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Faculty First–Year Seminars        Fall 2020 

   
 MONDAY 
 

The Polymer Age 
FFYS 191POLY Spire # 68989 Mo 10:10-11:00 AM 
Samuel Gido & Shaw Hsu, Polymer Science & Engineering, slhsu@polysci.umass.edu 
The rise of human civilization is marked by the development of ever more advanced materials: Stone Age, 
Bronze Age, Iron Age. How will future historians refer to our time? The Silicon Age, or Perhaps the Age of 
Polymers? Polymers encompass a broad spectrum of our world from the mundane, such as plastics for packaging, 
to the cutting edge, such as the wings of advanced aircraft, or flexible electronic devices. The DNA that encodes 
the blueprints for life, and the proteins that build our bodies, are also polymers. Professors Hsu and Gido in the 
Polymer Science and Engineering Department will introduce first year students to polymer enabled advances 
and opportunities in biomedical engineering, electronics, energy, packaging, clothing, food production, quality 
and quantity of clean water and other important applications. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 

 
Medicare for All: Harry Truman and National Health Insurance in 1949 
FFYS 191HPPI Spire # 68975 Mo 11:15AM-12:05PM 
Michael Begay, Health Promotion and Policy, begay@umass.edu 
U.S. Senator Bernie Sanders, Democrats inside and outside of Congress, and others have argued for the creation 
of a single-payer, national health insurance program called “Medicare for All” to provide comprehensive health 
care coverage for all Americans. Surprisingly, the effort to create a national health insurance program has been 
around since at least November 1945. Seventy-five years ago, President Harry S. Truman was the first sitting 
chief executive to advocate for the passage of national health insurance. In this seminar, students will examine 
the details and politics of the effort to pass national health insurance in the late 1940s and why that effort failed. 
In hindsight, if President Truman had succeeded in passing national health insurance, it is very likely that 
American health care would look dramatically different from today. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 

 
Sustainability of Water Resources 
FFYS 191ECO2 Spire # 68988 Mo 12:20-1:10 PM 
Timothy Randhir, Environmental Conservation, randhir@eco.umass.edu 
Water is one of the basic elements needed for life systems to exist and survive. While it is abundant in supply, 
it is not always available where it is needed. This course will cover concepts and issues related to water resources 
through regional and global ecosystem perspectives. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 
 

Sustainable Diets & Food Production: Controversies & Solutions 
FFYS 191FDSC3 Spire # 68979 Mo 12:20-1:10 PM 
Christina DiMarco-Crook, Food Science, cdimarco@foodsci.umass.edu 
Fifty percent of Americans believe it is at least somewhat important for food to be produced in a sustainable 
way. What exactly does this mean? How can specific agricultural practices and food production/processing 
methods impact the sustainability of our food? What are the different components of a sustainable diet? These 
are just a few of the questions we will address in this course as we explore the controversies and solutions 
associated with sustainable diets and food production. 
Grading: Letter Grading with option of P/F  
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MONDAY (continued) 
 

Mass Incarceration in America: Who, How, Where, and especially Why 
FFYS 191JRN5 Spire # 68990 Mo 12:20-1:10 PM 
Razvan Sibii, Journalism, razvan@comm.umass.edu 
America imprisons a huge number of people – roughly 2.3 million. The jails that hold these individuals are in 
our communities (including Northampton and Greenfield), but the incarcerated people and their family are 
generally invisible, to the point that many community members have no idea they live, shop and go to work 
right next to compounds that imprison hundreds – sometimes thousands – of their former neighbors, co-workers 
and fellow students. How do people get to prison? Who goes to prison? What is life in jail like? What happens 
when people get out of prison? How can the mass incarceration system be reformed? This course will combine 
readings (and guest-speaker sessions) from people who are, or have been, incarcerated, with expert proposals 
for the reform of the many facets of the American criminal justice system. The students will have a chance to 
both familiarize themselves with the ins and outs of the mass incarceration phenomenon and to engage critically 
with its history and its legal, sociological, cultural and philosophical underpinnings. At some point during the 
semester, we will do a field trip to Northampton where we will tour the Hampshire County Jail.    
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 
The Next Big Play 
FFYS 191KIN4 Spire # 69010 Mo 12:20-1:10 PM 
Judi Labranche, Kinesiology, jblabran@kin.umass.edu 
Moving on after high school sports end can leave you feeling a little defeated. What do you do with all of this 
extra time?  What are your goals since you are no longer chasing a trophy?  This course will help you transition 
by applying your on-field skills to a different arena.  In addition, identifying what you enjoyed from your athletic 
experience that you want to continue in your collegiate life can enhance your experience.  This course will help 
you celebrate your past, identify your future interests and design your next big play. 
Grading: Letter Grading with option of P/F 

