
Media, race, and identity Comm 5221 / Spring 2022
Prof. Gil Rodman (rodman@umn.edu)           Zoom office hours: by appointment

Course description and objectives
The US remains a nation deeply divided along racial faultlines, and race continues to matter tremendously to the
distribution of education, jobs, housing, healthcare, justice, political power, and more.  One of the main arenas
where racial politics manifest themselves is the media.  We will spend the semester studying how this thing we call
“race” both shapes and is shaped by various media practices and policies.  In particular, we will examine:

• the social construction of race and racial identity,
• the nature of racial identity formation and self-awareness,
• the public discourses around racial/ethnic assimilation and integration,
• the politics of media representation and invisibility,
• the history of interracial cultural borrowing and theft,
• the interplay between media and government(s) with respect to maintaining racial hierarchies, and
• the variability of racial formations across different geopolitical contexts.

If these questions had easy answers, racism would have disappeared long ago.  As such, soundbite approaches
to the issues at stake (e.g., “can’t we all just get along?”) will not serve you well.  What you learn will depend on (1)
your ability to think critically about racism and media in contemporary society, and (2) your ability to argue your
positions on those issues persuasively, rather than your ability to memorize and repeat the “right” answers.

Content warning
This is, without question, the toughest course I teach.  That’s not simply a way of saying that there’s a lot of hard
work involved (though that’s also true).  Rather, it’s a warning that the substance of this course is often emotionally
challenging.  Systemic injustice is not pretty to look at.   And we will  spend a lot of time looking intensely at
systemic injustices that intersect with all our lives in difficult ways.  Put more bluntly:

• For white students, this course often opens their eyes to a lot of ugliness that they have never been aware
was all  around them --  and often  much closer  to  home than  they  expect.   This  can be a  valuable
awakening experience, but it is rarely comfortable.

• For students of color, this course focuses on a lot of ugliness that they have to wrestle with every day of
their lives, whether they want to or not.  And while (again) it can be helpful to engage with those issues in
intellectual and analytical ways, this is (also again) not always a comfortable experience.

It’s important to acknowledge up front that this course deals with very tough issues.  At the same time, there are
several things we can all do to minimize the emotional stress of addressing those issues:

• Debate  the  issues,  rather  than  personalities.    It’s  possible  to  express  your  disagreement  with  what
someone else has said or written without attacking them personally.  

• Be extra patient with each other.    Recognize that making mistakes is an important part of the learning
process, and that those around you (as well as yourself, of course) may say and write things that seem
wrong.  You don’t have to be silent at such moments, but any intervention you make should aim for
something closer to “helping them see the light” than to “calling them out.”

• Show mutual respect to each other.    For the next four months, we need to share the spaces of the course
(both physical and virtual) and work together productively.  It is unlikely that we will all agree on all the
major questions and issues at the heart of the course, but we can all still treat one another with the same
care and respect that we would want for ourselves.

Philosophy
Any good course is like a gym membership: what you get out of the experience will depend on how much time and
effort you put into it.  Ideally, there are at least three kinds of things that you will learn in this class:

• new facts (i.e., information about the world that you have not encountered before)
• new viewpoints (i.e., ways of seeing and understanding the world that are different than your own)
• new skills (i.e., techniques and abilities that are either new to you or that help you improve existing skills)

To make this kind of learning happen, you will need to:
• Read a lot.    Many -- if not most -- of the new facts and new viewpoints you’ll encounter this semester will

come from the readings.  Those facts and viewpoints will help you build the arguments you’ll need to
make in your written work.  If you don’t do the reading (or do it too casually), you will have a very hard
time making strong contributions to our discussions or writing well-informed, persuasive essays.



• Speak a lot.    One of the major skills you should learn during your college years is the ability to express
yourself effectively in a public forum.  This is a difficult skill to learn, however, if you don’t  practice it.
Additionally, one of the most important ways that you will be exposed to new viewpoints this semester is
by engaging with what your classmates think about the course material . . . but in order for everyone to get
this benefit, everyone (including you) has to contribute to our discussions on a regular basis.

• Listen a lot.    Beyond that, listen carefully and respectfully.  You should have something productive to
contribute to our discussions every time we meet -- but so should all your classmates.  You need to pay
attention to what everyone says, and treat it with the same care and respect that you want for yourself.

