Learning Before Acting assignments #1 and #2 - Fall 2024

Description of Magazine Assignment

The day after our workshop on Interlocking Oppressions -- in which others went to the center of the room if they self-identified as 

Physically or mentally impaired, hidden or not

non-White

non-Christian

non-heterosexual or non-gender-conforming

grew up working class, that is their parents were blue collar

grew up poor

non-male

fat 

discriminated against on the basis of age

first generation to go to college

-- you discussed what it means to be a member of the outer circle looking in at those who identified in those ways with others being on the outside.  You chose which group to join based which experience of being on the outside, watching others move to the center; which held the most emotional weight for you. A significant part of that experience is not really knowing much about the corresponding oppressed group (and not needing to know about them), so moving to a new level of critical thought requires that over the year you will be researching that group's predicament. 

The first part starts in Fall term with the assignments described below and culminates in a Winter term research paper. 

For Fall term, meet with your Learning Before Acting group to split up the key institutional issues that the corresponding oppressed group is dealing with.  I want you to deal with societal power and not just interpersonal prejudice.  For instance, the Christian group will want to have some member research the relative political strength of non-Christians.  Another will want to explore the relative economic security of non-Christians.  Another will want to explore their experience of hate crimes, and so on.  I will discourage a gee whiz paper on similarities between the Qur’an and the Bible, for instance, unless that paper centrally addresses the political or institutional consequences of lack of knowledge about those similarities.  Please focus on the difficulties faced by members of other religions in the US rather than on atheists.  I have yet to have gotten a paper on the latter that earned a decent score.

The group of slimmer-students have often wanted to focus on what is medically problematic with being “overweight.”  Please let go of such judgments and simply research the ways in which society’s structures discriminate against people of size.  In other words, look at how heavier people are hemmed in by social power structures, including industrial design standards, and not at the health consequences of obesity.  Likewise, students who are most strongly drawn to the group that did not identify as non-heterosexual or non-gender-conforming are to discover how social and legal norms of heterosexuality and gender-conformation problematize the lives of people who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, Asexual/Agender, (abbreviated LGBTQQIA, which is often shortened to LGBTQ).

Assignment part 1 - Annotated bibliography Due in Mentor Session


Monday, Oct. 31

In prior years I have asked students to write a modest narrative article for a magazine on their corresponding oppressed group.  This year I wish to experiment with a more art-focused alternative:  Do all of the research you would have to do for a 3-4-page research paper, but the final product of that research, instead of prose, will be a work of art that expresses your emotional and intellectual response to what you have researched.

To complete this assignment, you will need to come to grips with library research techniques and formatting for bibliography entries.  Your annotated bibliography needs to include a list of references with each citation in a proper APA
 format and an accompanying short write-up for each source.  This write-up should include 2-3 sentences summarizing the source specifically, and 2-3 sentences discussing its usefulness or value to your particular research or topic.  Here is an example entry:

Schor, Julia B. (2002). Cleaning the closet: toward a new fashion ethic. In Julia B. Schor and Betsy Taylor (Eds.), Sustainable Planet: Solutions for the Twenty-first Century (pp. 45-59). Boston: Beacon Press. 

Schor argues that the minimalist approach to reducing the social and ecological impacts of clothing (e.g., just buying everything at second hand shops) is destined to failure because it ignores the important role clothing plays in society.  Instead, she suggests that a positive vision of clothing would “affirm the cultural importance of clothing”, “embrace the consumer who buys conscientiously”, and provide secure employment both at home and abroad.  Schor then goes on to describe some of the negative social and ecological aspects of the current clothing industry, including worker exploitation and pollution from pesticides, and sets forth three principles for a sustainable clothing consumer.  This article is of particular interest because it describes the many sustainability issues related to an everyday item, clothing.  It also puts forth a very positive and proactive vision for consumer-based action.

For this assignment, I am asking you to produce an annotated bibliography with a minimum of 5 sources, with following qualifications:

minimum 3 academic sources -- these can be books, book chapters, or peer-reviewed journals

maximum 1 popular press source -- these can be newspaper or magazine articles

maximum 1 web source -- Include in this item a footnote detailing why you think this is a credible (though possibly biased) source.
   

