
free from discrimination and a campus that is free of sexual misconduct and other acts of interpersonal 
violence in order to promote community well-being and student success. If you believe you have been 
sexually harassed, assaulted, or subjected to sexual misconduct, I urge you to seek assistance and 
support. As a faculty member, I am designated as a “Responsible Employee,” and must report all 
disclosures of sexual assault, interpersonal violence, and stalking to Mason’s Title IX Coordinator per 
University Policy 1202. If you wish to speak with someone confidentially, please contact one of Mason’s 
confidential resources, such as Student Support and Advocacy Center (SSAC) at 703-380-1434 or 
Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) at 703-993-2380. You may also seek assistance from 
Mason’s Title IX Coordinator by calling 703-993-8730, or emailing titleix@gmu.edu. 
 



Emergency procedures GMU alerts students, faculty, and staff to emergencies using Mason Alert 
(https://ready.gmu.edu/masonalert/ ). Emergency guides are available at 
http://ehs.gmu.edu/emergencymanagement/plans-guides/.  
 
Other Useful Campus Resources 

• University Catalog: http://catalog.gmu.edu  
• University Policies: http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu 
• University Libraries “Ask a Librarian”: http://library.gmu.edu/ask 
• Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS): (703) 993-2380; http://caps.gmu.edu 
• Learning Services: http://learningservices.gmu.edu/  
• Career Services: http://careers.gmu.edu/  

 
Enrollment policies and deadlines  
Students are responsible for verifying their enrollment in this class. 

• Schedule adjustments should be made by the deadlines published in the Schedule of Classes: Last 
Day to Add September 3, 2019 

• Last Day to Drop with No Tuition Penalty September 9, 2019 
• Self-Withdrawal Period (100% liability) September 18-30, 2019 