• Write a lot.    As with speaking, one of the major skills that any college graduate should have is the ability to
write clearly and persuasively.  And, again, the best way to learn this skill is by practicing it.  No one
becomes a better writer without actually writing a lot.  Our online discussions will provide one version of
that kind of practice, but the more formal writing associated with the major assignments for the course are
(ideally) where you will get the most -- and best version -- of that kind of practice.

• Expect to make mistakes.    It’s unrealistic to assume that you (or anyone else) will be perfect in everything
that you say, write, and do all semester long.  Mistakes are a normal part of any learning process.  You
should assume you will make mistakes, and that it’s okay to do so, as long as you can learn from them in
ways that help you make fewer of them at the end of the course than you do at the start.

Workload
This is a 3 credit hour course, which means that you should plan on at least 9 hours of work per week to earn a
passing grade.  N.B.: This figure is both an estimate (since actual reading/writing speeds vary) and an average
(some weeks may require more work than others).  It reflects the minimum amount of work needed to pass the
course.  If you want an above-average grade, you may need to spend more than 9 hours/week on this course.

Don’t overburden yourself.  12-15 credit hours translates into at least 36-45 hours of work per week: i.e., the
equivalent of a full-time job.  If you’re enrolled in more than 15 credit hours, you may be taking on more than is
wise.  This is especially true if you have other major life responsibilities (e.g., jobs, internships, parenting, family
care).  There are only 168 hours in a week.  If your schedule requires more than 80 hours/week for school, work,
and other major responsibilities, then you may want to find ways to ease your load.

COVID-19
The pandemic is a challenge for all of us.  Sadly, we have no magic wand to wave that will end it for good.  But
there are things that we can still do to keep all of us safe and healthy all semester long.  To that end, and with the
guidance that the group provided in responding to the pre-semester survey (thanks for that!), these are course-
specific rules and policies related to the pandemic:

• Wear the highest quality face mask you can, and wear it properly and consistently.
• No eating is allowed in class.
• Only “quick sip” drinking is allowed.  
• “Social distance” as much as space and numbers allow.
• Keep each other honest -- but do so with kindness and respect.

Ideally, we will get to conduct the course in person all semester long.  But if the past two years have taught us
anything, it’s that we should expect the unexpected.  As such, the course is structured in a way that (hopefully) will
make it relatively easy (which, to be clear, is not the same thing as “good” or “desirable”) for us to pivot to an
online version of the course if that becomes necessary.

Canvas
If you’re on the course roster, you should already have access to the course’s Canvas site.  Log in to the U’s main
Canvas   page   and select “COMM 5221” from either the Dashboard or the Courses menu.  Canvas offers additional
information about how to use the platform in both text and video formats

We will use Canvas for several things this semester:
• access to the official course documents
• access to all the required readings
• Discussion Forums where you will contribute posts and comments about the course material
• a repository for various media examples relevant to our required readings
• the delivery mechanism for your major writing assignments
• business-related announcements about the course

https://canvas.umn.edu/
https://community.canvaslms.com/t5/Video-Guide/Canvas-Overview-Students/ta-p/383771
https://community.canvaslms.com/t5/Student-Guide/tkb-p/student
https://canvas.umn.edu/
https://canvas.umn.edu/


There are Canvas apps for both Android and iOS, though these are not the most efficient way to use the site, and
I would strongly advise you not to use these apps as your primary platform for accessing the course content.

Times
All listed times are US Central Time.  If  you find yourself  in some other time zone at some point during the
semester, it is your responsibility to do whatever timezone math is necessary to sync up with US Central Time.

Deadlines for  the written assignments are automatically  enforced by Canvas.  In particular,  please note that
Canvas will lock the Discussion Forums at the end of each Block.

Office hours will happen by appointment  using Zoom.  I am happy to meet with any/all  of you  one-on-one to
discuss the course.  But the last two years have made it clear that dedicated Zoom office hours are not much help
to anyone.  The openings in my weekly schedule that I could reliably use for regular office hours will not always
overlap with your availability, which makes such scheduling less helpful for you.  And Zoom office hours where no
one shows up are no fun for me.  If there turns out to be strong demand for regularly scheduled office hours and
people actually show up for those, I will be very happy to set those up.