Grading will be based on the completeness of the annotations, proper formatting of citations, and presenting adequate numbers of sources.

Assignment part 2 - A work of art for a Magazine or pod-cast (if the work involves performance) that expresses your emotional and intellectual response to what you have researched.
  Over the intervening month we will be exploring many other themes that you may interleave with responses to your research.    

There is no requirement to make connections to these inputs obvious even to yourself.  For instance, you may be researching the various impediments to access that being wheelchair-bound causes.  But your work of art may be a dance on fully-functional legs that expresses blocks to access through some nonfluidity in movements of the shoulders, or a painting in which color contrasts are working in harmony or at cross-purposes.  
During class Nov. 28 create a work of art (visual, musical, verbal, culinary, dramatic, poetic, tactile, ...) in the company of others (side-by-side or in concert) that relates to your research about the complement of your Learning Before Acting group and other course readings, films, and discussion.  If you have already started on such a work, you may continue it in this session, perhaps moving in new directions in response to, say, a pair of students next to you who are creating a Dr. Seuss-style rhyme poking fun at the rich and powerful.  If you are going to be improvising music during the session, you may want to enlist a confederate from outside of class (or a classmate whose work of art will be a documentary) to film you as you play (and film the adjacent artwork being created that influences your music and vice versa).  

Due Nov. 30. Rough research notes you have taken as you have investigated the predicaments of the complement of your Learning Before Acting group.  (This is not the Annotated Bibliography you turned in a month ago.)

Due Nov. 30.  A one-two page reflection on what you did for the creative session, along with your experiences of the event as a whole.  Include culminating reflections on any knowledge, insights, and self-knowledge gleaned from your overprivileged group research, readings, films and classroom discussions.  
The assignment handout for Winter term follows:

Acting While Still Learning research paper assignments #3 & 4 - Winter 2025

The very last thing you should do before printing out your final draft of any assignment is to reread the assignment.

Description of Research Assignment part 3: Legal Brief

Over the year, you have been researching an issue related to a particular oppressed group to which you don’t belong: 

Physically or mentally impaired, hidden or not

non-white

non-Christian

non-heterosexual or non-gender-conforming

grew up working class, that is their parents were blue collar

grew up poor

non-male

fat 

discriminated against on the basis of age

first generation to go to college

Because your artwork on your research topic has been favorably reviewed, your boss at the nonprofit organization or think tank or government agency you work for now considers you an expert on that topic.  She has assigned you to write a legal brief on that topic for an Oregon Supreme Court case in which your organization has an interest.  Your job is to present a balanced analysis of 9-11 pages (including cover sheet) of the topic that nevertheless persuades the court to take a particular position.  

************************************************************************

This is the point at which you begin moving from Learning to Acting, to use the respect you are automatically accorded by those in power to highlight, and acknowledge, the cogent arguments made by advocates and scholars in an oppressed group who have trouble gaining traction in the halls of the powerful.  This is also, in part, because members of that oppressed group are deemed to have “a vested interest” in the issue, whereas you have no obvious interest in the outcome.  That someone might experience the benefit of gaining more of one’s own humanity through the process of speaking up for justice is seldom on the minds of those who deal in power.

This legal brief provides you with some practice at how to do this before you ever have to advocate for others in real life.  As you do move into a real-life situation, bear in mind that neither one research paper, nor 40-hours of diversity training, makes any of us experts on oppression if we are not its direct targets.  Thus, we need to continue to learn year by year by reading books and articles by those who are targeted, and in conversations with any targeted people who are willing to help us learn.

************************************************************************
Again, you will focus on the key institutional issues that the corresponding oppressed group is dealing with; societal power and not just interpersonal prejudice. You will need to let go of the tendency to focus on what is, say, unhealthful about being people of size and simply research the ways in which the majority population discriminates against them. In other words look at how heavier people are hemmed in by social power structures, including industrial design standards.  Finally, you will form a judgment about the ways the power structure deals with the corresponding oppressed group and argue whether or not that state of affairs needs to change.

Likewise, students who were most strongly drawn to the group that did not identify as non-heterosexual or non-gender-conforming are to discover how social and legal norms of heterosexuality and gender-conformity problematize the lives of people who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, Asexual/Agender, (abbreviated LGBTQQIA, which is often shortened to LGBTQ).

