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The Time Capsule 

Michele N. Zugnoni 

Overview 

The development of a social support system is one of the greatest 
factors in college student success. Without such a system, students 
experience a sense of isolation and loneliness (Tinto 4). 28.4% of 
college students report feeling socially isolated (“Loneliness, 
Resilience” 3). 64.7% of college students report having experienced 
loneliness (“Loneliness, Resilience” 1), while 39% report feeling lonely 
within the past 24 hours (Marken & Hrynowski para. 1). The time 
capsule assignment weaves together development of a social support 
system and narrative composition into what Yancey (1998) refers to 
as giving students a chance to “discover what [they] know, what 
[they] have learned, and what [they] might understand” (6).  

The time capsule consists of five narratives and five peer-based 
comment sections. Students write, film or audio record narratives 
related to their college experience and/or aspects of their own identity. 
In class, students share those parts of the narrative they feel 
comfortable sharing. They then engage in discussion and leave a note 
on each other’s comment sections. In the process, students form social 
connections while also developing their personal and academic goals. 
They also develop skills in multimodal composition. After four years, 
around the time of college graduation, students are emailed links to 
their time capsules. During a time of change, they have the chance to 
remember the connections they’ve already made. 

Students who have completed this assignment have noted that the 
class was their “safe place” and that the time capsule helped them form 
friendships and become comfortable engaging with peers. 

Time Commitment 
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Each narrative takes approximately 20 to 30 minutes to compose and 
about 15 to 20 minutes to discuss in class. Time commitment varies 
depending on the needs of the course. Some instructors might offer it 
as a course-long activity lasting for the duration of the quarter or 
semester, with a narrative due every other week. Other instructors 
might choose to group narratives together into a single assignment or 
else have students complete less than five narratives. A single narrative 
and class discussion still presents great opportunities for students to 
develop learning goals. 

Materials 

Students require a forum to post their narratives and record their peer 
comments. One possibility is to have students create websites using 
such builders as Google sites, Weebly, WordPress, or Wix. Students 
also need access to a computer and, if they choose to create a video or 
audio narrative, a way to record. 

The Time Capsule Process 

▪ Narratives can be composed in film, audio, or written 
format. Students may choose to write a 500-word narrative, 
or to compose a 3-minute narrative in video or audio format. 
Students will compose each of five narratives based on three 
required topics and two topics of their choice. Topics 
include: 

o Required Topics 

▪ Reflect on an activity, place, or group you've 
enjoyed on campus 

▪ Reflect on a “personal growth” practice you’ve 
adopted this quarter, such as a new way of studying 
or time for self-care 

▪ Reflect on what you hope to be doing in five years 
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and the steps you’ve taken / will take to achieve your 
goals 

o “Student Choice” Topics

▪ Activities I enjoy at school and/or home

▪ My friendships at school and/or home

▪ My role in my family and/or community

▪ My favorite traditions and/or celebrations

▪ What meaning does my name hold for me?

▪ How I’ve been shaped by my experiences

▪ My biggest influences

▪ My favorite movies or TV shows; music or bands;
books or authors

▪ The class I’m most excited to take, or the class I’ve
enjoyed the most and why

▪ Student’s choice

▪ Students meet with a group of 3 or 4 peers during the
following class session. It’s a good practice to mix groups so
that students have the opportunity to work with different
peers each time. In groups, students share the parts of the
narrative they feel comfortable sharing, and then engage in
discussions with their peers. Discussions are generally based
on concepts that have come up during the pair and share.

▪ Finally, student peers write a comment on each other’s time
capsules to commemorate the discussion. These “yearbook
style” comments should be friendly and capture something
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the students have taken away from the discussion. 

Learning Outcomes 

Students engaging in this activity will:  

▪ Develop skills in metacognition and multimodal reflective
composition

▪ Think critically about the role of audience

▪ Gain an understanding of composition as a social act

▪ Form connections with peers and others across campus

Learning Accommodations 

▪ Sharing identity narratives is a personal process, unique to
each student. To accommodate differences in comfort level,
instructors may wish to help students understand that they
get to choose what to share with their audience. This will also 
help students develop a deeper understanding of the role of
audience in composition.
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