Blocks
The course is organized in 7 two-week Blocks, each of which will use the following schedule:

• Day 1 (1st Tue) 9:00 am Block begins // Discussion Forum opens for business
• Day 1 (1st Tue) 2:30 pm In-person class meeting #1
• Day 3 (1st Thu) 2:30 pm In-person class meeting #2
• Day 7 (1st Mon) 5:00 pm DC mini-deadline
• Day 8 (2nd Tue) 2:30 pm In-person class meeting #3
• Day 10 (2nd Thu) 2:30 pm In-person class meeting #4
• Day 14 (2nd Mon) 5:00 pm Block ends // Discussion Forum automatically locked

Graduate students
If you are a graduate student, the basic rules in this syllabus vary slightly for you:

• Unless  we  make an  explicit  agreement  to  the  contrary,  you  are  required  to  attend  all  regular  class
meetings and do all the assigned readings.

• We will hold extra meetings every 3-4 weeks (dates, times, and modalities to be determined) to discuss
additional graduate-level readings (also to be determined).  These meetings and readings are all required.

• Your major written work for the course will be to research and write a paper that (a) fits the course theme,
(b) is at least 6250 words long and (c) is suitable for submission to a scholarly conference and/or journal.
You must meet with me no later than 22 Feb to discuss your proposed paper topic, submit a formal topic
proposal no later than on 1 Mar, and submit a final version of your paper by 11 May.

• You are  not required to complete  the RE, the SS, or the SAE assignments described below.  We will
negotiate your participation in the course discussion forums early in the semester.

• I assume that grad students are more invested in the course’s core issues than in grades -- to the point
where grades are potentially  counterproductive.   As such,  successfully  completing the graduate-level
requirements above will earn you an A for the course.  That said, if you are clearly slacking off, I reserve
the right to go deeper into the alphabet when I submit final grades.

Undergraduates who believe they can handle the extra work of the graduate-level requirements are welcome to
meet with me to discuss the possibility of taking the course with those rules.  That meeting must happen no later
than 8 Feb, and you should come prepared to convince me that you can perform at graduate student level.

Grades
This course follows the University’s published standards for A-F grading:

• A:  “achievement that is outstanding relative to the level necessary to meet course requirements”
• B:  “achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements”
• C:  “achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect”
• D:  “achievement that is worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the course requirements”
• F:  “signifies that the work was either  (1)  completed but at a level of achievement that is not worthy of

credit or (2) was not completed”
• I:  incompletes will only be given under “extraordinary circumstances” (i.e., major life emergencies)
• S/N:  only students who have registered for the course on an S/N basis are eligible for these grades



You will assign yourself a final grade for this course.  Sort of.  There are baseline requirements that you must
meet in order to earn a final grade of C- (i.e., the minimum for the course to count toward degree requirements):

• 20+ participation credits accumulated over 4+ Blocks
• 10+ discussion credits accumulated over 4+ Blocks
• Reflection Essay (1000+ words)
• 2+ Syllabus Supplement assignments (1000+ words each)
• Self-Assessment Essay (1500+ words)

For any grade above a C-, you should produce a quantity and quality of work above and beyond those baseline
requirements that matches the University standards quoted above.  [Bonus tip: The easiest path to justifying any
grade above a C+ involves earning credit for more than 2 SSs.]

My working assumption is that the grade you assign yourself will be the grade that I officially assign you at the end
of  the  semester  --  but  that  assumption  depends on  your  backing  up  your  claim with  solid  evidence  and  a
persuasive argument.  I reserve the right to assign you a different final grade -- higher or lower -- if there is a
significant  gap  between  the  grade  you  assign  yourself  and  your  actual  performance.   [The  history  here  is
admittedly brief, but I have never assigned a student a lower grade than they have claimed they deserved.]

If you fall short of any of the baseline requirements, the highest grade you can earn for the course is a D+.  In
such a scenario, precisely what grade you will earn will depend on how far short of those requirements you fall.

Important side note:  Canvas’ gradebook is  not well equipped to handle unconventional grading systems.  It
makes a lot of questionable assumptions about how grades should be calculated,  and reports grades to you
based on those assumptions -- and this can be very misleading if you’re not careful in how you read the numbers
it feeds you.  Its flaws notwithstanding, Canvas is still the easiest way for me to keep you informed of your running
totals with respect to participation and DC credits.

Participation
This is not a lecture-based course.  Our class meetings will be structured around discussions, so you’ll need to:

• attend class regularly,
• do the required readings carefully,
• come to class prepared to discuss those readings in thoughtful ways,
• contribute to in our in-class discussions/exercises in a non-trivial fashion.