Finally, those students who were most strongly drawn to the group that did not identify as non-Christian, please focus on the difficulties faced by members of other religions in the US rather than on atheists.  I have yet to have gotten a paper on the latter that earned a decent score.

Thesis statement and antithesis Due Jan. 18 in mentor session

Part of any research paper (as opposed to report) is a thoughtful thesis.  This is also known as an argument, slant, or perspective.  In order to qualify as a thesis, it must be a statement with which a reasonable person could argue and it must be provable.  “Jazz grew out of African-American culture” is not a thesis because it is a fact, not something with which a reasonable person could argue.  “White musicians have contributed little to the evolution of Jazz” is a thesis because its antithesis -- “White musicians have made major contributions to Jazz” -- is a perspective one could reasonably argue.  “Jazz is better than Hip Hop” is not a thesis because it is not provable.  A reasonable person could certainly argue the opposite, but how would either of you prove you are right?

So after describing the overall topic you want to research in a couple of sentences, you are required to explicitly state your tentative thesis.  (You will probably modify your thesis as your research and writing help to guide your ideas and narrow your focus.)  Finally, on the same page you are required to explicitly state the antithesis of your perspective.  Make sure it is arguable and provable.  You can generally strengthen your paper by including and refuting such counterarguments.

Also on this day, decide who in your mentor session will write melody and lyrics for the A-section music on Canvas [our online learning management system] and who will write melody and lyrics for the B-section music on Canvas.  

Use experts to argue for you.

You have finished an autobiographical narrative and are moving to a formal essay in which one almost never uses “I,” “me,” “You,” or “Your.”  Although the purpose of the paper is to convince your reader of the conclusions you came to as a result of your research, you should not use “I think” in a formal paper or variations on it.  Your whole paper is structured to state and support the conclusions you came to as a result of your research.  Thus, “I think” is bad -- first of all -- because it is redundant.  But more importantly, unless you really are an expert on the topic (having a friend or sister who is lesbian does not qualify you as an expert on issues of sexual identification; having a gender does not even qualify you as an expert on gender issues), it is best to let the experts you cite support your arguments for you.  (This is why I want you to do research rather than just write from the top of your head.)  Their arguments back and forth on your behalf might look like a couples tennis match.  (Please note that you skirt the edge of plagiarism if you rely too heavily on one author for your arguments.) 

You don’t need to introduce every quote, and you almost never mention the title of the article or the author of the article.  Just let the quote stand in for your own sentence, with the only difference being the quotation marks and the citation.  But there are occasions when an author’s qualifications help persuade your reader.  In such a case provide a very short synopsis at first usage only: ‘Dr. Coontz, a clinical psychologist at OSHU, emphasized that “[p]oor people seldom. . . .”’  (Note that in this sentence that is part quote, I have changed the capital “P” that started her sentence to lower case so that the entire construction reads smoothly as one sentence.  Any such change should be acknowledged by putting it in square brackets.)   Alternatively, one could use ‘Dr. Coontz, a clinical psychologist at OSHU, emphasized that poor “people seldom. . . .”’  Please resist the temptation to repeat in your own words what your expert has just said in the quote.  Let her words speak for you.  If the source is just a journalist, you had better go to the original source he wrote his article from and let the true expert speak for you.  That is why I want academic sources rather than Newsweek:

You must cite (in the footnote style of the attached example) a minimum of 8 sources, with following qualifications:

minimum 5 academic sources -- these can be books from mainstream presses, book chapters, or peer-reviewed journals

maximum 2 popular press sources -- these can be newspaper or magazine articles.  

maximum 1 web source -- Include in this a footnote detailing why you think this is a credible (though possibly biased) source.
  

Obviously, since you are having experts argue for you, the number of citations in your paper can easily surpass 20.  

Footnote numbers go at the end of the passage you are citing, following all punctuation and quotation marks in the text. They should be superscripts rather than on the same line as the text, and without any additional punctuation. In Word that is available in the labs, click on the Research tab and choose “Footnote . . . Insert Footnote.”  (Footnotes allow an easy glance to the bottom of the page to see each cite, so I prefer them.  Some professors prefer an uninterrupted flow of text with Endnotes on the last page.)  Earlier versions and some other word processors give you automatic footnote numbering and placement by choosing “Footnotes” from the “Insert” menu.

