
CES 493:  ADVANCED TOPICS IN ETHNIC STUDIES: 
THE AFRICAN AMERICAN HUMOR TRADITION 

SPRING 2007 – T, TH 1:25-2:40 P.M. – WILSON 6 
 
Professor Lisa Guerrero 
Office:  Wilson 121 
Phone Number: 335-4182 
E-mail:  laguerre@wsu.edu
 
Office Hours: T, TH 3:00 p.m.-4:00 p.m., and by appointment 
 
(PLEASE NOTE: Your continued enrollment in this course after the first week means that you 
have read and understand the information contained within this syllabus, and that you agree to 
follow the procedures and rules explained within it.) 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

The man with the real sense of humor is the man who can put himself in the 
spectator's place and laugh at his own misfortune. 

Bert Williams 
 

Bert Williams was the funniest man I’ve ever seen, and the saddest man I’ve ever 
known. 

W.C. Fields 
 

The most dangerous creation of any society is the man who has nothing to lose. 
James Baldwin 

 
 

Course Description: 
This course is designed as an in-depth, critical examination of the cultural arena 
of African American humor. We will be examining the ways in which institutional 
and ideological processes and practices have shaped various humor and 
comedic traditions of African Americans in the United States, as well as the ways 
in which larger popular media have used those traditions to commodify racial 
identities while perpetuating social hierarchies and oppressions.  The goal of the 
course is to build an understanding of how African American humor has served 
as an outlet of social critique for African American communities, and has 
simultaneously participated in the construction of popular representations of 
blackness in the American public imagination.  Additionally, we will focus 
examinations on the questions of creative power and responsibility, audience, 
and the influence of popular culture generally.   We will draw greatly on various 
theories, methods, terms and understandings within the discipline of Ethnic 
Studies, as well as selected theories and languages from literary, film, and 
cultural studies.  
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This course is open to majors and non-majors, alike.  However, previous 
engagement with theories and critical languages of race and racial projects are 
necessary as this is NOT an introductory course, and the professor will assume a 
degree of previous critical experience in both the ways in which she approaches 
the class and the manner in which she evaluates student performances.  
 
The class is organized to provide students with an analytic framework for 
understanding:  1) the historical development of African American forms of 
humor, 2) the interrelatedness of culture and resistance as it shapes different 
genres of African American humor, and 3) the place, significance, and 
complexities of satire and performance to the critical impact of African American 
humor.  To accomplish this we will be reading a common literature and creating 
common conceptual language and categories for understanding racism, satire, 
performativity, and resistance. 
 
 
NOTE:  This class relies on the participation of the students. 
Emphasizing collaboration and dialogue, conversation and debate, 
we, as an intellectual community, will engage one another in 
meaningful and challenging ways while we explore the varied 
perspectives that each of us bring to bear on class discussions.  
As such, we should be constantly vigilant that our contributions, 
opinions, and responses, while intellectually critical, are 
respectful of the differences in position, perspective, and 
experience we all have.  People can disagree without being 
disrespectful. 
 
Required Texts: 
 
• Beatty, Paul (ed.).  Hokum:  An Anthology of African American Humor.  
Bloomsbury, USA, 2006. [HOKUM below] 
 
•  Beatty, Paul.  The White Boy Shuffle.  Picador, 2001.  [BEATTY below] 
 
•  Everett, Percival.  Erasure.  Hyperion, 2002.  [EVERETT below] 
 
•  Phillips, Caryl.  Dancing in the Dark.  Vintage, 2006. [DARK below] 
 
•  Watkins, Mel.  On the Real Side:  A History of African American Comedy.  
Lawrence Hill Books, 1999.  [WATKINS below] 
 
In addition, throughout the semester there may be supplemental readings 
assigned by the professor. The professor will announce any such additions 
during lecture. 
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Assessment and Evaluation: 
Your grade is dependent on a number of factors that, together and holistically, 
inform the evaluation and assessment of your performance.  In summary, these 
criteria include attendance, participation, discussion facilitation, debate, and the 
successful completion of written assignments. 
 
