
 
RLL 8500 – Fall Semester 2016 (Tues 5:00-7:45PM) Room: 0250 
College of Education                                                                      
Literacy in a Socio-Political Culture 
      

Course Sites: see RLL 8500 Blackboard                                        
Instructor: Dr. Jon M. Wargo                                                          
e: wargojon@wayne.edu / t: @wargojon                                   
Office: Room 247 (College of Education)                                   
Office Hours: By appointment or by Google Hangout 

Course Overview: 

 
Using sociocultural theory and cultural studies as points of departure, this course investigates 
language (both oral and written), literacy, and power at the intersections of the social, the political, 
and the cultural. Working from the presupposition that studying culture (as it is made manifest 
through the functioning of institutions, their agents, and the experiences, knowledges, expressions, 
and meaning making of communities) is critical for intervening in the reproduction of inequality, we 
will pay particular attention to the impact power has in reproducing inequity in language and 
literacy instruction. The course begins with an introduction to the history, development, and basic 
tenets of sociocultural theory and cultural studies. We subsequently will discuss how language—
particularly written language—both produces and is produced in and through cultures. Course topics 
will include: research on language, literacy and learning in context; literacy, identity, politics, and 
power in education; curriculum and the negotiated nature of literacy teaching/learning; literacy 
development as (inter)cultural communication. We will read a set of core texts closely and analyze 
their content in multiple ways (what we will refer to as reading upon, within and against the texts) to 
examine them in their own times and terms and also to consider them in ours. We conclude with a 
more in-depth examination of the active role schools and other learning settings play in the 
processes of reproduction, resistance, and liberation. The potential for social transformation will be 
taken up throughout the course and in class discussion. Outside of course readings and core texts, 
we will also investigate contemporary educational issues of interest to seminar members as they 
relate to course topics and texts. Ultimately, this class explores how cultural studies and sociocultural 
perspectives on literacy inform our understanding of education—its institutions, practices, and 
curricula. 

Primary Course Goals: 

We will: 
n Examine conceptual and theoretical frameworks for understanding the social, political, and 

cultural contexts of literacy;  
n Read, write, and speak closely and critically about core texts relating to language, literacy, 

and learning written by scholars working across psychology, cultural studies, and education; 
n Lead and actively engage seminar;  
n Articulate our experiences as literacy teachers and teacher educators in relation to our to 

interests in the socio-political and cultural contexts of schooling; 
n Make, write, and create texts in ways that synthesize, summarize, critique, and inquire into 

meaning. 
 
 



Course Texts & Literature 

Required Course Texts: 
• Willis, P. (1977). Learning to labor: How working class kids get working class jobs. 

New York: Columbia University Press  
• Gee, J. (2008). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (3rd 

edition). New York: Routledge 
• Cintron, R. (1997). Angels’ town: Chero ways, gang life, and rhetorics of the 

everyday. Boston, MA: Beacon Press  
• Lave and Wenger Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate 

peripheral participation. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press 
• Dyson, A.H. (2013). Rewriting the basics: Literacy learning in children’s cultures. 

New York, NY: Teachers College Press  
• Kinloch, V. (2010). Harlem on our minds: Place, race, and the literacies of urban 

youth. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
 

Required Readings are on 
Blackboard: 
Weekly Readings and 
Resources > Week # 
 
 
 
 
Twitter:  
When tweeting for class or 
joining online 
conversations via Twitter, 
use #RLL8500 

Course Assignments 

SHORT ANALYTICAL PAPER (2 x 15 = 30 points) 
Two short (3-4 double-spaced pages) analytical papers will be completed. These papers will provide you with 
an opportunity to offer critical commentary on the assigned readings. The purpose of the SAPs is for you to 
develop and ultimately display an array of strengths: an understanding of the authors’ arguments and who or 
what the authors are writing in reaction to; an understanding of the arguments’ strengths and weaknesses—
what type of evidence do the authors draw upon and how well does the evidence support the authors’ claims; 
what do the arguments help us to understand better or to “see” anew, what critical concerns do the 
arguments leave unexamined and/or whose voices do they silence; and what questions do the articles raise for 
you in terms of how you think about schools and schooling, or how you think about the goals and purposes of 
educational research. Please note that these papers will be due when you walk in the door (Tuesdays at 5 PM). 
No late papers will be accepted. 
 
CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE: THE UNFAMILIAR GENRE PROJECT: (40 points) 
Imagine and design a pilot or dissertation-length study that incorporates socio-political and/or sociocultural 
theories of literacy. Thinking-with-theory, write a proposal to obtain funding for this project. This assignment, 
which follows partial specifications for the Spencer Foundation Dissertation Fellowship competition 
(http://www.spencer.org/programs/index.htm), should include the following: 
a) 200-word abstract, summarizing the substantive focus and research design of the study and its contribution 
to education;  
b) 2000-word (or less) narrative describing the proposed project and written for a generalist audience. Include 
the goals of the project, its contribution to the field, and the significance of the work, especially as it relates to 
education.  
Place the project in context and outline the theoretical grounding and the relevant literature. Describe the 
research questions and the research design, the methods of gathering and analyzing data, and interpretation 
techniques. This narrative discussion should not exceed 2000 words or ten double-spaced typed pages. An 
additional one-page single-spaced bibliography (using the citation style most relevant to your field of interest) 
of the sources most important to your research should be appended. Works cited in the narrative discussion 
should be included in this bibliography.  
General criteria by which this proposal will be evaluated for purposes of this class include: a) importance of the 
research question to education, b) quality of the research approach and theoretical approach, and c) quality 
of writing.  
More specific questions that will be used to evaluate your proposal include these:  
• To what extent does the narrative display an adequate grounding in sociocultural and sociopolitical theories?  
• To what extent are the design and the methods appropriate to answer the research question(s)?  
• To what extent is the study’s argued relevance to education convincing? To what extent is the study likely to 
yield new knowledge about an important educational pertaining to identity, access, power and culture?  
• To what extent does the narrative discussion display strong authorship skills, with a clear organization and 
structure? 
 



DISCUSSION MODERATOR / BOOK LEADER (10 points) 
You will be responsible for leading a book discussion during our seminar meeting. As our discussion moderator 
these weeks you will keep our class session on track, bringing us back to central questions and concepts. 
Although not necessary, you may find it useful to provide some background on the book, its author/s, and the 
“state of the field” during its release. What are/were some of the “big ideas” the book addresses? How does it 
relate to contemporary questions concerning literacy and literacy education? Prior to your book, please plan 
to meet with Wargo to set up an agenda and preview the scope and sequence of the class session. 
 
DEWEY DINNER AND CRITICAL DIALOGUE (10 points) 
Each participant will draw the name of one scholar whose work we’ve studied during the semester. S/he will 
then prepare a short vignette or dialogue with Dewey in which that scholar explains her/his own particular 
research and scholarship with respect to a key issue in education either anticipated in Dewey’s essay, “The 
Child and the Curriculum,” or one that has arisen since the era of Dewey’s Lab School.  We will conduct the 
conversation as a round table discussion to which we have invited John Dewey.  Students will take turns at the 
table so that all have an opportunity to engage with Dewey and the other participants in the role-play 
simulation. Your participation in the dialogue based on your preparatory written notes will be assessed. 
 
ATTENDANCE & PARTICIPATION (10 points) 
You are expected to attend all class meetings.  Your active engagement in this course will maximize your 
learning and the learning of the entire group.  I expect you to be prepared for every class, ready to make 
thoughtful contributions to discussion of the course readings.  You are also expected to take an active role in 
“Status Update” and use in-class cooperative learning time productively.  Additionally, your responses to in 
class discussion and on Blackboard and your well prepared and on time assignments (written and oral) will 
provide evidence of your engagement and learning. 
 