Finally, one never uses a contraction in a formal paper.
If you wish to switch topics, please see me.

Why a legal brief?  

This form forces you to provide a tight logical structure -- assertion and proof thereof -- to the topic you are researching, the lack of which is the key failing of most “term papers.”  When you have once utilized this form, it will be easier for you to visualize the assertion-and-proof skeleton in any paper you subsequently write, even though they may not have the trappings of a legal brief.  

If you have trouble imagining that your topic would really turn up as an Oregon Supreme Court case, take it to the European High Court or just suspend your disbelief and play. 

Due Jan. 11: 1. Listen to “Emergent Storytelling - David Byrne - How Music Works Disc 07G - H.mp3” on Canvas that describes his process of putting melody and lyrics to music. 

2. Listen to the “A-section” music on Canvas and the “B-section” music -- the Bridge -- and choose for which you will write melody and lyrics.  Listen to the extended sequence AABAA that shows how these might be put together to form a short song, repeating the A section twice, going to the Bridge and then back to the A section a couple of times to close out.  (More typically, one would improvise over AABA a bunch of times.)

While you are there on Canvas, also download

Due Jan. 11 -- Download zipped audacity A-music files for later

Due Jan. 11  -- Download zipped audacity B-music files for later

Due Jan. 11  -- Aiff alternative to audacity zipped A_music file

Due Jan. 11   -- Aiff alternative to audacity zipped B_music file

The first two are zipped Audacity Project (.aup) files and associated source folders.  You can use Audacity to add your lyrical recording as an additional stereo track on top of this instrumental stereo track.  Audacity is freeware available on the lab computers at PSU and you can also download it on your home computer if you have one from <http://www.audacityteam.org >.  In case you cannot unzip the zipped Audacity file for some reason, I have also included an Aiff file that you can import into Audacity directly.

For those of you who want to know the key and chordal structure of the song, there is also an “A and B sections with Bass line and chords.pdf” file you can download.

Once you are well into writing your research paper, say between January 18 and February 8, use the following processes to create your melody and lyrics:

3. Follow David Byrne’s melody-finding process: 

So I begin by improvising a melody over the music. I do this by singing nonsense syllables, but with weirdly inappropriate passion, given that I’m not saying anything. Once I have a wordless melody and a vocal arrangement that my collaborators (if there are any) and I like, I’ll begin to transcribe that gibberish as if it were real words.

4. Follow David Byrne’s process of transforming gibberish into emotional, yet random sense: 

I’ll listen carefully to the meaningless vowels and consonants on the recording, and I’ll try to understand what that guy (me), emoting so forcefully but inscrutably, is actually saying. It’s like a forensic exercise. I’ll follow the sound of the nonsense syllables as closely as possible. If a melodic phrase of gibberish ends on a high ooh sound, then I’ll transcribe that, and in selecting the actual words, I’ll try to choose one that ends in that syllable, or as close to it as I can get. So the transcription process often ends up with a page of real words, still fairly random, that sounds just like the gibberish.

I do that because the difference between an ooh and an aah, and a “b” and a “th” sound is, I assume, integral to the emotion that the story wants to express. I want to stay true to that unconscious, inarticulate intention. 

5. Follow David Byrne’s lyric writing process of random sense into emotional, nonrandom sense:

Admittedly, that content has no narrative, or might make no literal sense yet, but it’s in there -- I can hear it. I can feel it. My job at this stage is to find words that acknowledge and adhere to the sonic and emotional qualities rather than to ignore and possibly destroy them.

I, specifically, want you to reread your legal brief semifinal draft and underline phrases that jump out at you after you have created your emotional, yet random sense lyrics.  Use the phrasing from your legal brief to the extent possible to replace your emotional, yet random sense lyrics with emotional, nonrandom sense lyrics.  

6. You will inevitably find that phrasing in your legal brief semifinal draft does not have the musicality of your 8-bar song.  Use those moments of discord as a guide to a few of the places your legal brief semifinal draft could be made to flow more musically.  Do those obvious changes suggest others less obvious to the flow of your words?

