
SYLLABUS FOR JOUR 4210 & JOUR 5350 
Literary and Visual Storytelling Seminar in Denton and Mexico 

“Heart of Mexico” Storytelling Project, Summer 2016 
 
 

Instructors 
 
Thorne Anderson     Cecilia Balli 
Thorne.Anderson@UNT.edu   ceciliaballi@gmail.com 
 
Additional instruction by: Lenin Martell and Pedro Lewin Fischer 
Professional Mentors: Alfredo Corchado and Samantha Guzman 
Project Assistant: Morty Ortega 
 

Course Summary 
 
The Heart of Mexico Project is a completely unique opportunity for students to get first 
hand experience producing narrative documentary journalism while immersed in a 
foreign country.  This class is about stepping outside of your own culture, delving 
deeply into the art of factual narration, and discovering yourself as a non-fiction 
writer, photographer or multimedia producer.  
 
The project will be conducted over five weeks.  We will spend four weeks on 
location in Mexico working in collaboration with UNT's sister university, the 
Autonomous University of State of Mexico (UAEM), and with support from the 
Mexican National Institute for Anthropology and History (INAH).  Approximately ten 
students from each of the partner universities will participate. 
 
An intensive training program at the start of the course will help you dig deeper and 
faster into the local culture.  Initial training and daily reporting exercises in the 
community will take place at and nearby a hotel & training center in the lovely 
lakefront resort town of Valle de Bravo, two hours west of Mexico City. Linguistics 
students (translators) and Communications students (journalists) from UAEM will train 
side by side with UNT journalism students. UAEM students will share their knowledge of 
Mexican history, culture and politics. UNT students will share our expertise in narrative 
documentary technique.  
 
Following training, students will leave the training center to live and work in a small 
town in Yucatan state. Through immersion reporting, students will draw out personal 
stories from within the culture of the local community. Working together, cross-
cultural, mixed discipline teams will produce written, photographic or multimedia 
nonfiction narratives from the lives of ordinary people. 
 
The project is open to selected writing, still photography and multimedia students by 
application and portfolio review.   



Three Project Phases 
 
Phase 1 - TRAINING (takes place at our training center in Izamal in Yucatan State) 
An intensive 5-day crash course in cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary teamwork, 
reporting skills, and thematic & narrative development. During this phase we will build 
several teams of students.  Each team will have a photographer, writer, video 
producer and translator.  
 
Phase 2 - IMMERSION (takes place at locations in and around Izamal and Hoctun) 
Approximately 2 weeks of cultural and professional immersion reporting in the field. 
Students will live in local family homes secured by the instructors. During this period 
student teams will gather all the photography, video, interviews and observations 
they need to construct intricate and meaningful narrative documentaries through 
text, photos, video, or some combination of all three.  Students will have on-demand 
access to instructors and assistants during this phase.  At the mid point of the 
immersion phase all teams will re-convene at the training center for group critiques, 
progress evaluation, and inspiration to wrap up the projects. 
 
Phase 3 - EDITING / POST-PRODUCTION 
Several days of group, team, and individual critiques in the training center lead up to 
a final public presentation to the local community. Upon return to Texas, students will 
have one more week (with faculty supervision) to re-work their stories into final 
polished form.  Final stories that meet a high production standard, will be packaged 
into a group project website that we can all be proud of and we hope will gain a 
large audience.  Here are the award-winning websites produced in the project’s first 
two years: http://heartofmexico2013.com/       
and http://heartofmexicostories.com/2014/ 
 
DAY TRIPS 
Sprinkled throughout the month in Mexico we will take three day trips to sites of 
significant geographic, cultural or historical value.  
 
Faculty & Assistants 
Anderson: http://heartofmexico2013.com/portfolio/thorne-anderson/ 
Martell: http://heartofmexico2013.com/portfolio/lenin-martell/ 
 
 

Texts  
Visual Storytelling: The Digital Video Documentary – by Nancy Kalow         
Free online publication: http://tinyurl.com/dvdocbook 
“Breakable Rules of Literary Journalism,” 
http://www.niemanstoryboard.org/1995/01/01/breakable-rules-for-literary-journalists/ 
Additional required readings (digital PDF files) will be made provided from Telling 
True Stories: A Nonfiction Writers' Guide from the Nieman Foundation at Harvard 
University – Edited by Mark Kramer & Wendy Call 

  



UNT-UAEM Heart of Mexico Summer 2016 Schedule 
 

The project is designed in three phases 
1. Orientation and Training – Mérida and Izamal  
2. Immersion – Teams of 3 or 4 students will work in local villages near Izamal 
3. Production & Editing – Izamal, beach house, and Denton (UNT) / Toluca (UAEM) 

 

Phase 1 – Orientation and Training 
 
End of May - Pre-Trip Orientation in Denton, Texas 
 
June  6 - Flight to Mérida. Evening fiesta with our Mexican partners.  
 
June  7 - Day Trip & Orientation in Merida – Afternoon  Travel to Izamal 
 
June 8-12  - Culture and Technical Training at the Izamal training center 

Mornings: UAEM leads training in local history and culture  
Afternoons: UNT leads training in narrative documentary and multimedia 
storytelling 

 
June 13 - Day Trip to local cenotes 
 

Phase 2 - Immersion 
 
June 14-18  - Immersion in small student teams in local villages near Izamal: 
  Documentary Field Work and Story Research Begins  
 
June 19-21 - All groups return to Izamal for mid-project review and submission of 

outlines, completion plans, and rough materials. 
 
