
Comparative Ethnic Studies 260:  
Race & Racism in Popular Culture 

Summer 2015 
Monday Through Friday, 2:45-4:00 p.m. 

Wilson-Short 6 (Tentative Meeting Location—Email to Confirm) 
 

  
Rebecca Fowler 
Office: Wilson-Short Hall 113 
Office Hours:  Tuesdays 1:30—2:30 p.m. and by appointment 
Email: rebecca.fowler@wsu.edu 
 

 
  
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
 
This course explores how race gets represented in television, movies, music videos, and news 
media. More than entertainment and not just “the news,” popular culture provides a venue 
through which we can begin to understand how race is socially constructed in opposition to the 
dominant “norm” of whiteness that inevitably gets rendered invisible as such. We will 
investigate how popular culture is shaped by social and political forces that privilege white 
normativity, thereby gaining an understanding of how popular culture, in turn, shapes our 
social and political subjectivities about what we’re taught to “see” as norm and anomaly. 
Through our examination of the contradictions and expectations we associate with race and 
racism, we will comprehend how popular culture represents a force that serves to maintain 
systems of oppression and inequality. Our ultimate goal is to learn how we can begin to 
challenge systems that privilege white normativity. Because popular culture highlights systems 
of oppression and subordination that affect each and every one of us and our everyday lives in 
myriad ways, we will be dealing with highly sensitive and controversial social issues. 
Therefore, this course demands that we set aside any preconceived notions or “educated” ideas 
we may hold for “knowing” “the way things are.” This course expects that we will listen to 
others (whether in class or through the readings) and engage in open-minded dialogue. 
Ultimately, the goal of this class is that we strive for empathy and learn to use it as a blueprint 
for living to better understand the reality of others’ lived experiences.  
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COURSE OUTCOMES:  
 
By term’s end, students will:  
 

• Have become adept at going beyond just observing and/or describing popular 
culture events as represented in television, movies, music, and other news 
media outlets to scrutinizing these fictional or “non-fictional”  events and 
representations by asking “how,” “why,” “what,” and most especially, “for 
whom” questions. 

• Acquire capabilities to closely “read” popular culture to gain an understanding 
of popular culture as a social force that reproduces and maintains systems of 
social inequality around the construction of race and the cultural and 
production of racial expectations and stereotypes. 

• Gain an understanding of how media has played a historical role in the shaping 
of popular imagination, public opinion, and social ideologies. 

• Hone and display analytical skills through reading, writing, and publicly 
presenting ideas and information. 
 

 
  
 
                                                                                                                                    
Required Text:  
 

 
 
Stephanie Greco-Larson, Media & Minorities: The Politics of Race in News and  
 Entertainment, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers 2006. ISBN:  
 9780847694532 
 
ABSOLUTELY NO EXCUSES WILL BE ACCEPTED FOR NOT HAVING 
THE TEXT BY THE SECOND DAY OF INSTRUCTION, OR JUNE 16TH.  
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Attendance Policies 
 
Absences 
 
You are permitted two absences during the six-week session without penalty. For each 
additional absence, you will have ½ letter grade deducted from your final grade. Thus, 
if you have a 90% average at semester’s end, and you have accumulated 4 absences, 
you will earn an 80% for the course. Six absences or more results in an ‘F’ for the 
session. 
 
Tardies  
 
You are permitted exactly ONE tardy for the summer session. The instructor prefers 
that you excuse yourself from class for the day rather than come in during the middle 
of class discussion or lecture. Students who walk in late in the middle of discussions 
disrupt the flow of dynamic conversation and impede the transmission of important 
information and ideas. If you are not present at the beginning of class when the 
instructor has taken attendance, you will be counted absent for the day. 
 
 
  
 
 
Course Grading and Requirements:  
 
 
I. Film Sheets (150 points) 
 
There will be five films and five film sheets, which are worth 30 points a piece. If you  
miss class  on film day, you will be given until the end of the week to make it up. If a  
film falls on a Thursday or Friday, you will be given until the following Monday to  
make it up. You are responsible for emailing me for the film sheet (which you will 

            print out and turn in to me as hard copy) and for obtaining the film by watching it  
online or checking it out of the Holland Terrell Library.  
 