On any given day, I will do my best to make sure that everyone gets a chance to make meaningful contributions to
our conversations.  This may mean that I will call on you if you have been exceptionally quiet or, alternately, that I
will ask you not to speak for a while if you have been extra talkative and other students have not been heard from.

Your in-class participation needs to be significant, thoughtful, and on-topic.  Simply occupying a seat in the room
and/or offering a few vague generalities during our discussions is not enough.  For grading purposes, if you are
“present in name only” (PINO) for one of our class meetings, you will not earn participation credit for that day.  As
the  name implies,  a  PINO day  happens  when you  are  physically  present,  but  you  do  not  contribute  to  our
discussion in a substantive fashion.  This includes (but is not limited to) days when:

• you are present for less than half of a given class meeting,
• you have clearly not done the assigned reading, and/or
• you are primarily a passive spectator in our in-class activities.

Decisions about what counts as a PINO day will be based on my assessment of your in-class performance, and I
will email you about any such decision within 24 hours of the class meeting in question.

We have 28 scheduled class meetings this semester, each of which allows you to earn 1 participation credit, and
you need at least 20 participation credits in order to meet the baseline requirements for passing the course.  
In an ideal world, everyone is present for -- and contributes productively to -- every class meeting all semester
long.  In the real world, this never happened, even before the pandemic.  In our current world, it’s even less likely
to happen.  The course is set up, as best as possible, to minimize the impact that missing class will have on your
ability to earn a passing grade -- with the important caveat that your grade is not the same thing as your learning
experience.  Here are important guidelines for how to handle any class meetings you may miss this semester, for
whatever reason.

• When in doubt, stay home.  Being in class is important for your learning experience.  But your health --
and the health of those around you -- is more important than that.



• Contact me.  I don’t need (or want) documentation for your absences, and I can’t re-enact everything that
happened in class for you.  But staying in touch will make it easier for me to help you stay on top of things.

• Don’t  panic.  The  baseline  requirement  for  in-class  participation  means  that  you  can  miss  8  class
meetings  (the  equivalent  of  4  weeks)  and  still  pass  the  course.   Ideally,  of  course,  you  don’t  miss
anywhere near that much time.  But there’s a lot of slack built in to the system, and that’s deliberate.

• Make extra DCs.  When you miss a class meeting, the main impact on your grade is that you lose an
opportunity to earn participation credits.  For any class that you miss, you can earn back the participation
credit you missed with 1 extra DC.  That extra DC can happen at any point in the semester.  [N.B.: You
can not use extra DCs to make up for PINO days.]

• Support each other.  There’s no real substitute for being part of a live, in-person discussion, and there
are limits to what someone else’s account of a class meeting can tell you about what actually happened in
that space for 75 minutes.  That said, it is still a good idea to have a “buddy” (or two! or three!) in class
who can share their notes and/or summaries of sessions you miss.

Discussion contributions (DCs)
Each Block will have its own discussion forum, which will be open for your contributions from 9:00 am on Day 1
(1st Tuesday) until 5:00 pm on Day 14 (2nd Monday).  

The discussion forum works best when it becomes a space for interactive conversations among the group, rather
than a mere collection point for “one-way” messages that no one else responds to.  But that doesn’t  happen
effectively if too many people wait until the end of the Block to share their DCs.  To avoid that unhappy scenario,
there is a mid-Block deadline (5:00 pm on Day 7 (1st Monday)) that affects how many DC credits you can earn for
that Block.  As long as you earn 1 DC credit before that deadline, you can earn as many DC credits as you like for
that Block.  If you miss that deadline, the maximum number of DC credits you can earn for that Block is 2.

In order to earn credit, any given DC:
• must be at least 250 words long (quotations and extended “filler” prose will not count toward that total)
• should  stake  out  a  clear  position  on  a  major  course-related  issue raised  by  whatever  you  are

responding to
• should support that position with a persuasive argument

DCs that (1) are primarily summaries of the readings, (2) focus on minor facets of the readings and/or on topics
unrelated to the course, or (3) offer simple statements of (dis)agreement without any substantive commentary of
your own will not meet this requirement.

There are 4 types of DCs you can make.
• Type #1:  respond to one of the current Block’s required readings
• Type #2:  respond to an in-class exercise or discussion
• Type #3:  respond to a DC made by one of your classmates
• Type #4:  respond to at least two of the required readings (at least one from the current Block) in ways

that put those readings in meaningful conversation with each other
For any given Block, you can only earn credit for a second (or third) DC of any particular type if you have also
earned credit for each of the other 3 types during that Block.