EVALUATION & GRADING 
Each assignment will be graded separately and the graded assignments will be combined to reach a final 
grade for the semester.  At any point participation deductions may be taken. Per the College of Education 
Grading Policy, “The College of Education faculty members strive to implement assessment measures that 
reflect a variety of strategies in order to evaluate a student’s performance in a course. For undergraduates and 
post-degree students, C grades will be awarded for satisfactory work that satisfies all course requirements; B 
grades will be awarded for very good work, and A grades will be reserved for outstanding performance. For 
graduate students, B grades will be awarded for satisfactory work, and A grades will be awarded for 
outstanding performance. Please note that there will be a distribution of grades from A-E within the College of 
Education.” All assignments are due on the date indicated on the syllabus. Assignments will be lowered by 2 
points for each class that they are late. That means that if your assignment would have earned 20 out of 20 and 
it is one class late, it will earn a score of 18.  
 
 
The grading scale will be as follows: 

94-100% A 
90-93.9% A- 
88-89.9% B+ 
84-87.9% B 
80-83.9% B- 
78-79.9% C+ 
74-77.9% C 

Course Policies 

On “Showing Up,” E-mail, Blackboard, and Technology for the Course 
The success of any seminar course hinges on active participation and “discussion” by each member. As this is a 
doctoral level course, “discussion” may not look the same as earlier coursework or experiences did. Read your 
Wayne email and check the Blackboard sites ALWAYS, but especially before class sessions. 

Note: I recognize that unforeseen situations may arise during the semester. However, it is YOUR responsibility to 
communicate these situations to the course instructor. A course is only successful if all students put forth their 
best efforts and share their experiences.   



 
Incompletes (University Policy) 
The mark of "I" (Incomplete) is given to a student when s/he has not completed all of the course work as 
planned for the term and when there is, in the judgement of the instructor, a reasonable probability that the 
student will complete the course successfully without again attending regular class sessions.  

University grading policy states that a written contract should be signed by the student and instructor, 
specifying all work to be completed.  In order to alleviate questions about incomplete courses and to assist 
students and instructors, the Office of the Registrar has prepared a template Contract for Completion of 
Incomplete Coursework. You can find the template contract at http://reg.wayne.edu/pdf-
forms/incomplete.pdf.   

 
Written Work 
The written work that you hand in should be quality work, both in its content and form.  The content of your 
written work should reflect your careful and thoughtful consideration of the ideas we are exploring in the 
various readings and activities that we use – and you should refer to these where this serves to support your 
ideas. This does not mean you need to write pages and pages for these assignments. It does mean you should 
carefully craft what you write. Be clear, succinct, and support what you say. Your work should be typed, 
double-spaced, and presented in an edited format (you have checked it for spelling and grammar). If you are 
apprehensive about your writing ability, I would strong suggest scheduling a 1:1 meeting with the Wayne Write 
Center. The Writing Center is located on the 2nd floor of the Undergraduate Library and provides individual 
tutoring consultations free of charge. Visit http://clasweb.clas.wayne.edu/writing to obtain information on 
tutors, appointments, and the type of help they can provide. 
 
Using APA Citations  
The educational research community uses APA formatting, which students need to use for this course. 
Directions for APA style for references and citations are available HERE. You may also view an online tutorial 
from APA. There are many additional resources on the web, connected to APA formatting. You may also wish 
to purchase the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (6th ed. American 
Psychological Association: New York, 2008).  
 
Academic Dishonesty/Plagiarism 
Academic misbehavior means any activity that tends to compromise the academic integrity of the institution 
or subvert the education process. All forms of academic misbehavior are prohibited at Wayne State University, 
as outlined in the Student Code of Conduct (http://www.doso.wayne.edu/student-conduct-services.html). 
 
