
COMM 4616: African American Civil Rights Rhetoric 
Spring 2011                          University of Minnesota 

Ford Hall B10   Tuesday/Thursday 2:30-3:45pm 

Instructor:   Heather A. Hayes        Office:            Ford Hall 285 
Email:    hayes381@umn.edu        Office Hours: Thursdays 1:00-2:30pm 
         Also by appointment 
Office Phone:  (612) 624-4316        Mailbox:         Ford Hall 250 
 
NOTE: Email is the best way to contact me, but do not count on me checking email after 10pm. 
Please allow up to 24 hours for a response. 

 
Course Description 
This course will explore civil right discourses and their relationship to equality and participation. 
Using the struggle of African American/Black Americans as an instructive example, it will try and 
come to terms with the philosophical concepts, political issues, moral complexities, and discursive 
characteristics of civil rights rhetoric. Its purpose is to explore three questions: 
 1. What is the history of Black participation and equality in the United States? 
 2. What rhetoric advocates and/or opposes African American civil rights in the United  
  States? 
 3. What can this history and exploration tell us about civil rights controversies more  
  generally? 
 
Course Objectives 
 1. To learn about the history of African American/Black American’s struggle for civil  
  rights in the United States. 
 2. To understand and apply critical approaches to discourses of African American civil  
  rights texts.  
 3. To display self-reflexivity and critically examine the discourses of civil rights struggles 
  generally. 
 4. To recognize and critique the force and impact of history and power within the African 
  American/Black American community in the United States. 
 
Required Texts 
Cleaver, Eldridge. Soul on Ice. New York: Delta Publishing, 1991. 
 
Dierenfield, Bruce. The Civil Rights Movement: Revised Edition. New York: Longman, 

2008. 
 
Ellis, Catherine & Smith, Stephen Drury (eds). Say It Loud: Great Speeches on Civil 

Rights and African American Identity. New York: New Press, 2010. 
 
Required Readings 
A Moodle site has been set up for this course. Often, some of the required reading and additional 
information will be posted at the site. Please let me know as soon as possible if you are unable to 
access the site. 
 



Recommended Texts 
Graff, G. & Birkenstein, C. (2010). They Say, I Say: The Moves that Matter in Academic Writing 
 (2nd edition). New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 
 
Learning Accommodations 
If you have any special needs, please speak with me as soon as possible so we can ensure you 
receive the proper accommodations to allow for success in this course.  All conversations and 
information will remain completely confidential.  A student with a disability should contact both the 
instructor and Disability Services: 612-626-1333, http://ds.umn.edu, 180 McNamara Alumni 
Center. The individual will then bring an official letter from the office, as well as their concerns, to 
me so that we can discuss and accommodate individual needs.  
 
Course Policies and Expectations 
Class time will center on the learning and practice of text material.  Students will have many 
opportunities to speak in a non-graded, informal manner. Due to the upper division level of the 
course, there is a high expectation for discussion and group conversation, which will be emphasized 
some days. I expect that you will attend class every week, be on time, do the assigned readings, and 
engage with class discussions.  You are expected to think critically about your own communicative 
practice and that of others. In this class, we will deal with controversial issues; you are expected to 
regularly bring your opinions to the discussion and contribute to an open and respectful dialogue.   
 
1.  Syllabus: Use the syllabus as your guide. You will refer to it throughout the course; 

however, I reserve the right to modify it as necessary.   
 
2.  Assignments:  If you are sick the day an assignment is due, please have a friend or 

roommate drop the assignment off in class or my mailbox (Ford Hall 250). I do not accept 
late work. Assignments are due at the beginning of class on their respective due dates and 
will be counted overdue immediately thereafter.  I do my best to return all assignments 
within one to two weeks; it is your responsibility to keep them as records of your grade in 
the case of any confusion.  

