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Communication, Controversy, and Citizenship 

 
 
Professor Dana L. Cloud  
CMA 7.220 ¥ 471-1947 ¥ dcloud@mail.utexas.edu  ¥ Office Hours: Mondays, 2:30-5:00
   
T.A.: Adria Battaglia 
UA9 ¥ 2.102 ¥ 232-4067 ¥ adriabattaglia@gmail.com ¥ Office Hrs: T/TH noon-1:30  
 
Introduction:  
 

This is a course about citizenship. We will discuss what it means to be a citizen. Is a 
citizen a consumer of goods and information? Does voting make a citizen? Do you have to be 
patriotic to be a citizen? Are we citizens when we go to work? Is one a citizen if one is well 
informed? Are activists citizens? Does citizenship have to be polite? Do we have to talk about 
politics if we want to be citizens?  

In the process of exploring these framing questions, the course will also equip 
undergraduates with practice in the listening, speaking, and basic argumentation skills 
necessary to deliberation over controversial and sensitive subjects with one another. The class 
will feature student-driven research projects and debates about controversial topics of studentsÕ 
choosing. These may include war, religion, racism, sexism, the status of gay, lesbian, bisexual 
and transgender persons, affirmative action, abortion, and the death penalty. Based on their 
research in groups on these subjects and others, students will present individual reports and a 
collective debate. In the last weeks of the class, students will use the information and 
arguments they have gathered to put their ideas out into the public sphere in an editorial, 
community, political, or activist setting. 

Such subjects have been difficult to negotiate in the classroom (and in life beyond it) 
because many students fear offending others and risking criticism and because of the power 
differential between professors and students. However, the premise of the course is that when 
students research a subject, talk together about it, and put together and defend a point of view, 
they gain confidence in the basic skills of democracy. They can also grow as critical thinkers 
and, most importantly, as citizens. In addition to instruction in listening, speaking, 
argumentation, research, and writing, the course will introduce students to how these strategies 
have been implemented in political and social movement settings. 
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Readings and Books: 
 
¥ A number course readings will be supplied by students as part of our topical units, and 
provided to the class on Blackboard.  
¥All students must read the news and editorial sections of the New York Times or other major 
paper daily, in addition to regular reading/listening/viewing of an additional news source 
(newspaper, magazine, website,  television, radio) of the studentÕs choosing (student, e.g. Daily 
Texan, Texas Observer; partisan, e.g. Socialist Worker, Nation, National Review, 
counterpunch.com; international, e.g. Economist, London Times, Al Jazeera; or local, e.g. 
Austin American-Statesman).   
 
Books (available at the University Co-Op) 
Required:  

Anthony Weston, A Rulebook for Arguments (Hackett, 2001). 
 Gershon Shafir, The Citizenship Debates: A Reader (University of Minnesota,  

1998) 
Optional:  

Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, The Rhetorical Act (Wadsworth, 2004). 
Dana Villa, Socratic Citizenship (Princeton, 2001).

Requirements: 
 
Regular attendance makes a student a good class citizen. Other requirements include: 

1. Readings quizzes, 4, occasional, 5 points each (20 total points) 
2. Current events discussion on Blackboard (20 points) 
3. Individual research presentation on a controversy with report and discussion (50 points) 
4. Group debate on a controversy  (100 points) 
5. Response paper on an individual report (20 points) 
6. Response paper on a debate; (20 points) 
7. Self-report and evaluation of debate (20 points) 
8. Engagement plan for yourself as citizen (50 points) 

Grades will be assessed on a straight percentage scale of 300 points (270+=A, 240-269=B, 
etc.), with subtraction of one point per unexcused absence off the top. 