II. Classroom Facilitation: (300 points) 
 
Each student will be responsible for one facilitation of a course reading as reflected by 
the choices on a dated sign-up sheet that will be passed around on the second day of 
class (you will need to add your email information to this sheet). In preparation for 
your facilitation, you will write an introduction to the material and craft discussion 
questions in a 3-page discussion guide. You will email the instructor a draft of your 
discussion guide and questions no later than three days (72 hours) prior to the event, 
and she will supply you with feedback and critical suggestions that you will 
incorporate into your final facilitation discussion guide, and which you will in turn 
distribute to your classmates by emailing them an electronic copy no later than 24 
hours before the day of your facilitation. Failure to supply the instructor with a 
facilitation and discussion guide in a timely manner will result in an automatic 
reduction of two letter grades off of your presentation score. You are welcome to drop 
by and see me during office hours to discuss the crafting of your facilitation with me.  
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III. Participation/Discussion Points (170 points or 10 points per reading 
assignment day) 

 
Note that earning these points has nothing to do with attendance. Because this is a very small 
class (there are 8 of you in all), every successful class will depend on your having done a 
careful reading in preparation for contributing to class discussion. You are expected to 
contribute to every class in the way of discussion. (To have an idea of what questions we will 
visit in class, log on to Blackboard to access a particular day’s discussion questions and thus 
be better prepared to contribute to class discussions). On lecture days and on days that students 
facilitate readings, you are awarded 10 points per day for coming to class and for showing that 
you have done the reading. Thus come prepared and ready to ask questions or offer insights on 
that day’s reading. No participation, no points. Note that because you are permitted up to two 
absences, if you should miss two days of reading discussions you will automatically be 
awarded the participation points. For additional absences, make up points are not possible. 

 
IV. Reading & Discussion Question Assignments (180 points) 
 
There are three reading assignments per week, with one written assignment due per week. Note 
that you have your choice of which day’s reading discussion question assignment you’d like to 
complete and turn in. Thus, in all, six discussion question assignments are due over the course 
of the six-week session and will be worth 30 points a piece. You must turn in the assignment 
in hard copy on the day that the reading is due as I WILL NOT ACCEPT LATE 
ASSIGNMENTS. The questions for a particular week’s readings will be posted on Blackboard 
by the Sunday prior to the beginning of each week. Note that you will be expected, not only to 
fully and thoroughly respond to the questions, but also to supply quality answers to earn 
optimum points.  
 
Grading Rubric for Reading & Discussion Question/Answers Assignments: 
 
A – A-  
Suggests that the quality of the student’s written answers is outstanding to excellent. The 
student’s work demonstrates an engaged analytic comprehension with and thoughtful insight 
into the content. Further, the answers demonstrates a degree of critical thinking on the part of 
the student. Writing is well considered and is free of grammatical and spelling errors. 
 
B+ - B- 
Suggests that a student’s writing is very good to good; the student’s work reflects a very 
strong, engaged, and solid understanding of course material but doesn’t go the extra step in 
critical analysis. However, the writing is mostly well considered and well-written.  
 
C+ - C- 
Suggests that the quality of the answers are adequate and reflects a fair, but essentially 
disengaged, grasp of the material and doesn’t go very far in comprehension. The work 
ultimately reflects a lack of understanding of the issues represented in the material. Student’s 
essay is essentially underconsidered and unclearly written.  
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D+ - F 
Suggests that a student’s answers shows some, but very little effort; the student’s written 
answers does not reflect any comprehension with course material, is disengaged, or reveals a 
lack of reading or attention. 
 
V. Social Media Days (YouTube/Ted Talk/Other) (200 points) 
 
During the course of the semester, each student will be responsible for delivering two 
brief presentations (5 to 15 minutes) on the social media of your choice. The social 
media could be a YouTube video, a music video, a film clip, a news clip, etc. that has 
bearing on our class in that it deals with representations of race and/or racism in 
popular culture/media. In preparation for your presentation, you will send me a link to 
your clip along with a one-page outline-discussion sheet that does the following:  
1). Introduces and foregrounds your video by telling what it/they’re about in two or 
three statements. 2). Bullets important connections that you draw from the video to 
our class subject. 3). Supplies a brief summary or analysis on your topic along with 
your impressions. (Example will be provided in class.). Note: Depending on the 
quality of your outline-discussion sheet, you may be provided with feedback that 
requires further analysis on points or details of the media in question. 
 
THERE IS NO FINAL FOR THIS CLASS. 
 
A NOTE ON ATTITUDE AND EFFORT: I am aware of and respect the amount of 
effort that a student puts into his or her work. Persistence and effort, in combination 
with a good attitude (and avoiding inappropriate behaviors as explicated by the 
syllabus) can therefore make the difference between an ‘A-’ and an ‘A’ or a ‘C’ and a 
‘C+.’  
 