 
Race and Gender at the Movies 
FFYS 191AFA3 Spire # 68986 Mo 1:25-2:15 PM 
Traci Parker, Afro-American Studies, traciparker@afroam.umass.edu 
This Faculty First-Year Seminar interrogates the representation of race and gender in American cinema.  
Engaging historical, literary, and filmic texts, this course examines major historical transformations that have 
shaped the development, performance, and portrayal of identity in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  It 
focuses on the interlocking relationships and representations of whites and blacks, as well as the sexes. This 
seminar moves along chronological and thematic axes to investigate racial and gender formation and the 
reproduction of racial and gender ideologies and identities.  Racial mixing, cross-racial, and cross-gender 
performances (i.e. passing, blackface minstrelsy, and cross-dressing) will be critical to this course, as they best 
highlight the fundamental premises and contradictions of identity formation and thinking.  This seminar also 
will explore historical and contemporary discourses around sex and sexuality. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 
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MONDAY (continued) 
 

Viruses? The bad, good, and weird 
FFYS 191BIO13 Spire # 69012 Mo 1:25-2:15 PM 
Caralyn Zehnder, Biology, czehnder@umass.edu  

Our lives have been greatly impacted by COVID-19, the novel coronavirus. You’re probably familiar with other 
viruses like the flu or common cold. But not all viruses cause health problems. Some, like bacteriophages, can 
even be used to treat infections. In this discussion-based seminar we’ll explore a variety of viruses, how they 
replicate, how our immune system responds, and how vaccines work. 
Grading: Letter Grading with option of P/F     

 
Art, Culture, and Literature at UMass and the 5 Colleges 
FFYS 191CL1 Spire # 68978 Mo 2:30- 3:20 PM 
N.C. Christopher Couch, LLC Comparative Literature, nccouch@gmail.com 
Art and Culture at UMass looks at the lively and vibrant arts and culture of UMass, including museums and 
galleries, rare books and manuscripts, one of America’s foremost literary magazines, innovative and historic 
architecture, a major international film archive, and other cultural resources on campus. The seminar will offer 
a history of the arts, writing, and design at UMass, and will include on-campus field trips to all the places and 
resources we learn about. The course will also include introductions to the people behind these cultural centers, 
including museum curators, librarians, designers, artists, and archivists. The course will include guest lectures 
by local cultural creators and administrators to give students information about UMass’s role in the cultural life 
of our area and beyond. 
Grading: Letter Grading with option of P/F 

 
The Meaning of Life: Masterpieces of Russian Literature and Spiritual Inquiry 
FFYS 191HON1 Spire # 68983 Mo 5:30-6:20 PM 
Hilary Fink, Commonwealth Honors College, hfink@umass.edu 
In The Meaning of Life:  Masterpieces of Russian Literature and Spiritual Inquiry, we will focus on some of the 
most famous short works of Russian fiction ever written- by classic authors such as Pushkin, Gogol, Dostoevsky, 
Tolstoy, and Chekhov- and discuss the ways in which each writer grapples with the Russian “cursed questions”: 
Why are we here? What is a “successful” life? What is the nature of true love? What is our moral responsibility 
to self and society? By means of class discussion and short writing assignments, students will examine their own 
lives through the prism of these timeless works of Russian literature with the goal of better understanding one’s 
own identity, beliefs, and aspirations. Our inclusive classroom environment will encourage students to respect 
the diverse ideas and perspectives of others. In addition, several class meetings throughout the semester will be 
devoted to helping students navigate their first-year experience at UMass, including topics on transitioning from 
high school to college, time management and academic planning, and available resources and opportunities.  
Grading: Letter Grading with option of P/F 
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 TUESDAY 
 