Students who commit or assist in committing dishonest acts are subject to downgrading (to a failing grade for 
the test, paper, or other course-related activity in question, or for the entire course) and/or additional sanctions 
as described in the Student Code of Conduct.  

• Cheating: Intentionally using or attempting to use, or intentionally providing or attempting to provide, 
unauthorized materials, information or assistance in any academic exercise. Examples include: (a) 
copying from another student’s test paper; b) allowing another student to copy from a test paper; (c) 
using unauthorized material such as a "cheat sheet" during an exam.  

• Fabrication: Intentional and unauthorized falsification of any information or citation. Examples include: 
(a) citation of information not taken from the source indicated; (b) listing sources in a bibliography not 
used in a research paper.  

• Plagiarism: To take and use another’s words or ideas as one’s own. Examples include: (a) failure to use 
appropriate referencing when using the words or ideas of other persons; (b) altering the language, 
paraphrasing, omitting, rearranging, or forming new combinations of words in an attempt to make the 
thoughts of another appear as your own.  
 

Other forms of academic misbehavior include, but are not limited to: (a) unauthorized use of resources, or any 
attempt to limit another student’s access to educational resources, or any attempt to alter equipment so as to 
lead to an incorrect answer for subsequent users; (b) enlisting the assistance of a substitutio0n the taking of 
examinations; (c) violating course rules as defined in the course syllabus or other written information provided to 
the student; (d) selling, buying or stealing all or part of an un-administered test or answers to the test; (e) 
changing or altering a grade on a test or other academic grade records.  



 
Special Accommodations and Student Disabilities Services  
If you have a documented disability that requires accommodations, you will need to register with Student 
Disability Services for coordination of your academic accommodations. The Student Disability Services (SDS) 
office is located in the Adamany Undergraduate Library. The SDS telephone number is 313-577-1851 or 313-202-
4216 (Videophone use only). Once your accommodation is in place, someone can meet with you privately to 
discuss your special needs. Student Disability Services' mission is to assist the university in creating an accessible 
community where students with disabilities have an equal opportunity to fully participate in their educational 
experience at Wayne State University.  
 
Students who are registered with Student Disability Services and who are eligible for alternate testing 
accommodations such as extended test time and/or a distraction-reduced environment should present the 
required test permit to the professor at least one week in advance of the exam. Federal law requires that a 
student registered with SDS is entitled to the reasonable accommodations specified in the student’s 
accommodation letter, which might include allowing the student to take the final exam on a day different 
than the rest of the class. 
 

Teacher Education Policy Statement on Graduate Student Dispositions and Academic 
Progress 

Professionalism 
Students admitted to a graduate program within the Division of Teacher Education are expected to conduct 
themselves professionally.  The graduate student must exhibit personal and professional behaviors, including 
but not limited to integrity, honesty, and respect for others.  Individuals must use practical judgment to 
determine how to behave in a variety of situations.  In classes, students are expected to give and accept 
constructive feedback.  In addition, they are expected to take an active role in their learning and contribute to 
the learning of their peers. 
 
Professional Expectations 
Developing professionalism is one of the skills that the division emphasizes.  The degree of professionalism that 
students develop in all of their interactions in the Wayne State University community will impact their ability to 
achieve their goals both in Teacher Education and in their career. 
 

• The teacher takes initiative to grow and develop with colleagues through interactions that enhance 
practice and support student learning. 

• The teacher understands the expectations of the profession including codes of ethics, professional 
standards of practice, and relevant law and policy. 

 
Academic Standards and Requirements 
Graduate students must make consistent and adequate progress toward degrees, endorsements, and/or 
certifications in their programs.  In an effort to ensure program integrity in the Teacher Education Division, 
students must adhere to professional expectations and meet the following standards and requirements: 
 

• Students who receive two grades of C+ or below will not be permitted to complete the program. 
• Repeating courses to improve grades is only permitted once. 
• Grade Point Averages must be 3.0 or higher for the coursework that is on the Plan of Work. 
• The Plan of Work must be completed in the first semester after being admitted into the program for 

master level students and before 18 credits for doctoral level students. 
• Students must meet with academic faculty advisors on a regular basis.  Doctoral students must 

complete an Annual Review and an Individual Development Plan (IDP). 
 