I. Film Sheets       150 
II. Classroom Facilitation     300 
III. Participation/Discussion Points    170 
IV. Reading & Discussion Question Assignments  180 
V. Social Media       200 

 
Total Points Possible:      1000 

 
FINAL GRADING SCALE 
 
A     940 points and above                     C+     770-799  (77-79%) 
A     900-949   (90-93%)                        C       740-769  (74-76%) 
B+   870-899   (87-89%)                        C-      700-739  (70-73%) 
B     840-869   (84-86%)                        D+     670-699  (67-69%) 
B-    800-839   (80-83%)                        D       600-669  (60-63%) 
                                          F  599 and below 
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Classroom Policies 
 
1. NO Electronic Devices. 
 
All electronic devices (cell phones, beepers, pagers, watch alarms, etc.) are to be 
turned off, not set to vibrate, during class. NO ELECTRONIC DEVICES SHOULD 
BE VISIBLE DURING CLASS. If I catch you texting or with some other electronic 
device, I will ask you to put the device away and will deduct 25 points from your 
overall score. Each additional infraction doubles the amount of points deducted. 
 
2. Side conversations with other students that are off topic and/or snide (rolling of the 
eyes, disrespectful, etc): If you persist in this behavior, it will result in a deduction of 
25 participation points with or without notification. 
 
3. Reading newspapers, doodling, and/or any blatant display of distraction will not be 
tolerated and will result in a significant deduction of participation points. Also note 
that if you fall asleep in class, you will be counted absent for the day. 
 
4. Stay engaged for the full period. In the last few minutes of class, I ask you to 
absolutely refrain from readying for departure before the instructor has dismissed 
class. An unwillingness to adhere to this guideline will cost you the day’s 
participation points (ten points per day). 
 
  
 
 
Disability Accommodation:  
Students with Disabilities: Reasonable accommodations are available for students 
with a documented disability. If you have a disability and need accommodations to 
fully participate in this class, please either visit or call the Access Center (Washington 
Building 217; 509-335-3417) to schedule an appointment with an Access Advisor. All 
accommodations MUST be approved through the Access Center. 
 
Campus Safety Plan/Emergency Information: 
 
Washington State University is committed to maintaining a safe environment for its 
faculty, staff, and students. Safety is the responsibility of every member of the campus 
community and individuals should know the appropriate actions to take when an 
emergency arises. In support of our commitment to the safety of the campus 
community the University has developed a Campus Safety Plan, 
http://safetyplan.wsu.edu. It is highly recommended that you visit this web site as well 
as the University emergency management web site at http://oem.wsu.edu/ to become 
familiar with the information provided. 
  
 
 
 



 

 

7 
Statement on Ethics:  
 
Plagiarism of papers (taking and passing off as one’s own the writings or ideas of 
another) will get you an F grade on the assignment or for the semester.  In all 
instances, you must do your own work.  Otherwise, you are being dishonest. There is 
no excuse for submitting another person's work, ideas, or wording as your own, or for 
not doing your own work. In simple terms, plagiarism is the act of using another 
person's words or work without giving them credit for it.  Relatedly, academic 
dishonesty involves not doing the work you are supposed to do on your own and 
claim you did.  If you do not understand the seriousness of plagiarism and/or 
academic dishonesty, and the importance of avoiding those behaviors, I would 
recommend that you read WSU's Academic Integrity Policy (WSU Student 
Handbook, WAC 504-26-202—Acts of Dishonesty and WAC 504-26-010--
Definitions).  Plagiarism and academic dishonesty, whether intentional or 
unintentional, may result in a grade of "F" for the assignment in question, or a grade 
of "F" for the entire course, at my discretion.  Should there be any suspicion of 
plagiarism or any other form of academic dishonesty, I will discuss the situation with 
you first and then with the Chair of Comparative Ethnic Studies.  I will then alert the 
Office of Student Conduct, which may result in an academic integrity hearing and 
university sanctions against you. If you are at any time unclear about what constitutes 
plagiarism, cheating, or academic dishonesty, contact me and I will clarify it for you.   
                                                                                   
 