Radical America: The History That was Left Out 
FFYS 191COMM4 Spire # 68980 Tu 10:00-10:50 AM 
Joel Saxe, Communication,  jsaxe@comm.umass.edu 
The popularity of Bernie Sanders, the celebrity-like status of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortes, both avowed socialists, 
along with polls indicating positive attitudes towards socialism among many youth, are a few markers of an 
openness to left radicalism hardly seen for nearly a half-century.  Yet long-term, anti-communist ideology has 
largely buried a diverse, yet hardly known spectrum of homegrown U.S. socialist traditions.  This includes early 
19th-century Utopian socialism, 1880s general strikes, early 20th century farm-labor alliances and municipal 
socialism, 1930s Communist organizing, SDS, and the Black Panthers.  Through readings and media screenings, 
we’ll discuss the distinctiveness of some key historic movements and their contemporary resonance.  Weekly 
reading response notes will guide weekly small group and full class discussion. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 
Time Management and Time Literacy 
FFYS 191EDU21 Spire # 68981 Tu 10:00-10:50 AM 
Darrell Earnest, TECS, dearnest@educ.umass.edu 
A seminar on time management from practical and theoretical perspectives. This course involves identifying and 
improving skills related to time management. Students will focus on how to manage their time for college 
academics and extracurricular activities, and how to develop overall time literacy in order to establish productive 
routines based on what works for you. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 
Women Scientists Who Changed the World 
FFYS 191CNS03 Spire # 64217 Tu 11:30-12:20 PM 
Cassandra Uricchio, Vet & Animal Science, curicchio@umass.edu 
The sciences are defined by those who push past the bounds of human knowledge and break down the thought 
barriers of their time. This seminar will explore the stories of women scientists who changed the world and will 
celebrate their inspiring discoveries which upended our understanding of the cosmos, the planet and ourselves. 
These pioneers paved the way for future generations of women scientists and explorers. By learning about their 
lives, we seek to understand the cultural attitudes, historical forces and social realities that made science what it 
is today and what it will be tomorrow. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 
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TUESDAY (continued) 

 
Ready, Set, Write: Fiction Writing for Beginners 

FFYS 191EDU5 Spire # 68992 Tu 11:55-12:45 
Sally Galman, TECS, sally@educ.umass.edu 
In this course, students will participate in a professional-grade writer’s workshop geared for beginning writings 
of fiction or creative nonfiction. Students will read instructive texts and participate in writing and thinking 
exercises in order to think about the important stories in their lives and how to begin to tell these, and other 
stories, as an anchor point toward beginning to understand themselves in the changing contexts of their lives as 
college students. Students will write their own pieces through formal workshopping with peers and consultation 
with the instructor. The course goal is for each student to 1) develop writerly habits, 2) workshop and produce 
one polished, edited mini-piece (5-10 pages) by the end of the semester and 3) reflect on the work and mindset 
of the writer and community member. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only  

 
The Social Life of Your DNA 
FFYS 191BIO12 Spire # 69002 Tu 1:00-1:50 PM 
Jeffrey Blanchard, Biology, jeffb@bio.umass.edu 
Your DNA offers a chance to explore, discover and reconciliate with the past. Pieces of your DNA have coming 
together for this moment from different ancestral places over time. With increasing accuracy your DNA offers 
mechanistic insight into your peculiar characteristics suggesting lifestyles and medical treatments. Your DNA 
is also being used today in ways that you may not wish. How do you want your DNA used? This course will 
examine the social life of DNA and the need for a new bioethics. We will tour campus, visiting and discussing 
genetic labs and research opportunities; DNA sequencing facilities and genomes cheaper than a single doctor’s 
visit; computer centers and writing code to find patterns in your DNA; the health center and how some viruses 
jump into your genome; and the library and the important words on genetics and race from W.E.B. Dubois. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 
Survival Bootcamp 
FFYS 191SOM1 Spire # 69008 Tu 1:00-1:50 
Charlie Johnson, Isenberg, cjohnson@isenberg.umass.edu 
Taught by a former lawyer who has climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro (and raised three kids), this course covers stuff 
you need to know for navigating the challenges of daily life. Classes will address adjusting to college life, 
managing personal finances, buying a used car, dealing with landlords, filing tax returns, getting an internship, 
and lots more. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 