7. Use headphones over one ear to play the “A-section” or  “B-section” music you wrote your lyrics and melody for while you sing those lyrics and melody into another recording device.  This will allow you to hear both parts while keeping a clean lyric track whose relative volume you can play with in Audacity to bring it up above the dominant bass line.

Four copies of First Draft Due Jan. 30 in mentor session.  (Save a copy on your computer under a different name.) 

Bring another copy of your First Draft to mentor session Feb. 1 along with the following:

In the Canvas Content folder, you will find two examples of legal briefs on which to model yours.  These are “Amicus” (literally “Friend” of the Court) briefs, one of which supports allowing a photographer to refuse services to same-sex couples in New Mexico, and one opposing this.  If you are a person generally in the former camp, please read the first listed in Canvas, Amicus brief Small-Businesses.  If you are a person generally in the latter camp, please read the second listed in Canvas, Amici-Curiae-Brief-of-Wedding. 

You need not include the Table of Contents or Table of Authorities that are included in some briefs.  A complete example of the form I am looking for is attached and also found in Use this form for Brief.rtf, which you should also read as a further example of logical flow.  

Your task will be (1) to bring to the mentor session a description in a paragraph or two of what the logical structure of the New Mexico legal brief you read is, and (2) to also bring a draft of your brief to write on.  In the mentor session you will label the various paragraphs of your own brief “A.1, C, B.3, A.2, . . . “ so that you will know how to re-arrange your brief to parallel the logical structure you observed in the New Mexico legal brief. In the margin, give a one-sentence header to go with each label.

Four copies of Semi-final Draft Due Feb. 6 in mentor session.  (Save a copy on your computer under a different name.) 

Due Feb. 13 -- emailed to Jack -- an .aif or .wav file of your eight bars of song inspired by your Legal Brief.  Please select only the lyrical track in Audacity and from the File menu choose Export Selected Audio. In the window that pops up choose the Format to be Aiff (or WAV rather than the default mp3 which has less quality), and email me that output file.  In the text of that email, tell me whether the attached file goes with the A or B section and include the text of the lyrics.  You can instead zip and email me the entire .aud file.

Due Feb. 20 in Large class.

Post-grammar-check-final-draft

Printout from tracking changes comparison between first and post-grammar-check-final-draft 

Printout from tracking changes comparison between semi-final-draft and post-grammar-check-final-draft comparison.

Yes, I will return your paper unread if you do not grammar check it, and I do not promise to give you a second chance.  By the way, the defaults for grammar checking in Word may not catch things like sentence structure so in the Tools ... Spelling and Grammar window in Word choose Options and for Standard Writing Style open the Settings to see that this is turned on.  You should use a second grammar checker like the free version of Grammarly. 
Mid drafts

The work you did responding to others’ on their drafts.  (Exchange papers with them before you turn the assignment in.)

� Freshman Inquiry was designed around classes of 36 students that meet twice a week for 75 minutes.  These are then split into three 12-student sessions led by a junior or senior Peer Mentor, that also meet twice a week for an hour.


� This is the one of two footnotes to students in this assignment: “Guidelines for proper APA and MLA format for bibliographic entries can be found in Hacker [, the writing manual we use].”


� This is the second of two footnotes to students in this assignment: E.g., "From a web site of a governmental agency not headed by an ideological crony of the president," "From a mainstream civic agency. . . ," "From a primary source. . . ," and so on.


� One year I had a White student insist that the feelings of White oppressors had no place in any college assignment that deals with oppression; that “People of Color should be centered” in all of our activities. I thanked her for her willingness to speak up on behalf of People of Color, and her further willingness to challenge a professor, who holds additional power in society. I then asked her to bear with me, that the Winter-term assignment on this project would indeed center on listening to the voices of, and advocating for, People of Color, and other oppressed groups. I further told her, “Although I have no desire to undermine the teachings of your prior teachers, I have nevertheless found that understanding ourselves, and our reactions to new knowledge, is an essential element of becoming White antiracist activists, and for sustaining our long-term commitment to the pursuit of justice for People of Color.”


�  E.g., "From a government web site. . . ," "From a mainstream civic agency. . . ," and so on.    





� David Byrne - How Music Works, Chapter Six, San Francisco: McSweeneys, REV UPD edition (2013). 