 
 
 
 



Tentative Course Schedule: 

LEARNING AND TEACHING ARE FLEXIBLE, AS IS THIS SYLLABUS. AS WE ENGAGE IN DISCUSSION, 
AND I ASSESS LEARNING OUTCOMES/TRAJECTORY, I MAY NEED TO MOVE THINGS AROUND 
AND/OR ADD/DELETE ITEMS. I WILL ALWAYS LET YOU KNOW AHEAD OF TIME, VIA EMAIL AND IN 
CLASS ANNOUNCMENTS, OF ANY ADDENDUMS TO THIS DOCUMENT… 
 
Week / 

Day 
Course Theme & Readings       Assignments  

        Due: 
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What’s Culture Got to Do with It? Situating our Conversation in Educational 
Research 
Readings:  

• Dewey, J. (1990). The child and the curriculum. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 

• Giroux, H. (1997). Is there a place for cultural studies in colleges of 
education. In H.A. Giroux & P. Shannon (Eds.) Education and Cultural 
Studies (pp. 231-248). New York: Routledge Press. Read Only pages 231-
235 (stop after the first whole paragraph on page 235). 
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Cogs in a Wheel: The Reproduction of Class Inequality and Structural Inequity 
Readings:  

• Hays, S. (1994). Structure and agency and the sticky problem of culture.  
Sociological Theory, 12, 57-72. 

• Hall, S. (1990). The emergence of cultural studies and the crises of the 
humanities. October, 53, pp. 11-23. Read Only pages 11-18 (stop reading 
at the second to last paragraph on page 18) 

• Althusser, L. (1971). Ideology and ideological state apparatuses: Notes  
toward an investigation. In L. Althusser, Lenin Philosophy and Other Essays. 
Brewster, NY: Monthly Review. 
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Learning to Labor and Cultural Capital: Part I 
Readings:  

• Bourdieu, P. (1977). Cultural reproduction and social reproduction. In J. 
Karabel & A. H. Halsey (Eds.), Power and Ideology in Education (pp. 487-
511). New York: Oxford University Press.  

• Bourdieu, P. (1980). Structures, habituses, practices. In The Logic of 
Practice (pp. 52-65). Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press 

• Willis, P. (1977). Learning to labor: How working class kids get working class 
jobs. New York: Columbia University Press (Skim Introduction and Read 
Closely Chapters 2 and 3). 
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Learning to Labor and Cultural Capital: Part II 
Readings:  

• Willis, P. (1977). Learning to labor: How working class kids get working class 
jobs. New York: Columbia University Press (Skim Chapter 4 and Read 
Closely Chapters 5, 6, and 8). 

Short Analytic 
Paper #1 Due 
[Please print 

off hard copy 
and bring to 

class] 
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Gee and the Discursive Production of Language, Meaning, and Identities: Part I 
Readings:  

• Gee, J. (2008). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (3rd 
edition). Skim Introduction and Read Chapter 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 closely. 
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1 Gee and the Discursive Production of Language, Meaning, and Identities: Part II 

Readings:  
• Gee, J. (2008). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (3rd 

edition). Read Chapter 6, 7, 8, and 9 closely. 
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8 Entering into the Politics of Participation: Practice, Persons, and the Social World 
Readings:  

• Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral 
participation. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press 
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ReWriting the Politics of Kids and Culture: Focus on Linguistic Diversity 
Readings:  

• Flores, N., & Rosa, J. (2015). Undoing appropriateness: Raciolinguistic 
ideologies and language diversity in education. Harvard Educational 
Review, 85(2), 149-171. 

