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  Department of STEM Education & Teacher Development  
  

 
 

EDU 601:  Sociocultural and Political Contexts of Education – Course Syllabus 
Second Summer Session, 2019, T/TH 4:00 – 8:00 p.m., Room CCB 340 

 
Professor:  Dr. Armand Desmarais (Dr. D) 
           Professor Emeritus 
Phone:        508-677-7573 
E-Mail:       armanddes@aol.com 
 
Course Description: 
 
This course provides opportunities to develop both theoretical and pedagogical frameworks 
for engaging crucial social, cultural, and political issues related to education in local and 
national contexts.  The course explores how dimensions of race, sex, gender, sexuality, 
ability, and class operate in/through schooling both at a structural level as well as the level 
of classroom practice.  Emphasis will be placed on issues relevant to the South Coast region, 
including urban contexts, and the diverse educational needs of this region.  A wide range of 
topics will be addressed and covered such as racial inequality, poverty, multiculturalism, and 
inclusive education, and what is means to be critical educators in the twenty-first century. 
 
Course Goals and Objectives: 
 
Goal:  To introduce educators and future educators to multicultural education and the effect 
of sociocultural and political factors on the teaching-learning processes in contemporary 
urban schools. 
 
Objectives: 
Participants will understand (U) that socioeconomic inequalities are generated and possibly 
ameliorated in public schools, especially those serving historically marginalized youth 
(Hemmings, 2012) 
 
Participants will know (K) that schools have become sites for cross-cultural conflict when 
cultural differences, especially those expressed by racial and ethnic minority groups, clash 
with one another and with dominant cultural prescriptions (Hemmings, 2012), 
 
Participants will be able (S) to: 

• Demonstrate the ability to apply key theories/concepts gleaned from the course to 
contemporary pedagogical practice. 

• Develop a sensitivity to multiple ways of understanding relevant sociocultural and 
political issues urban youth face. 

mailto:armanddes@aol.com
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• Present a solution to a sociocultural or political problem facing contemporary urban 
schools/districts. 

 
Essential Questions (EQ): 

• Given that national Democratic and Republican legislators are not directly accountable 
for federal educational legislation and policies, should urban public high school 
initiatives be limited or confined to region, district, and local levels where accountability 
may be more feasible?  Why?  Why not? 

• How might urban public school districts and external organizations with divergent 
logics of sociopolitical relations forge ideal collaborations? 

• There is widespread support in the United States for a universal public school regime 
with ritualized common scripts for schooling.  But high school students, especially 
those in urban districts, do not necessarily go along with the regimens of schooling.  
From a sociological point of view, why are low-income and working-class students in 
urban high schools prone to resist regimented classroom instruction? 

• How do educators implement a multicultural or anti-racist education? 
• What are the main components of a successful Social Justice Movement? 
• Are there instructional strategies that are effective, equitable, and data driven?  How 

do these strategies eliminate class inequity? 
• Do you agree/disagree with the following stereotypes?  Why? 
 Poor people do not value education. 
 Poor people are lazy. 
 Poor people are substance abusers. 
 Poor people are linguistically deficient and poor communicators. 
 Poor people are ineffective and inattentive parents. 

• Urban high school organizational cultures and subcultures are constructed by students, 
teachers, administrators, and staff during ongoing relations that may be riddled with 
intergroup social conflict.  How might social conflict in urban high schools be mediated 
so that school actors can work together to construct organizational cultures that 
promote educational and occupational opportunities? 

 
Working Assumptions of the Course 
 

• Depth is favored over breadth – this is not a survey course.  There is no attempt to 
cover all the material, particularly given that it’s being delivered in a very short summer 
session.  We, as a group of interested educators, will deliberately revisit of number of 
topics and ideas but probably not be able to cover everything. 

• The topics that the course covers and the questions that are raised may be 
uncomfortable for some participants.  Discomfort is a natural space.  Issues centering 
on race, class, gender, sexuality, disability, age, language, and ethnicity/culture are 
integral to the course. 

• Ideas, not individuals are open to challenge.  The nature of this course should produce 
a diversity of ideas.  To ensure that multiple voices are heard, the course must foster 
a high degree of psycho-social safety.  As graduate students, you should feel 
comfortable challenging the ideas and thinking of others.  However, the challenge 
cannot be in the form of personal attacks or disparagement.  We will not always agree 
with one another; but we must always be respectful of one another.   