Course Requirements: 
•  Class Attendance (10% of final grade) 
You are expected to attend class every day, arrive on time and participate in an 
informed and consistent matter.  Anything less will not be tolerated and will result 
in problems in this class. Attendance does affect your grade.  Consistent 
tardiness will result in the lowering of your overall grade by one-half of a grade 
(e.g. a B would become a B-).  During the course of the semester you are 
allowed three absences. After three absences (excused and unexcused) EACH 
further absence will result in a reduction of your overall grade of one-half of a 
grade (e.g. a B would become a B-).  This may seem punitive but (1) class 
discussions are one of the most important elements of class; (2) there will be 
several extra credit opportunities given randomly in class. Moreover, students 
missing any class meeting are responsible for missed lectures and media 
material shown/discussed in their absence.  Any in-class assignments cannot be 
made up.  Make sure you sign the attendance sheet, which will be distributed at 
the beginning of each class meeting.  If you come to class late and don’t sign the 
attendance sheet at the end of class you will be considered absent on that 
particular day.  
 
•  Participation (15% of final grade) 
The center and direction of this course relies almost completely on student 
questions and discussions.   As such, you are expected to be present 
intellectually as well as physically in the classroom.  This means that not only 
must you attend, but that you must endeavor to contribute to the flow and body of 
the course. In order for this class to be productive you will need to come to class 
each and every day prepared to discuss the material.  This requires more than 
simply doing the reading (WHICH IS ESSENTIAL), but arriving at class with a 
readiness to discuss the issues for that day. Your level of readiness to participate 
in a conversation about issues of race and racism is predicated upon a number 
of issues such as one’s personality, awareness of issues, experience, and 
classroom climate.  I also recognize that time constraints and size of the class 
will limit the number of people who participate.  Ultimately though, while it is 
understood that not everyone contributes to the same degree or in the same 
manner, total silence during the course of the semester will affect your 
evaluation.  Recognizing that silence is not always a result of a lack of interest or 
preparation, I envision participation along many lines.  Participating in class not 
only consists of talking, but also includes listening (please do not talk while 
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others are speaking), interacting with your peers, and contributing to our 
classroom energy (body language, being engaged – no newspapers).  
 
Your classroom participation grade will be based on the following criteria: 
 
Excellence (A) requires that you play a leadership role in discussion, 
demonstrate that you carefully read and thoughtfully consider the text; discuss 
points articulately; listen sensitively and respond intelligently to other’s views; do 
not interrupt, obstruct or dominate discussion; ask insightful, carefully-
constructed questions; and take responsibility for the overall quality of the 
discussion. 
 
Above Average (B) requires that you participate actively in discussion, 
demonstrate good knowledge of the text, work to achieve understanding, listen to 
other viewpoints, and ask sound questions. 
 
Average (C) requires that you follow the discussion, make occasional comments, 
have a basic knowledge of the text, and sometimes ask questions. 
 
Below Average (D) requires that you occupy a seat and occasionally show signs 
of life. 
 
Failure (F) requires that you occupy a seat but show no signs of life. 
 
 
Writing to Learn In-Class Exercises 
Throughout the term you will be asked to spend time to participate in short writing to 
learn activities.  The purpose of these exercises is to help you learn more about the 
course content.  These exercises may include:  micro-themes, reading response 
questions, media/film reflections, or end of class observations.  These writing to learn 
exercises require no more than a few paragraphs of written response.  Your written work 
will be submitted to the professor to receive a check mark or a very short comment.  NO 
LETTER OR NUMBER GRADES will be used.  Each submitted writing exercise will be 
worth 1 point toward your participation grade. 
 
 
•  Reading Quizzes (15% of final grade) 
Throughout the semester there will be 5 unannounced reading quizzes based on 
the novels we will be reading for the course.  The quizzes will alternatively be 
made up of multiple choice questions and short answer/essay questions, or a 
combination of both.  Each of the 5 quizzes will be worth 20 points each.  You 
will be allowed to make up only ONE quiz during the term.  No exceptions.  
 