 
            HOW THAT IS MY PROBLEM CLAUSE: I am a pretty busy person, and as an instructor, 

my role is to teach you about race and ethnic relations, and to generally prepare you for the 
professional world.  I must warn you, then, that often times I will have a standard response to 
many of your requests or “conflicts.”  The response will usually be a variation of: “HOW IS 
THAT MY PROBLEM?”  For instance, if you tell me that your parents are going on a 
vacation to Acapulco during the week we are having an exam, and they want you to come 
along (and already bought your tickets), I will ask you: “HOW IS THAT MY PROBLEM?” 
Similarly, if your best friend is getting married in San Diego and you want to go to the 
wedding the day of your final presentation: How in the world is that my problem?  Or, if your 
roommate/friend needs a ride to the Spokane airport and you decide to take him/her and miss 
class: “NOT MY PROBLEM!” Thus, before you raise any issue with me, please understand 
that your personal matters should bear no effect on me or on how this class is conducted.  It is 
your responsibility to conform to and abide by the schedule and the syllabus.  You will need to 
consider that if you decide to bask under the Mexican sun, or eat wedding cake in “sunny 
California,” or go to Spokane during class time, the activity will come with a cost to your 
grade. It is ultimately up to you to make your own decisions, but decisions, even in college, 
have consequences attached to them.  Also be aware that you are not permitted additional 
absences outside of the two I’ve furnished you already to attend job fairs, job interviews, 
doctor and dentist appointments, etc. You should schedule other appointments outside of class 
time. 
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                 Class Schedule 
 

Note: I will strive to remain true to the schedule, but should any need for syllabus 
change arise, I reserve the right to make such changes with ample notice given in 
class. You are responsible for emailing me to keep abreast of possible schedule 

changes for days that you are absent from class. 
 

Week One 
 
6/22   Introduction to Course. 
 
6/23 Read “Reality” Television: American Myths and Racial Ideology” and  
 “Racial Politics in Fictional Media: Films and Television,” p. 1-21.  
 
6/24 Read “African Americans in Film and Television Entertainment,” p. 22-43.  
 
6/25 Film: Black Is, Black Ain’t. Film Sheet (1) due. 

 
6/26 Read “Native Americans in Film and Television Entertainment,” p. 44-56. 
 

            Note: One reading question discussion assignment is due for the week. 
 

Week Two 
 

6/29   Read “Hispanics in Film and Television Entertainment,” p. 57- 66.  
Class Facilitation (1). 

 
6/30 Read “Asian Americans in Film and Television Entertainment,” p. 67- 80. 

Class Facilitation (2). 
 
7/01 Film: When East Meets East. Film Sheet (2) due. 
 
7/02 Read “Representations of Racial-Minority Mass Publics in the News,” p. 81-93.  
 
7/03  No Class.  

            
            Note: One reading question discussion assignment is due for the week. 
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Week Three 
 
7/06   No Class. 
 
7/07  Read “African American Mass Publics in the News,” p. 94-107. 
 Class Facilitation (3) 
  
7/08 Read Hispanic Mass Publics in the News,” p. 119-129. 

Class Facilitation (4) 
 
7/09 Film: Latinos Beyond Reel: Challenging a Media Stereotype. Film Sheet (3) due. 
 
7/10 Social Media Day (1) 
 
Note: One reading question discussion assignment is due for the week. 
 

 
Week Four 

 
7/13   Read “Native American Mass Publics in the News,” p. 108-118. 
 
7/14 Film: Reel Injun. Film Sheet (4) due. 
    
7/15  Read “Social Movements and the Media: An Introduction,” p. 145-151. 
 
7/16  Read “The Civil Rights Movement and the Mass Media,” p. 152-177. 

Class Facilitation (5) 
 
7/17 Social Media Day (2) 
 
Note: One reading question discussion assignment is due for the week. 
  

Week Five 
 

7/20 Film: Dreamworlds 3. Film Sheet (5) due. 
 
7/21 Read “Native Americans, Chicanos, and Asian Americans: Social Movements and the 

Media,” p. 178-194. 
Class Facilitation (6) 
 

            7/22     Read “Media Coverage of Candidates and Politicians,” p. 195-201.  
  
7/23 Read “Media Coverage of Black Candidates and Politicians,” p. 202-219. 

Class Facilitation (7) 
 
7/23 Social Media Day (3) 

 
 Note: One reading question discussion assignment is due for the week. 
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Week Six 

 
7/27   Read “Coverage of Hispanic Candidates and Politicians,” p. 237-250. 
 Class Facilitation (8). 
 
7/28 Read “Newspapers Coverage of Native American Candidates and  
 Politicians,” p. 220-236. 
 
7/29 Read “Newspaper Coverage of Asian American Candidates and  
 Politicians,” p. 251-267. 
 
7/30  Social Media Day (4) 
 
7/31 Final Day. Final Comments and Observations. 
 
Note: One reading question discussion assignment is due for the week. 
 
 


