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Proposal to the University Curriculum Committee/Freshman Inquiry Course 
 

II. Course Narrative 
 
A. Statement of theme/topical area (no more than 200 words): 
 
Symbols of power—political, economic, cultural—permeate our lives and shape our sense of 
individual and group identity. These identities are created in cultures in which roles, hierarchy, 
and authority are communicated through signs and mechanisms imbedded in our images, myths 
and stories. Where do these shared signs come from, and how do they shape the ideals, values, 
and power relationships within society? This course will explore the interwoven relationship 
between domination, resistance, and empowerment through stories of power represented in art, 
science, and politics. An examination of historical and contemporary case studies will consider 
how art and science both form and are in turn shaped by public perception. Special attention will 
be paid to the role of media and technology in constructing and manipulating common images, 
defining ideas of the self, and reclaiming misrepresented identities. 
 
B. Learning objectives specific to this theme: 
By the end of this course, students should be able to: 

 Explain and discuss how perception shapes knowledge, from the neurological 
understanding of perception to theories on the social construction of reality. 

 Identify disciplinary approaches to knowledge in art, science, communication studies, 
sociology, and other fields as well as how they communicate that knowledge. 

 Understand how individual and social group identities shape perception and how these 
identities are in turn perceived. 

 Examine variations in access to power affected by factors such as gender, race, class, 
ethnicity, nationality, sexual identity, ability, religion, and age. 

 Critically assess the production, dissemination, and control of knowledge by powerful 
societal forces such as the state, corporations, academia, religion, the scientific 
community, and the media. 

 Critically evaluate the pivotal role of media in propaganda and the manipulation of 
knowledge. 

 Explore how individual and group knowledge is affected and transformed throughout 
history by those in power through perceptions of body, such as sex, sexuality, gender, 
race/ethnicity, (dis)ability, and body image. 

 Explain and discuss historical and contemporary attitudes towards individuals and groups 
who challenge accepted beliefs and hierarchies of power. 

 Understand ethical frameworks that shape or limit the actions of citizens and institutions 
within power structures. 

 Develop possible solutions for social and political issues that personally concern them. 
 Present the results of independent and group research to peers through diverse means of 

communication, especially writing and oral and/or visual presentation. 
 
C. Assessment of student learning (specific to theme): 
Assessment of student learning in this theme will be based on regular informal writing 
assignments such as journals and online dialog papers; graded research projects and essays; 



observed development of skills in articulating and mediating different viewpoints; measured 
evaluation of theme-specific knowledge; assignments requiring analysis, interpretation of 
quantitative, linguistic, graphic and other subject matter. Students’ grades will be apportioned as 
follows: group projects (including community-based learning) 25%; essays 25%; portfolios 25%; 
informal assignments and class participation 25%. 
 
D. Description of methods to ensure coherence of theme across participating faculty: 
The “Power and Imagination” team will meet weekly during the year to continue course 
development, exchange ideas and experiences, share new project ideas, materials, and teaching 
strategies to enrich the ongoing class experience, and collaborate on assignment development. 
The team will utilize a common core of readings and assignments and each team member will 
visit the others’ classes regularly. In addition to the weekly meetings, a longer meeting will be 
scheduled at the end of each term to review goals, assess student needs and progress, and 
integrate the results of this reflection into the next term. 
 
E. Interdisciplinarity of theme: The “Power and Imagination” team consists of one biologist 
(MacCormack), one poet (Trimble), one historian (Davidova), and one artist (Newlands). The 
team is currently looking to add an additional scholar to represent at least one of the following 
fields: communication, political science, anthropology or sociology. 
 
F. Relation of course to other University Studies  offerings (cohesion, ties to future 
learning): The “Power and Imagination” curriculum is designed to support the intellectual, 
ethical, and personal growth of entering students. We will explicitly address questions of how 
individuals and society develop perspectives and ideas that can have a significant impact on 
communities. Our studies will include examples from the natural sciences, the arts, and the social 
sciences. 
 
Specific linkages between the theme and Sophomore Inquiries and their Clusters include 
but are not limited to the following: 
The Power and Imagination theme will easily link to a large number of SINQs & Clusters (it 
would be simpler to list the exceptions). Consideration of the imposition of and resistance to 
imperialist mythologies and the post-colonial emergence of national identities will lead naturally 
into the various area clusters (Africa, Asia, Latin America and Middle East, as well as the 
American and European clusters). Media Studies is an obvious continuation of the theme, and 
our consideration of the evolution and maintenance of social structures would inform Family, 
Women’s, and Community Studies and the Sexualities SINQ. The critical analysis of media 
manipulation, scientific reasoning, evidence and bias, and the ethical constraints on advocacy 
and propaganda (particularly as regards environmental issues) will be highly relevant to the 
Environmental Sustainability; Freedom, Privacy and Technology; Global Environmental 
Change; Healthy People/Healthy Places; Knowledge, Rationality and Understanding; Morality; 
and Science clusters. The close examination of the interdependency of the intellectual 
community and the greater civic society will inform student understanding of PSU’s mission 
“Let Knowledge Serve the City.” Our community-based learning work will start our students on 
the path toward their Senior Capstone. The close examination of the interdependency of the 
intellectual community and the greater civic society will inform student understanding of PSU’s 