 
 
•  Group Facilitation of Reading (15% of final grade) 
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During the second week of class you will be put into groups of 3-4 people.  
During the semester you and your group will be responsible for presenting 
sections from On the Real Side, including the topics, themes, issues, and ideas 
found in the day’s respective chapter(s).  Your presentation should also include 
yours and your group’s critical analysis of and discussion questions about the 
day’s readings.  Your presentation should span approximately 15-20 mins.  On 
the day of your group’s facilitation each member of the group will be required to 
submit a 2-page summary of your presentation, including a brief summary of the 
reading(s), and a more developed discussion of your analysis and questions 
about the reading(s), and a 1-page evaluation of the individual participation in 
the presentation of yourself and each of your fellow group members.  
 
You are encouraged to be creative and innovative in your discussion facilitation.  
Visual aids, powerpoint presentations, music, film clips, handouts, etc. are all 
useful and engaging ways to approach facilitation.  Remember that you are trying 
to achieve a critical, and practical understanding of the ideas presented in the 
readings for both yourselves and everyone else in the classroom community.  
Straight, more “traditional” presentations, are also perfectly legitimate.  Your 
group must decide which format they believe to be the most productive approach 
to unpacking the history related in Watkins’s text.  Regardless of how you and 
your group choose to frame your facilitation, please take the ideas and the 
assignment seriously.  
 
•  Book Review (15% of final grade) and Movie Review (15% of final grade) 
You will be responsible for writing both a 4-page book review, and a 4-page 
movie review.  The respective reviews will be on the student’s choice of one of 
the novels from the course, and one of the films viewed in class. The specific 
review assignment will be distributed in class by the professor during the 3rd 
week of class.  Though you may turn in your reviews at any time throughout the 
semester after we have completed a particular novel, or have viewed a particular 
film, the final day to submit both the book review and the movie review is 
Tuesday, April 27 in class.  They will not be accepted after this date.  No 
exceptions.  
 
 
•  Critical Analysis (15% of final grade) 
Students are expected to write an 6-8-page critical analysis on ONE of the 
following of their own choosing: 
 •  stand-up routine 
 •  comedy skit 
 •  literary humor passage or poem 
 •  clip from a comedic film 
  
The critical analysis must include the following components: 

1)  An introduction to your chosen comedic moment including a general 
     summary of the moment, and a historical context for the moment 
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2) A critical, detailed analysis of the ways in which this particular moment 
demonstrates various attributes of African American humor as 
discussed in class, as well as reflects various connections to African 
American histories.  

3) A discussion of why the particular moment is significant to our 
understanding of the history of the African American humor tradition 

  
Additional details: 
You will be required to submit a one-page description of your chosen moment by 
Tuesday, February 20, for professor approval.   
 
If you do not submit a comedic example by Tuesday, February 20, a comedic 
moment will be chosen for you by the professor that may not be negotiated or 
changed.  Also, the failure to submit a topic will lower your overall grade on the 
assignment. 
 
Students are strongly encouraged to consult with me regularly during office hours 
to facilitate the conceptualization and writing of this paper.   
 
The final critical review is due to the PROFESSOR’S MAILBOX IN WILSON 
111 no later than 4 p.m., Tuesday, May 1, 2007.  
 

•DO NOT SLIP PAPER UNDER PROFESSOR’S OFFICE DOOR.  I 
cannot guarantee that I will check my office for papers at the end of 
the semester and will not be responsible if a paper is late or lost due 
to not turning it in to the appropriate place.   
  
•DO NOT E-MAIL YOUR FINAL PAPER TO THE PROFESSOR – IT 
WILL NOT BE ACCEPTED ELECTRONICALLY.  
 
•NO LATE PAPERS WILL BE ACCEPTED. 

 
 
 
•  Extra Credit “Hot Spots” 
During the term I will have extra credit “hot spots.”  Throughout class I will ask 2-
3 broad-based questions that may relate to the day’s readings, may ask for 
critical analysis of a topic or idea, or may ask for the synthesis of several ideas 
we have recently covered.  These questions will clearly be identified as the day’s 
“hot spots.”  For each question I will randomly choose a student’s name to 
answer the question.   Each student will be given 3 hot spots throughout the 
semester.  Each correct/complete answer will be worth 3 points toward your 
overall grade, for a possibility of 9 extra points.  If you are unable to answer the 
question on the day(s) that your name is drawn, that will still count toward your 3 
opportunities.  You may not get additional hot spots.  Also, if the first student 
chosen to answer the question is unable to do so, I will draw only 1 additional 
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student’s name who may receive full “hot spot” credit for the respective 
question.  Any student(s) answering the question beyond these first two can 
receive 1 extra point above and beyond their own “hot spot” opportunities. 
 
