Culture and Identity Writing

Instructor: Lonnae O’Neal Parker

Spring 2010

Email: lop2@georgetown.du
Required Readings:

Telling True Stories:  A Nonfiction Writers' Guide from the Nieman Foundation at Harvard University 

By Mark Kramer (Editor), Wendy Call (Editor)  

The Elements of Style

By William Strunk and E.B. White

White Girl, Cousin Kim is Passing but Cousin Lonnae Doesn’t Want to Let Her Go

By Lonnae O’Neal Parker

Nowhere to Go But Down

By Paul Schwartzman, Washington Post, August 3, 2009

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/08/03/AR2009080302958.html?nav=rss_business/industries
Way of Life Slipping Away Along Chesapeake’s Edge

By David Farenthold, December 28, 2008

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/12/27/AR2008122701126.html?sid=ST2008122701441

Suggested Readings:

Train Go Sorry: Inside a Deaf World

By Leah Hager Cohen

Arranged Marriages, Minus the Parents

By Reena Jama, New York Times, August 17, 2000

Who’s a Hillbilly? 

By Rebecca Thomas Kirkendall

Newsweek, November 27, 1995

Description:

This course in the Masters of Professional Studies in Journalism program comes at a crossroads in conversations about race, ethnicity and culture.

The election of a bi-racial president, partially raised in the world’s most populous Muslim country,  and who self self-identifies as black, has opened a new front in contemplations of identity politics, and/or the transcendence thereof. 

By mid-century, the United States will be majority minority, bringing the personal and cultural narratives of a much wider population into sharper focus.  The dynamics of once dominant groups will also undergo permanent alteration.  

The world has been made smaller by technology and the jostle for narrative space is a constant; we have simulcasts in Spanish, Arab-focused cable networks, Asian You-Tubers, Gay pod casters. We are awash in the self-referential: culture specific, race specific, gender specific, orientation specific, geographically specific stories, and the ones that resonate are the ones that go deep enough to be universal. 

This course will help us find the rewarding (and sometimes wrenching) universal places through specific portals. It eschews platitudes and surface explorations in favor of truth, nuance and grit. It seeks to cut through the noise of identity politics to get to the humanity of shared emotion and experience. 

Overview:

The ability to find, and render, the center of perspectives that maybe outside your realm of experience and comfort  will be one of your biggest assets as a journalist. This course will help set you on that path. 

For 14 class periods, we will explore how journalists can turn the specific personal narrative into a deeper commentary that explores issues of diversity, connection, fear and alienation. It will encourage students to mine their personal journeys, develop listening and discernment skills to probe the stories of others, and find points of universal agreement and connection in a society that easily splits along fault lines. Through writing exercises, class discussions, the work shopping of specific pieces, and guest speakers, students will be encouraged toward frank and honest discussion that fosters cultural dexterity and a greater ability to move as journalists through an ever more disparate populace. 

Objectives:

Over the next several months , you will draw stories out of your own experiences, and those of others who have affected you deeply. The goal is to build toward nuanced pieces worthy of publication—while publication is not required, I have contacts in media, so let’s aim high!

Good writers are well read so it is important to complete reading materials and be prepared to defend, debate and engage with your classmates. 

You will complete two short writing pieces (roughly 500-700 words) and two longer ones (around 1,400 words). Additional extra credit assignments are optional throughout the semester. 

The first half of the semester will be devoted to discussions of required reading, and detailing the specific writing and reporting skills best suited to culture and identity writing. The last seven classes will be devoted to establishing themes and outlines for larger writing assignments and work shopping the papers of your classmates.

Grading:

Scale:

A
   186-200

A- 
   180-185 

B+     
   176-179

B       
   166-175

B-     
   160-165

C          140-159

F           139 and under 

This is a class where process is as important as output. In order to mine the deep places we must go to complete the written assignments, we have to have a safe space for dialogue and input from all class members, so attendance and timeliness are key factors in grading. 

Attendance (30 points): Everyone begins with 30 points and points are deducted for unexcused absences. Students more than 15 minutes late for class will only be awarded half points for the class period. Students more than 30 minutes late should not attend and will loose all points for the class. 

Discussion/participation (30 points): This includes raising and defending points, sharing relevant anecdotes, observations  and supplying sources of additional quantitative and qualitative information. 

Two short papers (25 points each): These will involve extrapolating classroom discussion points to write from personal experience. 

Two longer papers (45 points each): This will be reported pieces that detail a race/culture/identity narrative of someone other than the student.

Work will be accepted within a week of due date for partial credit unless prior arrangements and notification is made. Work more than a week late will not be accepted.

This is a graduate level class and the writing should reflect that. I am tough, but fair. I value engagement and the pursuit of  texture and depth in discussion and writing. I look forward to sharing and hearing stories. Hopefully the experience will be rewarding for us all. 

Additional Information:
Students with disabilities should contact the Academic Resource Center (Leavey Center, Suite 335; 202 687 8354; arc@georgetown.edu;

http://ldss.georgetown.edu/index.cfm) before the start of classes to allow their office time to review the o allow their office time to review the documentation and make recommendations for appropriate accommodations.  If accommodations are recommended, you will be given a letter from ARC to share with your professors.  You are personally responsible for completing this process officially and in a timely manner.  Neither accommodations nor exceptions to policies can be permitted to students who have not completed this process in advance. 

 

Georgetown Honor System:

We expect all students within SCS to maintain the highest standards of academic and personal integrity in pursuit of their education at Georgetown.  Academic dishonesty in any form is a serious offense, and students found in violation are subject to academic penalties that include, but are not limited to, failure of the course, termination from the program, and revocation of degrees already conferred.

Students must write or say the Honor Code or email me stating your agreement to abide by it. 

All students are held to the Honor Code regardless of whether they write or state it. 

The Honor Code pledge follows:

In the pursuit of the high ideals and rigorous standards of academic life, I commit myself to respect and uphold the Georgetown University Honor System: To be honest in any academic endeavor, and To conduct myself honorably, as a responsible member of the Georgetown community, as we live and work together.

University Resources
MPS Writing Resource Program (Lauinger Library, 217A; 202-687-4246; http://writingcenter.georgetown.edu/)
Academic Resource Center (Leavey Center, Suite 335; 202-687-8354; arc@georgetown.edu; http://ldss.georgetown.edu/)
Counseling and Psychiatric Services (One Darnall Hall; 202-687-6985; http://caps.georgetown.edu/)