• Questions represent opportunities to learn.  Students often self-sensor.  Questions can 
be a good indicator of your engagement with the subject matter.  Your questions may 
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lead to clearer understandings of the various concepts and themes presented in the 
course. 

• The weekly themes and topics are not reserved to only the week in which they appear 
in the syllabus.  All the themes and topics in the course should be understood as 
ongoing. 
 

 
Acceptable Assessment Evidence-Aligned with Course Objectives and Pofessional 
Standards for Teachers, PST) 
 

• The Conservative and Progressive Political Ideologies Trials (20 points) 
Participants will be randomly assigned to either prosecute or defend the Progressive 
Political Ideology (PPI) or to prosecute or defend the Conservative Political Ideology 
(CPI).  All participants will participate in one of two class action trials.   In Trial #1 - 
Desmarais v PPI a group of Dr. D’s students have filed litigation against the PPI 
claiming that it has not met the needs of contemporary urban students.  In Trial #2-
Desmarais v CPI another group of Dr. D’s students have filed litigation against CPI 
claiming it is outdated and has not met the needs of contemporary urban students.   
Further information regarding the trials will be provided during the first week of 
classes. 
 

• Content Class Presentations (20 points) 
Each student/group will take the lead in guiding the class through one of the course 
topics for approximately 20 minutes.  Class participants are encouraged to link weekly 
topics to local and national issues, to their own content area, or to their classroom 
practices.  Presenters are encouraged to use creative nontraditional approaches to 
deliver their topic and to use various forms of technology to engage the class in their 
presentation.  Further information regarding the presentations will be provided during 
the first week of classes. 
 

• Social, Cultural, or Political Issue/Problem and Presentation (30 points) 
Teams of participants will identify a social, cultural, or political problem facing 
contemporary urban schools/districts.  Using the universal problem-solving process 
participants will present their problem and possible solution to the class.  Further 
information regarding the problem-solving process will be provided during the first 
week of classes. 

 
• User Design Project/Presentations (30 points) 

User Design is a relatively new student-centered model for creating engaging learning 
environments.  User Design empowers learners to create their own goals, objectives, 
assessment evidence, and learning activities for a course concept, theme, issue, 
problem, or module.  User Design is one of the most powerful new teaching strategies 
coming into contemporary classrooms for the creation of truly student-centered 
learning.  This innovation will be accomplished by creating student learning contracts.  
Each team will create a User Design Contract for a course concept, theme, issue, or 
problem, implement the contract, and share the results with the class. Further 
information regarding the User Design Contract, Project, and Presentation will be 
provided during the first week of classes. 
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• Class Participation (10 points) 

A series of in class activities will be conducted throughout the course.  These exercises 
are designed to align with the outcomes of the course and to assess engagement with 
course readings.  Class participants are expected to contribute to class discussions 
each week by sharing their thoughts on the readings; knowledge of local contexts; 
personal experiences as they relate to class topics; as well as any resources or media 
they feel is pertinent.  Participating also means encouraging others to share their 
points of view in a safe place. 
  

Course Requirements - Due Dates 
 

• July 25  The Trials of Political Ideologies 
• August 1  Content Class Presentations 
• August 8  Problem Presentations 
• August 13  User Design Presentations 

 
 
 
The Learning Plan:  Course Modules, Materials, and Schedule 
 
Required Textbooks: 
Au, Wayne. (2014).  “Rethinking Multicultural Education”.  Milwaukee, WI:  Rethinking 
Schools.  ISBN 978-0-942961-53-9 
 
Gorski, Paul C.  (2013).  “Reaching and Teaching Students in Poverty:  Strategies for Erasing 
the Opportunity Gap”.  New York:  Teachers College Press.  ISBN 978-0-8077-5457-3 
 
Hemmings, Annette B.  (2012).  “Urban High Schools:  Foundations and Possibilities”.  MO:  
Wadsworth Publishing Company.  ISBN 978-0-415-87871-5 
 
Warren, Mark.  (2018).  “Lift Us Up, Don’t Push Us Out:  Voices From the Front Lines of the 
Educational Justice Movement”.  Boston:  Beacon Press.                   
ISBN 978-0-807016-00-8 
 
Recommended Journals: 
Participants are encouraged to access journals to develop knowledge of sociocultural and 
political contexts of education.  Some journals worthy of consideration include: 

• Rethinking Schools (highly recommended) 
• Teaching Tolerance 
• Urban Education 
• Harvard Educational Review 
• Social Education 
• Voices from the Middle 
• Journal of Language, Identity, and Education 
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The Modules: 
 