Canvas will automatically close the forums at the end of each Block (i.e., 5p on Day 14).

Tips:
• Good DCs involve an approach to writing that is more formal than the average in-class discussion but less

formal than a standard research paper.  You do not need to approach your DCs as if you were producing
a publishable essay, but you should still craft your words with enough care and thought for them to be
productive additions to a larger conversation.  Think about what you want to say before you start writing.
After you’ve written something, re-read and edit it for clarity and style before you post it.

• In order to respond to your classmates’ DCs appropriately, you will need to read them with the same care
and thought that you give to the required readings.  You are  not obligated to read every DC that gets
posted, but you should still do your best to follow as much of the full conversation as you can.

• Your  DCs  should  be  respectful  and  constructive  --  especially  (though  not  exclusively)  if  you  are
disagreeing with something one of your classmates has written.



Reflection essay (RE)
In a well-crafted and thoughtful essay of at least 1000 words, explain what you (think you) already know about
the relationship(s) between media, race, and identity.  This is  not a research paper.  It is a deliberately open-
ended essay  in  which you summarize  your  current  knowledge,  opinions,  and questions you have  about  the
course’s central theme.  It will provide a useful touchstone when you write your Self Assessment Essay at the end
of the semester.  Some questions that you might want to consider in your RE include:

• What is  your assessment of the current state of racial politics in the US?  Is it healthy?  Unhealthy?
Improving?  Declining?  Why do you think this?  What evidence can you point to that supports your claim?

• What is  your assessment of the role played by “the media” (broadly defined) with respect to US racial
politics?  Is the media (in whole or in part) a potential solution to current racial problems?  Is it (again, in
whole or in part) a major contributor to those problems?  Why do you think so?  What evidence can you
point to that supports your claim?

• What (if anything) do you think needs to happen in order to significantly improve the racial climate in the
US?  What (if anything) needs to change?  Who (if anyone) needs to do the work here?

To be clear, this isn’t an exhaustive list of questions to think about, nor are you obligated to address them all.  

This paper is due by 5:00 pm on 31 Jan.  Please remember that the RE is one of the baseline requirements you
must meet for the course.  To that end, the following rules also apply:

• Every day (or fraction thereof) that your RE is late will add 1 participation credit to the total that you will
need in order to meet the baseline requirements.

• Every 100 words (or fraction thereof) that your RE falls short of the 1000 word requirement will add  1
participation credit to the total that you will need in order to meet the baseline requirements.

• REs that stray too far from the prompt will not count as successful fulfillment of the requirement, and you
will need to submit a fresh RE  that  addresses the prompt properly.  That “second chance” RE will be
subject to the same penalties described above for lateness and/or shortness.

Syllabus supplements (SSs)
Each SS requires you (1) to find a reading (N.B.: audios and videos count as “readings” for this assignment) that
you think should be added to future versions of this course and (2) to write an essay of at least 1000 words that
makes a persuasive argument for how the course would be significantly improved by your suggested addition.

Any SS you submit must:
• have a direct connection to the course theme,
• be at least 2500 words long (for printed sources) or 10 minutes long (for audio/video sources),
• not be written/created by an author who’s already on our syllabus, and
• not appear on syllabi from previous versions of this   course  .  

The essay that accompanies your SS must speak directly to the connection(s) you see between your suggested
reading and at least 2 readings on our current syllabus.  Precisely what those connections are will vary.  In some
cases, your SS may extend, update, and/or improve on arguments found in our current readings.  In other cases,
your SS may function as a necessary correction and/or productive counterpoint to our current readings.  

Along with your essay, you must submit a digital copy of the reading you are suggesting.  If your reading is not
directly shareable as a file (e.g.,  it’s not something you can download and save to a hard drive), you should
provide its  public-facing URL (e.g., do not provide the URL that’s connected to your UMN login from a library
search).  The version of the reading you provide must be complete (e.g., no missing pages) and legible (e.g., not
heavily marked up).  If you need to share your reading with a URL, that reading can not be located behind any
kind of paywall or registration requirement.

SSs will not be assigned formal grades -- either they meet the requirements and earn credit, or they don’t -- but I
will return SSs submitted prior to 4 Apr with constructive feedback.  In the event that an SS submitted prior to that
deadline does not earn credit, you will have the chance to revise and resubmit that SS in ways that bring it in line
with the assignment’s requirements.  Such revisions will be due by 5:00 pm on 11 May.