 
4. Academic Honesty:  Academic integrity is essential to a positive learning environment. All 

students enrolled in university courses are expected to complete coursework responsibilities 
with fairness and honesty. As defined by the University Student Conduct Code, “Scholastic 
dishonesty means plagiarizing; cheating on assignments or examinations; engaging in 
unauthorized collaboration on academic work; taking, acquiring, or using test materials 
without faculty permission; submitting false or incomplete records of academic 
achievement; acting alone or in cooperation with another to falsify records or to obtain 
dishonestly grades, honors, awards, or professional endorsement; altering, forging, or 
misusing a University academic record; or fabricating or falsifying data, research 
procedures, or data analysis” (http://advisingtools.class.umn.edu/cgep/studentconduct.html).  
Any act of intentional academic dishonesty will result in automatic FAILURE OF THE 
COURSE. If you have any questions or doubt about what constitutes scholastic misconduct 
or dishonesty, please see me.  

 
5. Grading Procedure:  Specific guidelines for the grading of assignments will be outlined in 

the syllabus or in additional documents distributed in class or on the Moodle site. If you are 



uncertain about any assignment criteria it is your responsibility to ask either in class or by 
email at least several weeks prior to the due date. 

 
Occasionally, students are unsatisfied with some dimension of the course. If you have a 
concern at any time during the course, please come speak with me directly in my office 
hours or by appointment. I always seek to improve my courses and incorporate feedback 
from previous semesters into each assignment. I invite feedback about the course or any 
specific assignment. If you are confused about a grade you received, please contact me and I 
can offer clarification and further direction on how to improve in the future.  

 
6.  Graded Written Assignments: Written assignments will be graded primarily for content. 

Everything turned in must be typed and must adhere to these three guidelines. 
1. 8 ½ x 11 in. paper, stapled in upper left-hand corner 
2. Typed, double-spaced, 12-inch font, one-inch margins, Times New 

Roman font 
3. APA format for citation 

For specific assistance in citation see: http://writing.umn.edu/sws - Quick Help - “Quick 
Tips” - Under “Documentation” click on APA. 

 
7. Other Points to Consider: 

• Be on time for class. If you are late on the day of a presentation or guest speaker, try 
not to interrupt the presentation. Wait in the hall until the presenter is finished (until 
you hear clapping).  

• Make thoughtful contributions to class discussion by doing the assigned readings,  it 
 will only make the course richer for you, and all of the community of students with 
 whom you occupy the classroom space this semester. 
• Make sure to check your UMN email daily for notices from me. 
 

Course Assignments and Evaluation 
Each student will complete the following assignments: 
 Assignments: 

Student Choice Sheet (see below)   75% 
Final Exam   25% 

Grading: 
Percentage Grade   Percentage  Grade 
94-100  A   77-79   C+ 
90-93  A-   74-76   C 
87-89  B+   70-73   C- 
84-86  B   67-69   D+ 
80-83  B-   60-66   D 
     <60   F 

 
All coursework is graded on a percentage system that follows the guidelines of the College 
of Liberal Arts: http://advisingtools.class.umn.edu/cgep/gradingpolicies.html. 
 
A Achievement outstanding relative to level necessary to meet course requirements 
B Achievement significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements 
C Achievement meeting the basic course requirements 



D Achievement worthy of credit even though it does not fully meet the basic course  
  requirements in every respect 

F Performance failing to meet the basic course requirements 
 

Required projects for 4616 
All students will be required to complete: 
1.  Final Examination: All participants will complete a two-hour essay based examination at 
 the end of the course from 10:30am-12:30pm on Thursday, May 10. The exam will 
 consist of six essay questions that will require you to integrate, creatively, the ideas that 
 are central to the course. You need only answer three of the six questions provided. I will 
 distribute a study sheet and conduct a study session prior to the exam, but you will not 
 receive the questions in advance and  may not use your notes during the exam. (25%) 
 
For the remaining 75% of each participant’s grade, students may determine the assignments 
they wish to complete, from the list below. Each option must be weighed as a multiple of 5. On 
January 19, the form at the end of this syllabus must be officially signed and submitted by 
each participant in the course. Once this sheet is signed and turned in, it becomes the official 
method of assessment for each student. Although no minimum or maximum number of choices is 
required, students are cautioned against dividing their energy among too many options, or too few. 
Students should consider each option carefully as the instructor will consider choices to be based on 
student strengths. For example, someone who does not like to speak in class should probably not 
choose the class seminar option. Those who do not test well might not want to choose the additional 
mid term examination option. 
 