 

Giving Voice to Adoption 
FFYS 191PSY16 Spire # 68973 Tu 1:00-1:50 PM 
Jen Dolan, Psychological and Brain Sciences, jdolan@psych.umass.edu 
In addition to introducing the first year students to UMass, the students in this course will explore adoption from 
the perspectives of the triad members; those who are adopted, birth parents and adoptive parents.  Time will be 
spent discussing private domestic adoption, adoption from foster care and international adoption. Content areas 
to be discussed within the different types of adoption include open vs. closed adoptions, adoption by lesbian and 
gay parents, transracial adoption and laws that help to prevent child trafficking. All students are welcome 
regardless of whether or not they experienced foster care and/or adoption. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 

 

mailto:sally@educ.umass.edu
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TUESDAY (continued) 
 

Handmaid’s Tale: The Future? Handmaid’s Tale? Exploring Our Reproductive Future         
FFYS 191WG2 Spire # 68982 Tu 4:00-4:50 PM 
Banumathi Subramaniam, Women, Gender & Sexuality Studies, banu@wost.umass.edu 
Margaret Atwood’s book The Handmaid’s Tale and subsequent television series has become a dystopic backdrop 
to contemporary reproductive politics. At the same time, we read about the promises of new technologies -
genetic engineering, artificial reproduction, designer babies -that open up possibilities of future worlds with 
“superior” peoples. How much is hype and how much real? What does the future of reproduction hold? We will 
discuss and debate these issues in our weekly seminars.  
Grading: Pass/Fail only  

 
WEDNESDAY 
 

Fake Science: Hoaxes, Lies, and Misbehavior In and Out of the Lab 
FFYS 191BIO9 Spire # 68987 We 10:10-11:00 PM 
Caleb Rounds, Biology, crounds@umass.edu 
Through videos, podcasts and discussion we will focus on famous and not so famous examples of scientific 
hoaxes and malfeasance from Piltdown Man to Theranos. Primarily we will answer the question: “did good 
people do bad science or did bad people use good science wrong?”. Classes will be discussion based with some 
writing. We will also spend time exploring what the campus has to offer and how you as a first year can engineer 
your experience 
Grading: Letter Grading with option of P/F  

 
How to Design Your Own Major 
FFYS 191BDIC1 Spire # 57004 We 11:15-12:05 
Thomas Brashear-Alejandro, BDIC, brashear@isenberg.umass.edu 
In the BDIC Freshman Seminar, you will learn about the majors available at UMass and gain an understanding 
of how to combine them to create an ideal major, either through BDIC (Bachelor's Degree with Individual 
Concentration) or a different combination of majors or minors. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 

 
The Human Microbiome 
FFYS 191BIO Spire # 68993 We 11:15-12:05 PM 
Margaret Riley, Biology,  riley@umass.edu 
Both inside and out, our bodies harbour a huge array of micro-organisms. Although invisble to us, they play key 
roles in determining our health, our emotional state, and even our IQ! This seminar course will employ popular 
science and newspaper readings and videos to inform in-class discussions of how our microbiome has become 
one of the key issues in discussions of human health. Join me as we learn how to encourage a healthier 
microbiome to flourish inside us! 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 
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WEDNESDAY (continued) 

The Biology and Behavior of the Domestic Cat 
FFYS 191BIO6 Spire # 68974 We 11:15-12:05 PM 
Peter Houlihan, Biology, peteh@bio.umass.edu 
This seminar will explore the biology and behavior of the domestic cat from an evolutionary and ecological 
perspective. Students will be introduced to the evolution of mammals and wild cats. The seminar will explore 
the domestication process and how this shaped the current behavior and biology of the domestic cat and how cat 
ancestry left its marks on this companion animal. The positive and negative health impacts of domestic cats will 
be discussed. The seminar will conclude with a discussion of feral cats, their impacts on wildlife, and their 
management. The seminar will include short lectures followed by discussions of readings and documentaries. 
Students will work in groups on a short presentation on a topic related to cats.  
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 