 
Schedule of topics and readings: 
 
 
TOPIC/ITEMS DUE      READ 
Course Introduction 
 W1/18: Course overview; what is controversy? 
 F 1/20:  Introductions; why citizenship?  *L appŽ, Shafir ChÕs 1-2 
Making Good Arguments 
 M 1/23: Claims     Weston 1-39 (Campbell Ch. 6) 
 W 1/25: Reasoning     Weston 40-70 (Campbell Ch. 5) 
 F   1/27: Guest lecture: Stephanie Burkhalter  
 M 1/30: Evidence     Weston 71-end (Campbell Ch. 4) 
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Doing Research and Finding Credible Information 
 W 2/1: Primary sources, Lexis/Nexis 

Brainstorm topics/controversies in general categories of WAR, ABORTION, 
CRIME/JUSTICE SYSTEM, ECONOMIC POLICY, RACE/RACISM, 
GENDER/WOMENÕS RIGHTS, SEXUALITY,  RELIGION/MORALITY 

 F 2/3: Scholarly and other secondary sources; Academic Search Premier 
Determine debate teams, and individual reporters for topical units 

  Draw names for responses to individual presentations and Unit slips for  
debate response 

Traditional Models of Citizenship 
 M 2/6: Thinking     *V illa 1-60 
 W 2/8: Reading & Writing    *Eberly    
 F 2/10: Voting      *Jarvis, *Boggs Intro, 1 & 2 
 M 2/13: Shopping     *Howard, *Hannis, *K auffman 

W 2/15: Community     Shafir ChÕs 4,5 
F 2/17: Discussion     Shafir 7 

Engaged Citizenship 
 M 2/20: Internet and Media Activism (Battaglia) *Republic.com, *Corbett & Eberly 
 W 2/22: Media activism, continued   *Jensen 

*First Unit presentersÑ supply readings 
 F 2/24: Citizens as debaters of knowledge  *Fishkin, *Boggs Ch. 3-4 
First Topical Unit: 
 F 2/24: Individual reports (3) 
 M 2/27: Individual Reports (3) 
 W 3/1: Debate 
 *Second Unit presenters-supply readings 
 F 3/3: Reponses and Discussion 

Presentation of 3 individual responses and 3 debate responses (by different people) 
Turn in as relevant: your self-response, debate response, and/or individual response  

Second Topical Unit: 
 M 3/6: Individual Reports (4) 
 W 3/8: Individual Reports (2) and Debate 
 F 3/10: Responses and discussion 

Presentation of 3 individual responses and 3 debate responses (by different people) 
Turn in as relevant: your self-response, debate response, and/or individual response 

Spring Break: 3/13-17 
Activist Citizenship 
 M 3/20: Social Movements    *Goodwin&Jasper,   
  View Arlington West  
 *Third Unit PresentersÑ supply readings 
 W 3/22: Decorum, Confrontation, Violence   *A linsksy, Tilly 
 F 3/24: Movements, continued   *Brecher, *Jensen Citizen 
Third Topical Unit: 
 M 3/27: Individual Reports (3) 
 W 3/29: Individual Reports (3) 
 F 3/31: Debate 
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 *Fourth Unit PresentersÑ supply readings 
 M 4/3: Response and Discussion 

Presentation of 3 individual responses and 3 debate responses (by different people) 
Turn in as relevant: your self-response, debate response, and/or individual response 

Planning Practical Engagement 
 W 4/5: Assign Engagement Plans 
 F 4/7: Outlets for Engagement: Media, Institutions, Organizations 
Fourth Topical Unit 
 M 4/10: Individual Reports (3) 
 W 4/12: Individual Reports (3) 
 F 4/14: Debate 
 *Fifth Unit PresentersÑ supply readings 
 M 4/17: Responses and Discussion 

Presentation of 3 individual responses and 3 debate responses (by different people) 
Turn in as relevant: your self-response, debate response, and/or individual response 

Fifth Topical Unit 
 W 4/19: Individual Reports (4) 
 F 4/21: Individual Reports (2) and Debate 
 M 4/24: Responses and Discussion 

Presentation of 3 individual responses and 3 debate responses (by different people) 
Turn in as relevant: your self-response, debate response, and/or individual response 

What Sort of Citizen?: Engagement Plans 
 W 4/26: Engagement plan presentations 
 F 4/28: Engagement plan presentations  
 M 5/1: Engagement plan presentations 
 W 5/3: Engagement plan presentations 
  Course Instructor Survey 
 F 5/5: Course wrap/party   
 

  
 
Each topical unit will involve 4-6 students, each of whom is responsible for an individual 
report related to that unit and for contributing to the groupÕs debate. We will draw names and 
units for response papers.  
 