At least one SS is due by 5:00 pm on 21 Mar.  Please remember that this is one of the baseline requirements
you must meet for the course.  To that end, the following rules also apply:

• Every day (or fraction thereof) that your first SS is late will add 1 participation credit to the total that you
will need in order to meet the baseline requirements.

http://www.gilrodman.com/syllabi
http://www.gilrodman.com/syllabi


• Every 100 words (or fraction thereof) that  any SS  falls short of the 1000 word requirement will add  1
participation credit to the total that you will need in order to meet the baseline requirements.

Other SS rules/tips:
• There is no single “right” answer that I look for in an SS.  The overall quality of the argument you make

matters more than the specific position you take.  That said, some positions are much harder to defend
successfully than others.  Whatever position you take should be well supported by (a) the available facts
and (b) a persuasive, well-constructed argument.

• Remember that your goal isn’t  simply to demonstrate that you have an opinion: it’s to persuade your
reader why your position on the issue at hand is the best one (or, at the very least, a better one than most
others).   SSs that  merely  assert  a  position without  arguing it  will  not meet  the requirements of  this
assignment.  That same rule also applies to SSs that focus on extended summary and/or paraphrasing of
readings/sources, rather than on making an argument of your own.

• Focus on the main argument(s) in the readings/sources in question.  An argument you try to build around
a single paragraph from a 20-page article (for instance) will only work well if that paragraph is absolutely
central to the article as a whole.  If the author’s main argument still holds up without that paragraph, then
it’s not important enough for you to put it at the center of your essay.

• Think about your argument in relational terms.  In which of our existing Blocks do you think it belongs, and
how does it fit into the Block in question?  How does it fit into the syllabus as whole?  What does it bring to
the course that makes it an especially valuable addition?

• A course with a theme as broad as this one will never be able to include all the major topics/issues that fit
that theme.  As such, any argument you make in favor of a new reading needs to do more than simply
point out that there’s nothing about topic A on the current syllabus, and that your chosen reading fixes that
problem.  In such cases, you will want/need to make a persuasive and detailed case for how topic A
complements the existing topics covered by the syllabus, and why your suggested reading is a particularly
strong way to fold topic A into the mix.

Revisions
Any SSs that you submit prior to 4 Apr will come back to you with feedback from me no later than 3 May, and you
can -- if you so desire -- revise and resubmit those SSs in order (a) to meet the baseline requirements and/or (b)
help justify a higher final grade for the course.  Any such revisions are due by 5:00 pm on 11 May.

In general, the kind of revision that you should aim for involves more substantial work than just minor proofreading
or copy-editing corrections.  Precise details will vary, but you should assume that any suitable revision will involve
reorganizing and/or restructuring your original essay, discarding sections that didn’t work well, writing fresh prose,
rethinking key pieces of  your original  argument,  and/or undertaking fresh research.  Put simply,  if  your initial
version of an essay is so strong that all it really needs to improve it is for you to fix a few typos (or something
similarly minor), I will tell you so explicitly in my feedback.

Self-assessment essay (SAE)
In a well-crafted and thoughtful essay of at least 1500 words, tell me the final course grade that you deserve, and
make a persuasive argument to support that claim.  Some important things to consider in your SAE include:

• The quantity of the work you did.    How far above and beyond the baseline requirements did you go?  If
you barely exceeded them (e.g., 21 DCs spread over 5 Blocks, with only 2 SSs), you’ll  have a much
harder time justifying an A than if you earned credit for 5 SSs and 40 DCs spread over all 7 Blocks.

• The quality of the work you did.    Did you write exceptionally strong and polished SSs?  Or did you do just
enough to meet the technical requirements?  Did my feedback on your work describe it as excellent, or did
I suggest that you make significant revisions to it?

• The University’s listed standards for grades.    You can find these on page 3 of this syllabus.  Did your work
go “significantly above” the course requirements (e.g., earn a B), or was it “outstanding” relative to those
requirements (e.g., earn an A)?

• What you actually learned.    Reread your RE before you start writing your SAE.  Remind yourself of what
you knew (or didn’t know) in January, and then compare that with what you know in May.  One way to
make a strong case for a particular grade is to evaluate the distance you’ve traveled between the start and
end of the semester and/or to write an essay that visibly demonstrates what you’ve learned.