mission “Let Knowledge Serve the City.” Our community-based learning work will start our 
students on the path toward their Senior Capstone. 
 
G. How this theme will address the University Studies Goals: 
 
 
University Studies Goal Representative Assignments Assessment Plan 
Communication: 
Writing 

All terms: weekly informal 
writing assignments (journals, 
creative and critical exercises); 
additional individual and group-
based written essays and formal 
reflections. Winter or spring term: 
one 7-9 page research paper. 

UNST writing assessment; theme-
specific pre- and post-course 
evaluations graded according to 
UNST writing rubric. Students 
will also incorporate peer 
evaluation. 

Graphics 
 

See Numeracy section; graphical 
component will be included. 
Students will also be asked to 
analyze and convey concepts non-
verbally in various projects, 
incorporating visual 
manifestations of ideas. 

Graphical analysis will be 
incorporated in the context of the 
coursework. Ability to create, 
interpret and articulate graphs, 
and connect to context and 
significance. 

Oral Communication All terms: presentations to class 
of project results; role playing; 
class discussions; individual 
creative presentations; group 
presentations. 

Organization, ability to 
communicate appropriately to a 
specific audience, articulation of 
main points, ability to connect 
course concepts to subject matter.  

Numeracy Fall: Quantitative analysis of 
language in contemporary 
political speeches. Winter: 
Exercise applying numeracy as 
tool in achieving objective 
measures to support claim, and 
how numbers can be manipulated 
for propaganda.  

Numerical analysis will be 
incorporated in the context of the 
coursework. Students will be 
encouraged to include quantitative 
information in their written work 
and class presentations, and 
assessed on their ability to 
connect to context and 
significance. 

Visual Communication All terms: group collage projects 
exploring the dominant themes of 
the term. 
Photography project 
Fall: Presentation analyzing the 
way power is symbolized in 
specific artworks. 
Fall: Symbolic analysis of 
imagery in political advertising. 
Winter: Create “advertisements” 
that communicate, question, or 
challenge dominant cultural 
myths.  

Effective use of representations in 
their written and oral 
presentations. Ability to apply and 
interpret symbolism, and connect 
visual images to values, context, 
and ideological significance. 

Group process All terms: group collage projects 
exploring the dominant themes of 
the term to give form to shared 
perceptions, culminating in a 
collective end-of-year piece. Fall: 
group research and presentation 

Individual and group written 
reflection on the following points: 
collaborative process, design and 
achievement of common purpose, 
negotiating controversy with 
civility, and consciousness of self-



comparing a university major’s 
approach to knowledge with 
what’s valued in a career field and 
expectations of citizenship. 
Spring: Community-based 
learning group project exploring 
examples of contemporary 
activism. 
 

commitment and citizenship. 

Computer Literacy All terms: Assignments will 
sequence towards progression 
from basic skills training such as 
Web searches, email, and Excel, 
to building and incorporating 
PowerPoint and Web pages into 
their presentations. Winter and 
spring terms will incorporate the 
electronic portfolio. 

Effective use and relevance of 
technology in class presentations. 
In addition to the UNST rubrics, 
portfolio assessment includes 
understanding balancing the 
designer’s vision with audience 
needs in functionality, readability, 
and fulfillment of content 
expectations. 

Inquiry and Critical 
Thinking 

Fall: Comparative analysis of 
national myths and facts 
surrounding immigration. Fall: 
Critical analysis of how media 
shapes perception of  
contemporary political issues. 
Winter: Inquiry and analysis 
comparing and contrasting 
historical propaganda to possible 
contemporary issues. Winter: 
written analysis of historical 
revisionism in Japan, former 
USSR, Germany, USA. 
Spring: Analyze, for accuracy and 
misrepresentation, the 
representation of a political issue 
as presented by opposing parties. 

Responding critically to peer 
writing on rough drafts; 
demonstration of ability to 
differentiate between perception, 
opinion and reasoned inquiry in 
writing and discussion (UNST 
critical thinking rubric). 

