
EXAMPLE SYLLABUS  
 

English 310: Discourse and Society 
This course teaches students to use their creative skills and social commitments to facilitate the powerful 
expressiveness of high school and incarcerated youth. It is rooted in respect for the youths' abilities and 
voices, in excitement about an educational process that promotes creativity, and in imaginative 
collaboration with the school and facility faculty, staff, and administration. Working two to three hours a 
week at Central, Cody, Crockett Technical, and Southeastern High Schools in Detroit, and at the Maxey 
Training School, Holy Cross Children’s Services, Boysville Campus, the Calumet and Lincoln Centers, 
and Vista Maria, students assist youth in creating their own plays, photographs, music, writings, art, etc. 
In two hour class meetings we discuss background reading, analyze and develop our work with the youth, 
and think out the implications of what we are doing. A further hour is devoted to meetings between each 
site team and the instructor. No exams. 
 
Admission to the class is by interview and permission of instructor only. 
 

 
Fall Term 2010 
Buzz Alexander 
Office Hours: 
Thurs. 11:30-1 
3275 Angell 

 

Meeting times: 
• Tuesday 3-5, 2330 Mason. 
• Thursday 3-5, 2330 Mason.  Sept. 9, 16, and 23. 
• During the weeks of September 13 and 20, in addition to the four 

hours of class, teams will meet one hour with Buzz. 
• During the weeks of September 13 and 20, teams will meet once for 

an orientation with someone from their site. 
• From the week of September 27 on, instead of the Thursday class, 

teams will meet one hour a week with Buzz, at times to be 
determined. 

 
Books 
At Michigan Book & Supply: 

• William Ayers, Bernardine Dohrn, and Rick Ayers, Zero Tolerance; Resisting the Drive for 
Punishment in our Schools.  (Selections) 

• Geoffrey Canada, FistStickKnifeGun. 
• Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
• Miles Horton, The Long Haul. 
• Herbert Kohl, 36 Children. 
• Peter Sacks, Standardized Minds; The High Price of America’s Testing Culture and What We 

Can Do to Change It.  (Selections) 
• Jonathan Kozol, The Shame of the Nation. 

 
Course Pack  
At Dollar Bill’s, Church Street: 

• Herbert Kohl, “Creative Maladjustment and the Struggle for Public Education,” 
 “I Won’t Learn from You”, The New Press, New York, 1994, pp. 127-153. 

• Jonathan Kozol, Savage Inequalities, pp. 7-82, 124-130, 149-156. 
•  

Films 
You Got To Move.  About Highlander Research and Education Center. 
 
Schedule:  
September 7 Introductory meeting.  Begin reading for the course. 
September 9 Kozol, selections of Savage Inequalities. And pages 1-108 The Shame of the Nation. 
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September 9 Games, improvs, 7:00-10:30pm, G127 Angell. 
September 11 Retreat, 9:00am-5:30pm.  Selection of teams.  Place to be announced. 
September 14-18 One hour team meetings. 
September 14 Finish The Shame of the Nation 
September 16  Kohl, 36 Children. 
September 21-25 One hour team meetings. 
September 21 Kohl, “Creative Maladjustment and the Struggle for Public Education.” 
September 23  Open Session.* 
September 28 Selections from Sacks, Standardized Minds ( pp. 5-12, 95-140, 153-166, 201-220, 

231-290).  
September 30 No Class. No Thursday classes from now on.  Instead, one hour team meetings each 

week. 
October 5  Selections from Ayers, Dorn, and Ayers, Zero Tolerance(pp. xi-154, 202-255) 
October 12   Canada, FistStickKnifeGun  
October 19 No class (fall study break) 
October 26 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Quiz on the reading.   
November 2 Open session* 
November 9 Horton, The Long Haul.  We’ll schedule times to see You Got To Move before this 

class. 
November 16 Open session* 
November 23 Open session*  
November 30     Open session* 
December 7 Open session* 
 
* During open sessions, three kinds of classes will happen:  

1. We will feel out what it is we as a group need to talk about, what our pressing issues are, and we 
will go with that; 

2. I will introduce an exercise and we’ll see where it takes us; 
3. we might agree to read a short piece that someone in the class suggests to us and use that as a 

start for discussion. 
 
The Work 

1. You will work in teams of 2 (3 only if unavoidable) people, who will conduct workshops in the 
various arts (dance, music, art, photography, video,  theater, creative writing) at the 
following sites: the Calumet Center; Holy Cross Children’s Services, Boysville Campus; the 
Lincoln Center; Maxey Boys Training School; Vista Maria; and Central, Cody, Crockett 
Technical, and Southeastern High Schools.  Each workshop will have something like eight-twelve 
students, although the high schools might have either more or less.  Each high school team will 
have two workshops of 50-55 minutes each back to back.  Each workshop will meet once a week.  
Each team will also meet with me for an hour a week.  In addition, teams may sometimes feel the 
need of their own planning meeting in a given week. 