Written Work & Evaluation Criteria: 
 
•  Written Work Guidelines: 
Written work to be graded should be typed, double-spaced (unless otherwise 
specified), spell checked, and proofread.  You should retain a copy of any formal 
assignment submitted.   
 
You are encouraged to discuss the course content and assignments with other 
students, but you must submit your work in your own words.  I reserve the right to 
reject any apparently plagiarized or dishonest work.  (See the Academic 
Integrity Policy below) 
 
•  Regarding written assignments, DO NOT use dictionaries or 
encyclopedias, of any type, (i.e. books or online), as critical references in 
your papers.  Though I do encourage you to consult dictionaries and 
encyclopedias for your own personal clarification, they are to be used for 
clarification purposes ONLY and are not considered critical resources. 
[Any use of dictionaries as critical references in written assignments will 
result in the assignment being marked down.] 
 
 
•  Evaluation of Written Work: 
All papers will be evaluated on a 100-point scale, although letter grades and their 
numerical equivalent are used to determine your actual grade.  Your papers will 
be evaluated on the basis of content, clarity, organization, style and grammar, 
and insight.  The specific criteria grading scale are as follows: 
 
Content (50 points) Here I will evaluate how well you cover the issues, integrate 
classroom readings into your paper, construct arguments to defend your position, 
critique other points of view, and put forth an effort to write a good paper. 
 
Clarity (20 points) The main question here is whether your paper is clear and can 
be read by a neutral person. 
 
Organization (20 points) Do you follow and develop a single line of reasoning or 
explanation before shifting to another issue or point?  Is the paper logical 
consistent and well organized throughout?  Is the writing discursive or rambling?  
Are your paragraphs well organized, substantive, and are there appropriate 
breaks between paragraphs? 
 

 7 



Style and Grammar (10 points) Proofread your paper.  Check your paper to make 
sure it is free of misspelled words and grammatical errors.  Insure that it is neat, 
has appropriate margins, page numbering, and any appropriate citations. 
 
 
 
 
•Grading Criteria 
Grades for all work for the course will be determined by the following general 
criteria: 
 
Excellent Work:  Demonstrates comprehensive command of the theories and principles 
from the course, exceptional ability to apply concepts, and superior ability to creatively 
and appropriately organize and express ideas. 
 
Good Work:  Demonstrates solid command of the theories and principles from the 
course, ability to apply concepts with only minor problems, and good organization and 
expression of ideas. 
 
Fair Work:  Demonstrates acceptable command of the theories and principles from the 
course, basic ability to apply concepts, and moderate skill in organization and 
expression of ideas. 
 
Marginal Work:  Demonstrates little command of the theories and principles from the 
course, some attempt at applying concepts, and limited ability to organize and express 
ideas. 
 
Unacceptable Work:  Demonstrates lack of command of the subject matter, unable to 
appropriately and consistently apply concepts, and inconsistent use of format to 
organize and express ideas.   
 
 
 
•  Late Work Policy: 

•If you have an individual oral presentation due and you must miss it, 
you are expected to notify me BEFORE class begins so that we may work 
out the possibility of an alternative time for your presentation. 
 
•If you must miss a group oral presentation your grade for that 
assignment will automatically be lowered by a ½ grade, as that is a 
missed opportunity for which there is no equal alternative. 
   
•If you are unable to complete any paper by the due date, you must notify 
me at least ONE DAY BEFORE the due date and negotiate an extension.  
ONLY ONE EXTENSION WILL BE GRANTED FOR ANY ONE 
ASSIGNMENT.  
 
 

 8 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
•If you do not submit the assignment by the agreed upon extension date 
your assignment grade will be reduced by ONE GRADE for each 
additional day it is late and WILL NOT BE ACCEPTED after one week 
past the agreed upon extension date.  
 