From headwaters to oceans: fish and humans connected through water 
FFYS 191ECO6 Spire # 69009 We 11:15AM-12:05PM 
Adrian Jordaan, Environmental Conservation, ajordaan@umass.edu 
Water is a critical resource for humanity, required for life itself. But our uses of water go far beyond a liquid to 
drink. In this seminar we will follow the Connecticut River from its headwaters to the ocean discussing the uses, 
impacts and challenges from an ecosystem perspective. We will look at how humans use the watershed, and how 
those uses have changed the river, how the fish that use the river have been affected and what we are trying to 
do to improve the situation. The seminar will touch on floods, water control structures, hydropower, energy, fish 
passage, federal regulations and ocean uses such as offshore wind and fisheries. Local examples will be featured 
to understand the way human activities shape watersheds and the organisms that live in them, highlighting issues 
in sustainability. We will use the Tan Brook watershed, which includes the Campus pond, and the various needs 
of the University infrastructure to introduce students to campus resources. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 

The Connection Between Society and Health 
FFYS 191PUB9 Spire # 69011 We 11:15AM-12:05PM 
Anna Maria Siega-Riz, Public Health and Health Sciences, asiegariz@umass.edu 
This course will cover the importance of environmental, societal, and political forces that influences health of a 
population. Given the current pandemic of the coronavirus, how and why these factors are important have come 
to light for all. Students will be actively engaged in learning about these influences from a local, national and 
global perspective as well as those within our UMass campus. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 
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WEDNESDAY (continued) 

Hip Hop: Dynamic Mindfulness and Healing Literacies 
FFYS 191TEF1 Spire # 68977 We 1:25-2:15 PM 
Charu Turner, TECS, nturner@umass.edu 
This course explores the relationship between hip hop culture and healing literacies. We will look at using hip 
hop and dynamic mindfulness for ourselves, our schools and our communities. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 

To Queer or Not to Queer- Exploring Gender and Sexuality Diversity 
FFYS 191TEF3 Spire #68994 We 2:30-3:20 PM 
Kirsten Helmer, TEFD khelmer@umass.edu 
How can we develop language, attitudes, and practices that validate and support all people along the spectrums 
of gender expressions, identities, and sexualities? How are issues related to gender, sex and sexuality diversity 
connected to privilege, power, and oppression? What does this have to do with your own social identities and 
how you experience life? Participating in this first-year seminar will allow you to consider how we can think 
ethically, critically, and in socially just ways about lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, 
intersex, and asexual and ally (LGBTQIAA) issues, how to cultivate affirming and supportive spaces for 
LGBTQIAA+ people, and how to practice allyship. This is a highly interactive class where you will have the 
opportunity to explore and discuss the complexities of sex, gender, and sexuality through readings, experiential 
and reflective learning activities, and projects. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 

Strumming and Singing: Participatory Music Making on the Ukulele 
FFYS 191MUS4 Spire # 68985 We 4:00-4:50 PM 
Stephen Paparo, Music and Dance, spaparo@umass.edu 
Have you always wanted to learn to play the ukulele? Do you love to sing by yourself and with others? This 
seminar will help students explore their musical side in a fun and supportive environment. No prior ukulele 
experience is required, though prior singing experience is a plus. Students will: (1) learn ukulele basics, including 
tuning, chords, strumming patterns, and fingerpicking, as well as a variety of songs they can play and sing by 
themselves or with others; (2) learn about the history of the ukulele and its iconic performers and ensembles; (3) 
create and perform their own ukulele and vocal cover song arrangements. Students must provide their own 
instrument and should bring it each class, beginning the first week of the semester. For more information about 
purchasing an instrument, contact instructor via email. All other materials, including chord charts, sheet music, 
YouTube links, and recordings, will be provided. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 
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THURSDAY 
 