June 20 - Day Trip to Chichen Itza or Uxmal 
 
June 22 - 26 - Immersion in small student teams in local villages: 
  Documentary Field Work and Story Research Completes 
 

Phase 3 – Production & Editing 
 
June 27- July 1 - All groups return to Izamal for Editing and Rewriting 
 
July 28  - Day Trip to the beach  
 
July 1  - Final Presentations and Survivors’ Celebration in Tunkás 
 
July 2   - Flight from Mérida to DFW 
 
 
July 9 - Final Project Revisions Due at 11:59pm, July 9 

 
  



Class Assignments 
 
A four-chapter daily journal: Journaling is an important part of the creative 
production process. Keep your journal electronically and make a daily entry.  
Submit your accumulated journal entries to all UNT instructors by midnight after 
each project phase on the due dates listed below. 
 

Training 1 June 14 6 daily entries beginning June 9 
Immersion 1 June 19  5 daily entries 
Training 2 July   22    3 daily entries 
Immersion 2 July   27    5 daily entries 
Editing  July    5 5 daily entries (June 28 – July 2) + 1 (July 5)  

 
Training assignments (Due daily at 5pm, June 9-13):  During the Training Phase you 
will be asked to complete daily writing or photography exercises aimed at learning 
how to employ narrative techniques in your nonfiction.   

Mid-story Update (Due at 8am June 20): You must submit substantial material for 
individual and group critique – an organized, somewhat refined edit of your work 
so far. 

Project Finishing Plan (Due at 7pm, June 22): After your first immersion, during Phase 
2 story shaping training you will be required to submit a finishing plan that describes 
how you will gather all of the remaining necessary material needed to complete 
your project. This plan may include but is not limited to these items: shot list, 
interview list, and story outline. 
 
Storyboarding Exercise (Due at 10:30am, June 28): During your second homestay 
you will be required to create index cards that represent all the potentially useful 
raw material you’ve collected for your story. During the final editing phase we will 
have a storyboarding exercise to help you achieve the best narrative structure for 
your project. This exercise will follow the three-act narrative structure model.  
 
First Draft (Due at 10am, July 2): The first draft of your narrative nonfiction field 
project will be due at the end of Production in Mexico, on July 8.  This draft will be 
exhibited in a public presentation to members of the Valle de Bravo community 
the same day.  

Second Draft: Post Workshop Revision (Due before 11:59pm July 5) : The “final” 
revision of your field project is due by the end of the day on July 5. 

After the Fact Commitment: All students commit to continue to work with the 
faculty and training staff (including the publications designers) on last minute 
polishes for our group publications (the web page and the book). This will be worth 
0% of your grade but will earn the respect of your peers, your mentors and the 
adoring public. 



 
ASSIGNMENT SUMMARY AND GRADE WEIGHTS 
 
 - Journal  5% 
 - Training Assignments 25% 
 - Mid-Story Update  15% 
 - Project Finishing Plan  5% 
 - Storyboarding Exercise  5% 
 - First Draft (Presentation) 25% 
 - Second Draft (Project Revision) 20% 
 Later  Summer - Later Copyediting Revisions  0%  
  (0% but big karma is at stake) 
 

 
 
Overview of Class 
 
Among other things, writing students will learn how to: 
 

* engage in journalism abroad 
* work as a team with mixed disciplines and cultures 
* work with a translator / interpreter 
* engage in immersion journalism 
* find and report stories 
* construct a story with a beginning, middle, end and narrative thread 
* find and communicate powerful themes 
* think imaginatively about story ideas and innovative storytelling 
* creatively employ imagery, scene-setting, dialogue, sensory detail, conflict and 

resolution in the manner of literary nonfiction 
* enliven multi-dimensional characters 
* transform landscape and place into dramatic character 
* identify and grapple with questions of ethics in journalism 

 
In short, the Literary and Visual Storytelling Seminar is intended to elevate each 
student's nonfiction to an art form.  
 
 

 
 
  



Statement of Student Learning Outcomes 
 
Since 1969, the UNT Department of Journalism (Mayborn School of Journalism 
effective September 1, 2009) has been accredited by the Accrediting Council on 
Education in Journalism and Mass Communication.  This national accreditation also 
extends to the Mayborn Graduate Institute of Journalism, the only accredited 
professional master’s program in Texas.  About one-fourth of all journalism and mass 
communication programs in the United States are accredited by ACEJMC.  
National accreditation enhances your education here, because it certifies that the 
department and graduate institute adhere to many standards established by the 
council.  Among these standards are student learning outcomes, covered by 
journalism courses in all sequences. 
 
This course will help to meet the following student learning outcomes. 
 
Each graduate must: 

1. demonstrate an understanding of the diversity of groups in a global society 
in relationship to communications;  

2. understand concepts and apply theories in the use and presentation of 
images and information;  

3. work ethically in pursuit of truth, accuracy, fairness and diversity;  
4. think critically, creatively and independently;  
5. conduct research and evaluate information by methods appropriate to the 

communications professions in which they work;  
6. write correctly and clearly in forms and styles appropriate for the 

communications professions, audiences and purposes they serve;  
7. critically evaluate their own work and that of others for accuracy and 

fairness, clarity, appropriate style and grammatical correctness;  
8. apply tools and technologies appropriate for the communications 

professions in which they work.  



Syllabus Agreement and Class Contact Form 
 
By signing this form, I agree that I have read and understood the policies laid out in this 
syllabus for Journalism 4210/5350 during the summer semester 5W1, 2013. I agree to follow 
these policies. 
 
 
 
_________________________________________  ___________________ 
Signature       Date 
 
 
 
_________________________________________  ___________________ 
Neatly Printed Name     EUID 
 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________  
Email Address where you are most readily contacted 
	  

 
 

 