•If you do not notify me about late work at least one day before the due 
date to negotiate an extension, your grade for the assignment will 
immediately be reduced by one half grade for each day it is late and WILL 
NOT BE ACCEPTED after one week past the original due date. 
 
•NO EXTENSIONS WILL BE GIVEN FOR THE FINAL CRITICAL 
ANALYSIS.   

 
 
General Information: 
•  Disability Accommodation: 
Reasonable accommodations are available for students who have a documented 
disability. Please go to the Disability Resource Center (DRC) during the first two 
weeks of every semester to seek information or to qualify for accommodations. 
All accommodations MUST be approved through the DRC, located in the 
Administration Annex Bldg, Room 205. To make an appointment with a 
disability counselor, please call 335-3417. Please notify me during the first week 
of class of any accommodations needed for the course.  Late notifications may 
cause the requested accommodations to be unavailable.  
 
•  Academic Integrity Policy: 
Plagiarism will not be tolerated in any aspect of the course.  Whether intentional 
or unintentional, plagiarism and/or cheating may result in a grade of “F” for the 
assignment in question, or a grade of “F” for the entire course.  For this reason it 
is important to read and familiarize yourself with “WSU’s Academic Integrity 
Policy” which you will find in the WSU Student Handbook.  The rules for 
plagiarizing or other forms of cheating are not negotiable.  Make sure you 
fully understand what constitutes plagiarism and cheating.  If you are unclear on 
the rules please consult the professor before proceeding in any conduct that you 
think may be questionable.  Remember that your grade depends on your 
understanding of these policies. 
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•  Grade Problems 
During the semester use my office hours to talk to me about any problems you 
are having with your progress and/or evaluations for the course so we can try to 
fix any bad situation early, before it’s too late.  You must communicate any 
problems you may be having that are affecting your coursework early on so that I 
am aware of the situation as I continue to evaluate your work.  Any explanations 
for poor performance, relevant or not, will not be accepted at the end of the 
semester and will have no effect on your final grade.  Please do not come to ask 
me to change your grade after you have failed the course.  Also, do not come to 
ask me to give you an “I” because you are failing or have failed the course. 
 
 
 
 
Breakdown By Grade Point:  Breakdown By 100 Point Grading Scale 

A = 4.0      94-100 = A 
A-= 3.8     90-93 = A- 
B+=3.5     87-89 = B+ 
B = 3.0      83-86 = B 
B-= 2.8     80-82 = B- 
C+=2.5     77-79 = C+ 
C = 2.0      73-76 = C 
C-= 1.8     70-72 = C- 
D+= 1.5     67-69 = D+ 
D = 1.0      63-66 = D 
F=0      60-62 = D- 

0-59 = F 
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***Important General Class Rules: 
In an effort to establish respect and courtesy in the classroom: 

• READ, READ, READ . . .  
• Turn cell phones off upon arrival to class – Please note that 

if I see your cell phone (not if it rings) whether because 
you’ve decided to text message, check scores, show friend 
a picture or listen to messages, you will be asked to place 
that phone in a box before every class for the rest of the 
semester 

• Leave newspapers and other business (other class work) in 
your bag 

• Arrive to class on time 
• Sleeping or otherwise “tuning out” is not acceptable; class 

requires engagement and participation from all members of 
the community. (This includes days on which we will be 
watching films.)  If you come to class with the intent of 
using its oxygen as you sleep, YOU WILL RECEIVE NO 
CREDIT FOR THAT DAY.  SLEEPING=ABSENCE 

• Be respectful of others, in terms of engaging and listening 
to other’s analysis, commentaries, points of discussion 

• Reflect on social location 
• Do not carry on personal conversations during class. 

 [The failure to adhere to any of the above may result in the student being 
marked absent for each respective class in which it occurs.] 
 
 
DATES YOU SHOULD KNOW: 
Thursday, January 18:   
No Class 
 
Tuesday February 20: 
Submission of topic description for Final Critical Analysis 
 
Tuesday April 17:   
Last Day to turn in book review and movie review – IN CLASS 
 
Tuesday, May 1:   
Final Critical Analysis Due 
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CLASS SCHEDULE 
[Schedule subject to change.  Any modifications will be announced in class.] 
 