Gender, Race and Mass Incarceration in the U.S. 
FFYS 191WG4 Spire # 69003 Th 11:30AM-12:20 PM 
Laura  Ciolkowski, Women, Gender, Sexuality Studies, lciolkowski@umass.edu 
There are currently over 2 million people living in prisons and jails across the United States –more incarcerated 
people per capita than any other country in the world. What is the carceral state and how do particular gendered 
and racialized bodies get caught up in its logics? How do gender, race, sexuality, and class shape systems of 
discipline, punishment, surveillance, and control? What is “anti-carceral feminism” and what are some of the 
abolitionist critiques of the prison industrial complex? This course approaches the issue of mass incarceration 
through the lens of social justice feminism, gender and sexuality studies, and critical race theory. An 
intersectional and deeply interdisciplinary exploration of carceral systems, the course draws on literature, film, 
history, social science, psychology, art and popular media to interrogate and explore the many dimensions of 
mass incarceration in the U.S. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only  

 

Makerspace at UMass Amherst 
FFYS 191ENG13 Spire # 69005 Th 4:00-4:50 PM 
Shira Epstein, Engineering, shirae@umass.edu 
Learn about making and makerspaces on campus in this First Year Seminar. This seminar brings students of all 
majors to the All-Campus Makerspace to begin their journey with a hands-on introduction to multiple fabrication 
and prototyping technologies, including3D printing, electronics, woodworking, and mold-making. Learn more 
about other makerspaces and related resources on campus and find out how to efficiently navigate this network 
in order to complete your own projects, coursework, or research. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 

Particular Potency: Contemporary Short Fiction 
FFYS 191FYS5 Spire # 68995 Th 4:00-4:50 PM 
Brian Baldi, TEFD, bbaldi@umass.edu 
Contemporary short fiction provides a striking opportunity for readers to reflect upon, deepen, and see in 
prismatic clarity ourselves and our time. It also has the potential to haunt, inspire, challenge, and amuse us. In 
this class, we will critically analyze a broad scope of short stories from a diversity of perspectives. We will 
ponder theorist Viktor Shklovsky’s assertion that fiction is “an artifact that has been intentionally removed from 
the domain of automized perception,” and James Salter’s claim that “certain writers have the ability to [...] 
describe things so well that they become for the reader something close to equal [to] reality.” We will discuss 
such concepts as character, setting, plot, irreality, estrangement, mood, difficulty, and the politics of 
representation. We will read about hitchhiking gone awry, the commands given to young women, racial tension 
between brownie troops, a one-night stand in Detroit, a goldfish that knows far more about life than one might 
think, and more. Most importantly, we will analyze the particular beauty, clarity, and truth present in the assigned 
readings, in the hope that the lessons learned will redound to our advantage in our own writing. We will also 
discuss and practice valuable learning strategies that will help you throughout your time here at UMass Amherst. 
At the end of the semester, you will write a short story, and it will be good. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only  
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FRIDAY 
 

Communication, Conversation and College 
FFYS 191COM2 Spire # 69004 Fr 9:05-9:55 AM 
Gonen Dori-Hacoben, Communication, gonen@comm.umass.edu 
In this seminar, we use a radio phone-in conversation about college to discuss college life, its significance, 
structures, and outcomes. We also discuss conversations, their significance, structures, and consequences. And 
similarly, we discuss Communication its significance, structures, and outcomes. We will use hand-on methods 
to study and break down conversations while learning how to learn about communication and how to learn in 
general. The seminar will be based on conversations, individual and group work in class. 
Grading: Pass/Fail only 

 

Principles of Social Influence 
FFYS 191CNS08 Spire # 64220 Fr 9:05-9:55 AM 
John Bickford, Psychological and Brain Sciences, jbickfor@psych.umass.edu 
In this seminar we will be discussing how the major social psychological principles of social influence operate. 
Just as importantly, we will also be discussing some of the concerns and challenges faced by first-year students 
as they adjust to college life and begin planning for their future. 
Grading: Letter grading w/option of P/F 

 

mailto:gonen@comm.umass.edu
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