To be clear, this is not an exhaustive list of issues to cover in your SAE, nor are you obligated to address them all.



Your SAE is due by 5:00 pm on 11 May.  Please remember that the SAE is one of the baseline requirements
you must meet for the course.  To that end, every 100 words (or fraction thereof) that your SAE falls short of the
1500 word requirement will result in a penalty of a fractional grade deducted from your course grade (e.g., if you
otherwise would have earned a B, but your SAE is only 1420 words long, you will receive a B- for the course).

Word counts
Your goal for any given assignment should be to submit high quality work, rather than a certain quantity of words.
The word count requirements for any given assignment represent the minimum amount of writing necessary to
produce acceptable work.  Your main goal should be to write  strong DCs and essays, rather than ones that
simply trickle past the listed minimum by a few words.

Some additional word count rules/tips:
• The minimum word count requirement for any given assignment is firm.  If what you’ve written falls short

of the required word count, you will not receive credit for that assignment.
• Different apps/programs use different rules for counting certain kinds of text (e.g., hyphenated words,

abbreviations, numbers).  As such, the same essay may have different word counts depending on which
program is doing the counting.  Aiming to write DCs and essays that are just barely long enough is bad
practice in general, but it also comes with the risk that what looks to be long enough on your end will fall
short of the minimum requirement on my end -- and the latter is the count that matters.

• Don’t pad out your writing with “empty” words.  If more than 10% of any given piece of written work
consists of filler prose (e.g., extended summaries of the readings, generic greetings, etc.), only the non-
filler words will count toward meeting the requirement in question: e.g., a 1200-word SS essay that
includes 200 words that summarize the readings and another 200 words of filler (e.g., “I thought for a long
time about what reading I wanted to add to the syllabus, because I very much wanted to help make this
course even better in the future, because racism is such an important issue in the world today, and yet I
struggled to find readings that were worthy of the challenge . . .”) will count as an 800-word essay.

• For DCs:  Only your own words count: e.g., 75 words from you plus 250 words quoted from elsewhere will
count as 75 words, rather than 325.

• For the RE, SSs, and the SAE:  Only the main body of your text counts.  Headers, footers, titles, and
reference lists do not count.  Quotes from other sources do count, but only if those quotes are trimmed to
an appropriate length (e.g., do not quote a 75-word passage from one of our readings if only 10 of those
words are actually necessary for your argument to work well).

Capstone project (optional)
In  order  to  fulfill  the  Capstone  Project  requirement  in  connection  with  this  course,  you  must  write  a  well-
researched, argumentative essay of 2500+ words on a topic that fits the course’s main theme.  Because this
project results in a separate grade and earns you an extra credit hour, it involves work above and beyond the
course requirements.

There are several mandatory deadlines built into the project that (1) keep you from procrastinating too much, (2)
give me time to give you constructive feedback, and (3) give you time to act on that feedback in productive ways:

31 Jan Register for Comm 3999W-008
8 Feb Topic meeting (via Zoom) with me
15 Feb Topic proposal / 10-item bibliography
1 Mar Thesis paragraph draft
5 Apr Rough draft
4 May Progress meeting (via Zoom) with me
11 May Final paper

Except for 31 Jan, all the deadlines above are 5:00 pm deadlines.  They are also all “drop dead” deadlines: i.e.,
failing to meet any of them (which includes failing to meet their minimum requirements) means that you are no
longer eligible to fulfill your Capstone Project requirement in Comm 5221 this semester.



Academic dishonesty
The following is a partial list of examples of academic dishonesty:

• plagiarism in any of its forms
• copying another student’s work (in whole or in part)
• having someone else do any of the course’s required work on your behalf
• knowingly assisting someone else in their efforts to engage in any of the above practices

The minimum penalty for academic dishonesty is a grade of zero (0) for the Block in question.  For more details,
please see the U’s information page on student integrity.

Miscellaneous
• Our discussions will cover topics that are likely to evoke strong differences of opinion.  I don’t expect our

class meetings to produce unanimous agreement about those topics, but I do expect our discussions to
be characterized by mutual respect and collegiality.  Strong opinions are acceptable.  Verbal bullying and
personal attacks, on the other hand, will not be tolerated under any circumstances.

• Significant disruptions of the normal flow of course-related business -- e.g., using cell phones in class,
excessive side chatter, premature leave-taking behavior -- may result in grade penalties.