TUE JAN 9:  Introductions  
 
THU JAN 11:  What is humor?  What role does race play in humor?    
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE JAN 16:      On the Real Side & Hokum 
READ:                WATKINS – Introduction, Prologue, and Chapter One 
       HOKUM – pp. 1-19  
 
THU JAN 18:     NO CLASS            
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE JAN 23:      On the Real Side & Hokum 
READ:                WATKINS – Chapters Two, Three, and Four 
                           HOKUM – pp. 115-130      
 
THU JAN 25:      Dancing in the Dark & Hokum 
READ:                DARK – pp. 3-55  
                           HOKUM – pp. 109-111 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE JAN 30:      Dancing in the Dark & Hokum 
READ:                DARK – pp. 56-114 
                           HOKUM – pp. 130-140  
 
THU FEB 1:        Dancing in the Dark  
READ:                DARK – pp. 115-167 
      
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE FEB 6:        Dancing in the Dark & Hokum 
READ:                DARK – pp. 168-214 
                           HOKUM – pp. 140-156  
 
THU FEB 8:        Film 
VIEW:                 “Bamboozled”  
________________________________________________________________ 
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TUE FEB 13:      Film 
VIEW:                 “Bamboozled”  
 
THU FEB 15:      On the Real Side & Hokum 
READ:                WATKINS – Chapters Six and Seven 
                           HOKUM – pp. 301-306      
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE FEB 20:         On the Real Side 
READ:                   WATKINS – Chapter Ten 
DUE:                     One-page description of topic for Final Critical Analysis  
 
THU FEB 22:         The White Boy Shuffle & Hokum 
READ:                    BEATTY – pp. 1-58 
                               HOKUM – pp. 24-40  
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE FEB 27:          The White Boy Shuffle & Hokum 
READ:                     BEATTY – pp. 59-125 
                                HOKUM – pp. 40-43, 76-82, 321-326        
 
THU MAR 1:          The White Boy Shuffle & Hokum 
READ:                    BEATTY – pp. 126-173 
                               HOKUM – pp. 71-76, 240-242     
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE MAR 6:          The White Boy Shuffle & Hokum 
READ:                    BEATTY – pp. 174-226 
                               HOKUM – pp. 306-315, 429-440      
 
THU MAR 8:          Television 
VIEW:                    “The Boondocks”  
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE MAR 13:     SPRING BREAK – NO CLASS 
 
THU MAR 15:     SPRING BREAK – NO CLASS 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
TUE MAR 20:         On the Real Side & Hokum  
READ:                    WATKINS – Chapter Twelve 
                               HOKUM – pp. 251-262 
                                           
THU MAR 22:         On the Real Side & Hokum 
READ:                    WATKINS – Chapter Thirteen 

 13 



                               HOKUM – pp. 82-83, 171-173, 224-240   
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
TUE MAR 27:         Stand-up 
VIEW:                     Richard Pryor, Eddie Murphy, Chris Rock  
 
THU MAR 29:         Film 
VIEW:                     “Undercover Brother” 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE APR 3:         Erasure & Hokum 
READ:                  EVERETT – pp. 1-51 
                             HOKUM – pp. 60-71 
                                    
THU APR 5:         Erasure & Hokum 
READ:                  EVERETT – pp. 52-108 
                             HOKUM – pp. 184-191, 199-203, 242-247  
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE APR 10:       Erasure & Hokum 
READ:                  EVERETT – pp. 109-164 
                             HOKUM – pp. 247-251,  295-301      
 
THU APR 12:       Erasure & Hokum 
READ:                  EVERETT – pp. 165-210  
                             HOKUM – pp. 326-332, 378-382     
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE APR 17:        Erasure & Hokum 
READ:                   EVERETT – pp. 211-265 
                              HOKUM – pp. 395-406      
 
THU APR 19:        Television 
VIEW:                    “Chappelle’s Show”       
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
TUE APR 24:        Chappelle’s Show & Erasure 
          DISCUSSION  
 
THU APR 26:         Final thoughs and course wrap-up       
_____________________________________________________________ 
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Final Paper due:  Tuesday, May 1, 2007 no later than 4 p.m. to professor’s 
mailbox in Wilson Hall 111.  NO LATE PAPERS WILL BE ACCEPTED.  NO 
EXCEPTIONS. 
 