Additional Evaluation Options for 4616: 
Students may choose from the following assignment options: 
1.  Mid Term Examination: On March 8, students choosing to take the mid term 
 examination will take a one hour, fifteen minute essay and short answer based exam 
 covering the class material to that point. The exam will transpire during that day’s class 
 period. This option may be selected for up to 25% of a student’s course grade (no more 
 than the final examination).  
 
2.  Interview with an Activist: There are a number of people living in the Twin Cities who 
 participated in either the local or the national Civil Rights Movement. For this 
 assignment, you must contact one of them and conduct an interview of at least one hour in 
 length. 
 
 If you choose this option, you must develop a schedule of written questions for the 
 interviewee. This schedule should contain both primary and secondary (follow-up) 
 questions. You are required to audiotape the interview and then review the materials on 
 that tape for the written report. The report you turn in to me must contain: a) the schedule 
 of questions you used during the interview, b) a transcript of the interview, and c) an 
 eight page analysis that critiques the interview by relating its content to the class’s themes 
 and research materials. 
 
 Please note I must approve your choice of interviewee in advance. You may not interview 
 members of your own family; I will allow you to interview University of Minnesota faculty 
 or staff only under very specific questions. This project is due on April 26. 



 
3.  Book Review: Select one or two books from the list attached to the syllabus. If you wish to 
 read a book not on the syllabus attachment, you must obtain approval from me in  advance. 
 Read the work then complete a critical/analytical review (a full seven pages) assessing the 
 work and its relationship to materials read or discussed in class. 
 
 Although it need not be organized in this fashion, the review should answer three basic 
 questions: 
 a) What are the author’s major thesis and arguments? 
 b) What is the significance of the work for students of rhetoric and civil rights? 
 c) How should the reader, someone else in the class, evaluate the book? Why? 
  
 This assignment is designed for review of secondary scholarly materials, not 
 autobiographies or works of fiction, so please choose books by historians, psychologists, 
 communication scholars, etc. Also, keep two things in mind: you must read and cite 
 from the entire book. Also, a written summary only of the book will result in a C or lower 
 grade. 
 
 The first book review will be due February 28. If you receive a C or lower on this first 
 review, you may turn in a second review in order to receive your grade. The second 
 review will be due on March 27. You also may choose to write two reviews and then 
 your book review grade will be an average of the two scores. You must specify whether 
 you would like to review one book (one grade with an option to turn in a second review as 
 the final grade only if the first grade is a C or lower) or two books (an average of the 
 two scores). 
 
4.  A Research Paper: Students who choose this option will write a research paper of at least 
 15 pages in length on a topic of rhetorical significance from the course. The most obvious 
 project is a speech or historical event, but other examples might include advertising, film, 
 music, novels, or any form of public discourse that attempts to argue for or against civil 
 rights. The essay must: 
 a) Trace the rhetorical history and importance of a specific discursive event, theme,  
  debate, or civil rights issue 
 b) Trace the history and importance of the context that surrounds your object 
 c) Develop a critical interpretation around the object, involving both secondary (scholarly 
  books and articles) and primary (a rhetorical object) sources. 
 
 This option is recommended for students who enjoy library research, who wish to 
 experience writing a major paper, or intend to complete a senior project in the course.  
 This paper is due on April 26. 
 
5.  Comparative Analysis: Students who choose this option will write a paper of 
 approximately 15 pages in length that compares a fictional account of a civil rights event 
 with the actual event based on journalistic or scholarly inquiry. One could, for example, 
 compare Spike Lee’s film on Malcolm X to the historical and critical literature on  Malcolm 
 X. You might contrast a film or novel about the Battle at Gettysburg to the historical 
 record of that event, illustrating its implications for civil rights during the Reconstruction 
 Era. Some examples of object might include Mississippi Burning, Amistad, Autobiography 



 of an Ex-Colored Man, etc. This option is recommended for students who can creatively 
 synthesize two distinct objects (fiction and history) to arrive at a unique interpretation of 
 each. This may also count as a senior paper project, and is due April 26. 
 