• The contents of  this  course --  both in-person and online --  are not  intended for  public  circulation or
distribution.   You  can  make audio  and/or  video recordings  of  class  meetings  for  your  personal  use,
provided you do so without  disrupting the ordinary flow of  the class.   You can download and make
personal  backup  copies  of  online  materials  to  help  you  complete  the  course  successfully,  but  not
otherwise.  The purchase and/or sale of either written notes or recordings of class meetings is strictly
prohibited.  

• I will make every reasonable effort to accommodate students’ needs relating to religious holidays and/or
documented  disabilities.   By  University  policy,  you must  provide  me with  written notice  (for  religious
holidays) and/or official documentation (for disabilities), and you must do so with enough lead time for
such accommodations to be arranged.

• Please pay attention to the U’s official notices regarding:
◦ policy statements for syllabi   
◦ policy regarding makeup work  
◦ C  OVID-19 policies and guidelines  
In particular, please note that the last link is subject to updates as the pandemic situation changes.

Reading/assignment schedule

Block #1 18-31 Jan Keywords:  definitions / terminology / frameworks
18 Jan no reading
20 Jan American Anthropological Association, “Statement on ‘Race’”

Tatum, “Defining Racism”
McIntosh, “White Privilege”

25 Jan Hall, “Race, the Floating Signifier”
Hall, “The Whites of Their Eyes”

27 Jan Marable, “Structural Racism and American Democracy”
Rodman, “What We (Still) Need to Learn”

Block #2 1-14 Feb Keywords:  history / (in)visibility
1 Feb I Am Not Your Negro [video]
3 Feb Lipsitz, “From Plessy to Ferguson”

8 Feb Coates, “Notes From the Fifth Year / Fear of a Black President”
Coates, “The First White President”

10 Feb Ontiveros, “No Golden Age”
Newman, “The Forgotten Fifteen Million”

https://safe-campus.umn.edu/return-campus/university-planning-response
https://policy.umn.edu/education/makeupwork-faq
https://policy.umn.edu/education/syllabusrequirements-appa
https://communitystandards.umn.edu/avoid-violations/avoiding-scholastic-dishonesty


Block #3 15-28 Feb Keywords:  the politics of representation
15 Feb Bird, “Imagining Indians”
17 Feb hooks, “Representing Whiteness in the Black Imagination”

Jhally & Lewis, “White Responses”

22 Feb Said, “The Politics of Knowledge”
Hayes & Rodman, “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Film”

24 Feb Stabile, “Criminalizing Black Culture”
Williams, “The Distribution of Distress”

Block #4 1-21 Mar Keywords:  appropriation / borrowing / influence
1 Mar hooks, “Madonna: Plantation Mistress or Soul Sister?”

McLeod, “Copyright, Authorship and African-American Culture”
3 Mar Shimakawa, “Mind Yourself”

Cadogan, “Black and Blue”

15 Mar Michaels, “Bad Aboriginal Art”
Pang, “Copying Kill Bill”

17 Mar Pham, “Racial Plagiarism and Fashion”
Rodman, “Lions and Writers and Birds, Oh My: The Racial Politics of Copyright”

Block #5 22 Mar - 4 Apr Keywords:  institutions / meritocracy / technologies
22 Mar Rose, “Fear of a Black Planet”

Gray, “Jazz Tradition, Institutional Formation, and Cultural Practice”
24 Mar Littler, “#Damonsplaining and the Unbearable Whiteness of ‘Merit’”

29 Mar Dyer, “The Light of the World”
31 Mar Dyson, “Unnatural Disasters”

Lipsitz, “The Hip Hop Hearings”

Block #6 5-18 Apr Keywords:  ethnicities / globalization / borders
5 Apr Hall, “Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities”

Chvany, “Do We Look Like Ferengi Capitalists to You”
7 Apr Rivera, “The Brown Threat”

Anzaldúa, “How to Tame a Wild Tongue”

12 Apr Ang, “Indonesia on My Mind”
Liu, “The Oriental Riff”

14 Apr Farred, Phantom Calls: Race and the Globalization of the NBA [selections]

Block #7 19 Apr - 2 May Keywords:  the future / solutions(?)
19 Apr Coates, Between the World and Me, pp. 1-71
21 Apr Awkward, “Burying Don Imus”

26 Apr Coates, Between the World and Me, pp. 72-152
28 Apr Bell, “Racial Realism -- After We’re Gone”

* * *
11 May Final deadline for all SSs and SAE
5:00 pm