 
 
About the Professor:  Some Principles and Cautions1

On occasion, students ask about an instructor’s “philosophy” or her views on the 
role of the instructor in a university and how she defines the student-faculty 
relationship.  Below are some thoughts that should indicate where I’m coming 
from and should contribute to your understanding in general of what I view as the 
course goals and what I expect from my students. 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
•  I respect my field, that of ethnic studies, and take it seriously. Precisely for that 
reason, I am critical of ethnic studies and point to its flaws, ambiguities and 
limitations, its mistakes, distortions, slovenliness and misapplications, as well as 
to its strengths and its merit.  This is my responsibility to my career as an ethnic 
studies scholar. 
 
•  I respect my students, and take them seriously.  Precisely for that reason, I am 
critical of their work and point to its flaws, ambiguities and limitations, its 
mistakes, distortions, slovenliness and misapplications, as well as to its 
strengths, its creativity, and its merit.  This is my responsibility to my profession 
as a teacher.  If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t bother. 
 
•  I consider students enrolled in a university to be adults, with all that implies for 
them – and for me. 
 
•  Every student has a right to his or her beliefs.  I do not expect, nor even want, 
everyone to agree with what I say in my lectures or what is contained in the 
textbook(s).  But as a professor I have a right to expect, and I will expect, 
everyone to understand what I and/or the textbook say(s).  If you don’t 
understand, ask questions either in class or during my office hours.  If you don’t 
ask questions I will assume your understanding and evaluate you accordingly. 
 
•  All anyone ever really has is opinions, whether they be students, professors, 
scientists, or the U.S. Supreme Court.  Opinions rooted in knowledge are worth 
respecting.  Opinions rooted in ignorance are not.  Opinions based on how a 
person feels about some issue are very personal; thus, they may be revealing 
about that person, but they alone do not shed light on an issue without larger 
foundations of knowledge. 
 

                                            
1 Modified from Professor H.H. Bash – Sociology 360 – University of Missouri, St. Louis. 
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•  There are no stupid questions in the classroom.  There are only questions 
rooted in degrees of ignorance or in degrees of knowledge.  In time, the hope is 
that the latter should begin to predominate over the former. 
 
 
 
 
•  In general, there are no “right” answers or “wrong” answers – only good ones 
or poor ones.  An answer is good if it reflects understanding, or if it leads to 
understanding; it is poor if it does neither.  Understanding or explanation of 
something is never complete and never permanent.  It is always tentative, 
open to doubt, and partial; and it is almost always controversial. 
 
•  I do not consider myself accountable for how others misunderstand or how 
they misconstrue what I say; nor am I responsible for how they misapply it.  
However, it is my responsibility as an instructor to try to correct 
misunderstandings and to reorient misinterpretations – but I can obviously do 
that only if, and to the extent that, they come (or are brought) to my attention.  If 
you find yourself confused or bothered by something that is said in class, either 
by myself or by a fellow student, please bring it to my attention, in class if 
appropriate, or in private if that is more comfortable, so that we may move toward 
resolving problems and improving the class environment and learning climate for 
everyone. 
 
•  A grade represents my best professional evaluation of a piece of work.  It 
neither is, nor can it be, a judgment about the person who submitted that 
work. 
 
•  Finally, your continued enrollment in this course after the first week means that 
you have read and understand the information contained within this syllabus, and 
that you agree to follow the procedures and rules explained within it.  
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FILL OUT AND RETURN TO THE PROFESSOR IN CLASS ON TUESDAY, 
JANUARY 16.  PLEASE PRINT LEGIBLY: 
 
 
 
NAME:  _________________________________________________________ 
 
 
YEAR & MAJOR:  _________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
PHONE NUMBER:  ________________________________________________ 
 
 
E-MAIL  (As there may be important messages pertaining to class 
transmitted over e-mail, please list the account that you check regularly, 
and indicate how often you check it): 
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