6.  Class Seminar: Students who choose this option will attend a 90-minute seminar 
 OUTSIDE OF CLASS TIME with me eight times throughout the semester. Students who 
 enjoy lively discussion and/or the opportunity to explore themes that are not part of the 
 formal class are encouraged to choose this option. Possible topics include (but are not 
 limited to) civil rights and film, feminism and civil rights, Asian Americans and civil 
 rights, immigration and civil rights, disability policy and civil rights, gay/queer rights, 
 and poverty as a civil rights issue. Every effort will be made to accommodate requests for 
 relevant topics of discussion by participants made during the first meeting. 
 
 I will initiate discussion, focus conversation, and assess student performance. Your grade 
 will be based upon attendance, the quality of participation, and the preparation/reading 
 you put into the seminar throughout the semester. Everyone will be expected to 
 participate actively and intelligently, but the initiative rests with you; no one will be 
 asked to speak. You should select this option only if you are willing to do the extra 
 reading assignments,  come at the selected time, and are willing to discuss difficult and 
 sometimes uncomfortable issues. Seminars will meet no more than once per week in the 
 later afternoon or evening. At least five students must sign up for this option for it to be 
 formally offered. 
 
Senior Projects 
Communication Studies majors may complete the department’s senior paper requirement in this 
course. If you choose to write a senior paper in this class you must: 
 a) Indicate your intentions by signing the instructor’s Senior Paper Form prior to the end  
  of the second week of class. 
 b) Register for COMM 3995 by contacting the advising office (commadv@umn.edu). 
 c) Request and attend one meeting with the instructor on or before February 10 to   
  discuss the paper, a writing schedule, and the instructor’s expectations. 
 d) Meet the revised expectations and deadlines for a senior paper writer specified below.  
 e) Produce a paper that meets the formal requirements of the department (see   
   http://www.comm.umn.edu/ugrad/project.html). 
 
If a student accomplished all five steps, he or she will receive a S (satisfactory) in COMM 3995 and 
the senior paper requirement will be fulfilled. If the paper does not meet expectations then the 
student may revise and resubmit the essay once. In the event of an unsatisfactory revision, the 
student will receive an N (no credit) in COMM 3995. Only grades of S or N will be entered for 
COMM 3995, any incompletes will receive an N (no credit). 
 
The second senior paper meeting after the topic selection meeting must occur on or before March 8. 
The first draft of the senior paper is due Tuesday, April 3. If the instructor requests a revision, that 
paper is due Thursday, April 26. 
 
 
 
 



Assignment Selection Form 
 
Name:______________________________________ 
 
Email Address:_______________________________ 
 
Put an X next to each of the items you desire to comprise your course grade. In the right hand 
column, write down the percentage of your final grade that each option you X will contribute to 
your final course grade. 
 
Option       Percentage 
 
 __X__Final Examination     ______25%____ 
 
______ Mid Term Examination    _____________ 
    (Can be no more than 25%) 
 
_____Interview with an Activist    _____________ 
 
_____Book Review(s)     _____________ 
 
 _____Number of Reviews 
 
_____Research Paper      _____________ 
 
 _____I intend to use this as a senior paper 
 
_____Comparative Essay     _____________ 
 
 _____I intend to use this as a senior paper 
 
_____Class Seminar      _____________ 
 
If choosing class seminar, note the best times for you to meet during the semester. Note below the 
days you could meet and the times of that day. 
 
Monday        Tuesday           Wednesday        Thursday              Friday 
 
 
 
 
Total percentage of all selections must add to 100%. This form is due January 19. Please remember 
that your choices determine your final grade and you may not change percentages, your choices, or 
the number of projects you identify here. Please keep a copy of this form. 