Diversity and Human 
Experience 

Fall: Reflection on different 
approaches to education in other 
cultures. Winter: Research project 
comparing symbols of power 
across cultures. Winter: analysis 
paper examining representations 
of gender, race, and other 
constructions that impact status. 
Research paper: deconstructing a 
myth. 

Oral presentations, written 
assignments, and written 
reflections to assess student 
understanding of different 
perspectives and values, what 
constructs their own perspective, 
and how difference is perceived, 
constructed, or manipulated by 
the dominant culture.  

Ethics and Social 
Responsibility  

Winter: Written research project 
examining societies’ assumptions 
of moral authority to define the 
welfare of other groups. Spring: 
Community-based learning group 
project exploring examples of 
contemporary activism. Spring: 
Debate Google’s decision to 
censor in other countries. 

Written reflection, oral 
presentations, group papers, and 
in-class discussions 
demonstrating understanding of 
personal responsibility to and 
impact of actions on individuals, 
communities, and larger society. 

 



 
III. Course Schedule and Topics 
 
Term Topical Outline Faculty 
First 
Term 

Term theme: “The Power of Perception” 
• Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” moves us to explore how ideas and 

personal experience shape one’s perception of education 
• How institutions categorize knowledge, which represent dominant values. 

Case study: compare how the university’s categorizing of knowledge 
compares with what’s valued in a career field and expectations of 
citizenship. 
• Plato’s Allegory of the Cave as philosophical conception of what it means 

to perceive and to know. 
• Neurological basis of perception and how the mind interprets its subject: 

the accuracy of eyewitness. 
• How technology impacts/changes one’s perception of the subject 
• How perception (individual and social) shapes knowledge, and is 

embodied in art and science (as beginning examples).  
• Analysis and method: How science attempts objectivity in a subjective 

context. Case study: Primatology and the introduction of women in the 
field as example of perception’s impact on scientific objectivity. 
• Peter Berger’s theory of the social construction of reality. 
• John Berger’s discrepancy between perception of words and images. 
• How metaphor and symbols convey cultural perceptions. 
• Comparing uses of perspective in painting and visual media. 
• Perception of images: How artists convey subjective 

perceptions/interpretation in a social context. Student projects will include 
taking on differing perspectives and points of view on the same subject. 

All 

Second 
Term 

Term theme: “The Power of Manipulation”:  
• Societies’ explanations of world view and order: Political, biological, 

and theological explanations for human hierarchy. 
• Individual and social images and manipulations of the body as 

reflections of power myths: the social construction of gender, race, 
ability, class, and other identity frameworks. 

• Examples of the power of these mythologies: The use and misuse of 
scientific knowledge in the political realm. Explore historical example 
of Social Darwinism and inquire into contemporary examples. 

• Founding mythology and the construction of national images.  
• Propaganda and technology in totalitarian regimes and democratic 

societies. 
• Imperialism as exportation and enforcement of national images, 

including its imposing images of Other. (E.g. Orientalism) 
• The medium is the message: how media shapes the content of 

communication. 
• Revisionism: rewriting history to reflect national images, and the 

resulting silencing of the conquered. Case study: compare the rewriting 
of historical texts to contemporary texts.  

• Comparison of scientific understanding of nature (ecology) to cultural 
mythologies of nature (anthropocentric). 

• Ecological imperialism & contemporary politics of environment. 

All 



Third 
Term 

Term theme: “Empowerment”  
• Critical thinking and inquiry as means to recognizing and unwrapping 

mythologies. 
• How alternative information sources can bypass manufactured 

information but can also perpetuate misinformation. Case study: 
World Wide Web. 

• Technology’s role as a tool of both repression and liberation. 
Compare historical examples with contemporary. 

• Unwrapping mythologies: nation, imperialism, and European/Euro-
American dominance. Case study: Jared Diamond’s “Guns, germs and 
steel” argument.  

• How marginalized or subordinate peoples reclaim identity from images 
projected by dominant society. Example: post-colonial literatures. 

• How diverse perspectives in different fields can expose, resist, and 
change mythologies. Case studies: 
• Science as a means for calling manipulation to task: fact checking, 

methodology, common “language” across nations. 
• Art as witness to truth, and as reclaimer of identity: political art, 

poetry, and song. 
• Political/social movements’ role in reclaiming identity: student 

movements, civil rights movements. 
• Interdependence of these categories: e.g. John Trudell and the 

American Indian Movement; American Civil Rights movement and 
cultural revolution; modern resistance movements. 

• Ethical advocacy: the ethical boundaries in promoting one’s perspective. 
(Rhetoric, civil disobedience, terrorism) 

• Grassroots vs. Top-Down: The role of the self, community, conformity, 
rebellion. 

All 

 
NOTE: This topical outline will change with the addition of new faculty. 
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