All papers should be typed, double spaced. Please indicate clearly which assignment your 
paper addresses. When you cite references, please provide a bibliography. When you turn in a 
paper, ALWAYS BRING 3 COPIESÑ one for the author and two for instructors. In responses 
to debates, BRING 8 COPIES (6 for debaters and two for instructors). 

Project Assignments (additional 
details to follow) 
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Current Events Discussion 

1. Discussion forums will be posted on Blackboard. 
2. Referring to news sources, discuss the questions/topics at hand. 
3. Respond to at least one other personÕs post. 
4. Do this at least once a week. 
5. Grading based on completion of 12 entries (24 including response) total; up to 8 

points for quality and thoughtfulness overall. 
 
Individual Report Assignment  

1. Choose a controversial topic you care about. Bring at least one reading that is useful 
and important to you from news or scholarly source on that topic and make copies 
for the class. 

2. Summarize what is at stake in this controversyÑ why it is important to you and to 
others. 

3. Research opposing points of view, including scholarly books and articles, historical 
overview,  

4. Write a review (critical summary) of the books and articles you have found. 
5. Explain how these perspectives have shaped your belief and where you stand on 

this subject in light of what you have found out. 
6. Prepare and deliver a 10-minute class lecture summarizing this information. 
7. Turn in: 5-page paper, power-point presentation (via email), copy of outline for 

class, complete bibliography (with sources listed and cited in a standard reference 
style, e.g. MLA or APA; see www.lib.utexas.edu/refsites/style_manuals.html). 

 
Debate Assignment 

1. Divide group into opposing teams. 
2. Decide on the affirmative proposition to be debated. 
3. Research cases on both sides according to the standards and guidelines provided in 

WestonÕs book and the course. 
4. Prepare and deliver a 40 minute debate alternating sides and speakers; see ideas for 

debate format at http://www.csun.edu/~dgw61315/debformats.html or 
http://debate.uvm.edu/meanyparli.html). 

5. Each side: Turn in opening case outline and bibliography. 
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Response Papers 
1. Reports--Listen carefully to the individual report you have been assigned. In 3-4 

pages, summarize the report, assess the reporterÕs evidence and reasoning, articulate 
your own position on the question at issue, and provide brief evidence to support 
your position. 

2. DebatesÑ Listen carefully to the debate you have been assigned. In 3-4 pages, 
summarize the debate, identifying the proposition and main arguments of each side. 
Which side had the stronger case, in your view, and why? Where do you come 
down on the proposition at issue, and why? 

3. Self-ReportsÑ At the end of your unit, assess your performance in your report and 
your debate. In 3-4 pages, answer: How good was your research, evidence, and 
reasoning? What do you think you could have improved? Was your point of view 
changed by the debate or the discussion? How so?  

 
Enagement Plan 

1. At the end of the semester you will write and present a plan for your own 
engagement in an issue or concern of public controversy. 

2. Papers should be 6-8 pages long and should include the following: 
a. Summary of problem, issue, or concern about which you would like to be or 

become an engaged citizen; 
b. Background on this problem, as gathered from credible sources; 
c. Your stance on this problem or question and reasons for your point of view; 
d. Local contacts, organizations, communication outlets for your activity on 

this issue, with details (phone numbers, addresses, email addresses, 
information on meetings and other activities); 

e. Description of how you plan to get involved; 
f. Sample speech, letter to editor, flyer, poster, blog entry, film, video, radio 

spot, or other communication act you could use or deliver in your efforts. 
 
Topics and research for individual reports, debates, and engagement plans may overlap, but 
each assignment must bring something new to the table.  
 

 