• Dyson, A.H. (2013). Rewriting the basics: Literacy learning in children’s 
cultures. New York, NY: Teachers College Press (Read Chapter 1 and Part 
1 [pp. 1-87]) 
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ReWriting the Politics of Kids and Culture: Focus on Family Literacies 
Readings:  

• Dyson, A.H. (2013). Rewriting the basics: Literacy learning in children’s 
cultures. New York, NY: Teachers College Press (Read Part 2 and Skim 
Appendices) 

• Heath, S.B. (1982). What no bedtime story means: Narrative skills at home 
and school. Language in Society, 11(1), 49-76. 
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Place, Race, and Schooling: Entering into Youth Literacies: Part I 
Readings:  

• Kinloch, V. (2010). Harlem on our minds: Place, race, and the literacies of 
urban youth. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. (Read Introduction, 
Ch. 1-4) 

• Moje, E. B. (2000). " To Be Part of the Story": The Literacy Practices of 
Gangsta Adolescents. Teachers College Record, 102(3), 651-690. 
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Place, Race, and Schooling: Entering into Youth Literacies: Part II 
Readings: 

• Kinloch, V. (2010). Harlem on our minds: Place, race, and the literacies of 
urban youth. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. (Read Ch. 5 - 
Afterword) 

• Kirkland, D. E. (2009). The skin we ink: Tattoos, literacy, and a new English 
education. English Education, 41(4), 375-395. 

 
 

Short Analytic 
Paper #2 Due 
[Please print 

off hard copy 
and bring to 

class] 
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The Logics of Community; Or, Where Cultural Rhetorics and Community Literacies 
Meet: Part I 
Readings:  

• Cintron, R. (1997). Angels’ town: Chero ways, gang life, and rhetorics of 
the everyday. Boston, MA: Beacon Press [Read Preface, Ch. 1, Ch. 3, and 
Ch. 4, Skim Ch. 2] 
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The Logics of Community; Or, Where Cultural Rhetorics and Community Literacies 
Meet: Part II 
Readings:  

• Cintron, R. (1997). Angels’ town: Chero ways, gang life, and rhetorics of 
the everyday. Boston, MA: Beacon Press [Read Ch. 5, Ch. 6 and Ch. 7] 
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Future Visions and New Directions; Or, Where did Culture and Politics Go? 
Readings:  

• Smith, A. R. (2016). Bare writing: Comparing multiliteracies theory and 
nonrepresentational theory approaches to a young writer writing. 
Reading Research Quarterly. 

• Leander, K., & Boldt, G. (2013). Rereading “A pedagogy of multiliteracies” 
bodies, texts, and emergence. Journal of Literacy Research, 45(1), 22-46 

 

Unfamiliar 
Genre Projects 

Due (Please 
print off hard 

copy and 
bring to class) 

FINALS WEEK 
Dewey Dinner and Presentation of Projects 

A Final Caveat On Writing for this Course: 
This is a writing and reading intensive course. As such, as you begin to work through your ideas for course 
papers and final projects it is important that you recognize the tenets and criteria that I look for when grading 
and assessing student work. In general, I consider the following: rigor (Are you pushing past surface level and 
summary oriented observations about the text? Are you engaging with theoretical meaning rather than 
summarizing?); engagement (Does your work build on and/or extend class discussion and insight?); rhetorical 
argumentation (Do you have a “main” claim? Do you use evidence and provide warrants for your claim?); 
originality (Are your thoughts unique to your read? Are you engaging in the text and developing an argument 
grounded in helping you understand your own experience of reading?); organization/structure (Is the paper 
organized? Can I, as a reader, engage with the writing in a manageable way?); clarity (Is your writing tight? 
Are elements of style and prose clean?  Is your paper free from typos? [i.e. have you spell-checked and/or 
grammar-checked your paper?]) 
 
 