2. We will talk together about techniques for starting off the workshops.  We wish the students to 
know from the start that the videos, drawings, poems, dances, etc., are to be created by them, not 
by us: the subject matter, the technique, the style, the direction are all what they want to make 
them. From the beginning we let them feel our respect for who they are and for what they are 
going to do in the space we are lucky enough to share with them. 

3. The process of our work is most important, that is, how we communicate with the youth, how 
they learn technical skills and pride in their abilities to create, how they learn to work 
cooperatively, and so on.  But almost equally important are the products of this process, the 
finished photographs, plays, songs, poems, paintings, etc.  To have completed something and to 
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have it in their hands is an important part of the accomplishment we wish them to have.  Where 
possible (sometimes there are restrictions at the juvenile facilities) we give every participant a 
copy of the video they have worked on, or a video copy of the play or dance performance, a copy 
of the book of photographs, an anthology, and so on. 

4. We are involved in a cooperative project with each high school.  We are totally open and honest 
with the students about our course, our goals, our uncertainties, our experience; we act as equal 
partners with the learning going both ways.  We will meet with our contact teachers and maintain 
communication with them over email and the phone; we share difficulties and ideas, we seek 
advice, we keep alert to scheduling changes, we stay informed on school half days or holidays 
that affect us.  Our relation with Boysville, the Calumet Center, the Lincoln Center, Maxey 
Training School, and Vista Maria is similar. 

5. We may have a small amount of money for the project, but not a great deal. Perhaps we can each 
put in a small amount of money.  Perhaps you will have some fund-raising ideas.  We may need 
money for tapes, film,  paper,  materials.  We also like to bring the high school students to Ann 
Arbor to give a reading or present their play, and so on.  The schedules are always tight, but if we 
can at the same time introduce them to some aspect of the campus and have someone from 
Admissions or some recent student from their high school speak with them, that’s always good.  
In recent years, we have been able to bring groups from Adrian Training School, Boysville and 
Vista Maria here to perform for an invited audience and then to go out to dinner with us.  With 
the high school groups we have been able to secure funding for buses and food for several years 
now.  We advertise among our friends to scare up an audience.  

6. A highly recommended experience.  Invite your liaison (and others from the facility or school if 
you wish) to dinner.  S/he has been working at the site for a significant amount of time, has made 
commitments, has a range of experiences (good and bad), ideas, and aspirations, and had done 
significant thinking about what it means to work there and about the social context in which s/he 
is working.  You’ll learn a lot. 

 
The Course 

1. I am facilitating the class, but expect everyone to facilitate, teach, and coordinate.  We want to be 
a tight group, to stay in touch with each other and with what is happening, to work out problems 
as soon as they are identified, to have a good time together. 

2. If you are working on a team in a medium you have no or little experience with, I’d like you to do 
a little work of your own in the first couple of weeks, with the help of your partner. 

3. Reading assignments.  You will notice that all the reading is over by November 9.  This is so that 
we can get some rather rapid grounding in ideas relevant to the work we’ll be doing and so that 
we can have some early intensive discussion among ourselves.  After November 9 we only have 
reading if someone in the class proposes some brief reading and we agree to it. 

4. Written assignments: 
During the term you will keep a journal on your experience in the  workshop, your 
experience with your team, the reading, class, anything    else that ties in for you - I will 
look at the journal and write something   back every week.  You may take two weeks off 
from the journal (not two  weeks in a row). 
The final term paper is due no later than two days after your presentation at the site.  In this 
paper you will analyze the project, your work, any pedagogical, social, economic, political, 
cultural, spiritual issues that have risen for you in the course, etc 

5. Performances: these will take place in December, could be the final week of classes, could be 
during study days, could be during exam period.   

6. Grades: I assume that you will get high grades for the course, because of your commitment to the 
work.  I also expect you to be at every class session and every team meeting, to have your journal 
in each week (except the two weeks you have off), to have the reading done, to participate fully 
in our discussions, to be fully engaged in your workshop and bear equal weight with your 
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teammate or teammates in the preparation and work, and to work very closely with the youth and 
(for me this is very important) not let them down.  If this isn’t happening, the grade will go down. 
  

 
 
Risk Management: 
 
 We park in the faculty parking lots at the high schools, and it is generally safe.  We have had no 
problems while parking in faculty parking lots.  One year two teams parked their car in front of Henry 
Ford High School instead of in the faculty parking lot: the radio was removed while they were inside, and 
it was lucky the thieves didn’t look behind the seat, or two students would have lost their bags and 
money.  Both on the street and in the parking lots, it is a sensible precaution to keep your car locked and 
not to leave anything visible inside the car. This is also a consideration at the juvenile facilities, even 
though they are in more rural settings and the youth are under close watch.  (You are expected to have 
your car locked at the juvenile facilities.)  You might wish to check and make sure you have theft 
insurance, since this project can’t cover you and neither can the University of Michigan or the institutions 
we are working with. 
 
 