Module 1:  Sociological, Cultural, and Political Processes in Urban  
Education 
This module will discuss and analyze the history, sociological, and cultural processes in urban 
high schools.  In addition, the politics of urban public education and the democratic and 
republican ideologies will be analyzed.  Also, urban public high school reform will be 
discussed. 
Readings:  All chapters in “Urban High Schools-Foundations and Possibilities” 
 
Module 2:  Rethinking Multicultural Education 
The themes presented and analyzed in this module include:  Anti-Racist Orientations, Fight 
for Multicultural Education, Language, Culture and Power, Transnational Identities, 
Multicultural Classrooms, and Confronting Race in the Classroom. 
Readings:  Chapters to be Determined in “Rethinking Multicultural Education-Teaching for 
Racial and Cultural Justice. 
 
Module 3:  Educational Justice Movement 
In this module participants will discuss and critically analyze the elements of the Educational 
Justice Movement.  These elements include:  Building the Power for Change, Broadening the 
Movement, Education for Justice, and Intersectional Organizing. 
Readings:  All chapters in “Lift Us Up, Don’t Push Us Out-Voices From the Front Lines of the 
Educational Justice Movement” 
 
Module 4:  Teaching Students in Poverty 
This module will assist educators in examining their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors toward 
students in poverty in order to change their perceptions of poor students and create equitable 
classrooms and schools in which these students can learn (Gorski, 2013). Themes to be 
discussed include:  An Equity Literacy Approach, Class and Poverty, Culture of Poverty, 
Achievement-Opportunity Gap, and Effective Teaching Strategies for Students in Poverty. 
Readings:  All chapters in “Reaching and Teaching Students in Poverty-Strategies for Erasing 
the Opportunity Gap”  
 
Course Topics: 

• Sociocultural Topics:  Racism, Sociocultural and Political Processes in Urban High 
Schools, Rethinking Multicultural Education, Poverty, Educational Justice Movement, 
Language, Culture, and Power, Transnational Identities, Confronting Race in the 
Classroom, Equity Literacy Approach, Culture of Poverty, and Effective Teaching 
Strategies for Students in Poverty. 
 

• Political Topics: School Choice, Charter Schools, Privatization, Access to Quality 
Education, Funding, Politics in Public Education, and Conservative and Liberal Political 
Ideological Beliefs 
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The Course Schedule and Topics to be Discussed: 
 
 
July 16  Introductions, Course Overview, Course Syllabus and  

Requirements, Module 1: Sociocultural and Political Contexts of Urban 
Education 
Readings: Chapters 1 – 4 and 6 in “Urban High Schools:  Foundations 
and Possibilities” 
 

July 18  Module 1 Continued, Module 2: Rethinking Multicultural  
   Education 

  Readings: Chapters 1, 3, 4, 8, 9, 14, 17 in “Rethinking Multicultural  
   Education:  Teaching for Racial and Cultural Justice” 
 
July 23  Module 2:  Rethinking Multicultural Education 
   Readings:  Chapters 18, 21, 22, 24, 25, 28, 29, 32, 35, 37, 39, 40, 43,  
   47, 48 in “Rethinking Multicultural Education:  Teaching for Racial 
   And Cultural Justice” 
 
July 25  The Great Political Ideologies Trials 
 
July 30  Module 3:  Educational Justice Movement 
   Readings:  Chapters 1, 3, 4, 6, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 17, 18, Conclusion  
   in “Lift Us Up, Don’t Push Us Out:  Voices from the Front Lines of  
   the Educational Justice Movement” 
 
August 1  Content Presentations 
 
August 6  Module 4:  Teaching Students in Poverty 
   Readings:  Chapters 1-10 in “Reaching and Teaching Students in 
   Poverty:  Strategies for Erasing the Opportunity Gap” 
 
August 8  Problem Presentations 
 
August 13  User Design Presentations, Final Class Session 
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Guidelines & Policies: 
  

- Assignment Format: All written assignments should be completed using a file format 
that can be recognized by Microsoft Word. Your responses should follow APA 6th Edition 
including, but not limited to, the following: be typed, double spaced, using a 12-point 
font and 1-inch margins unless otherwise instructed.  

- Electronic Devices: Please silence your electronic devices during our class meetings. If 
you must answer your phone, please step out into the hallway so you do not disturb 
others in the class. 

- Plagiarism:  You are expected to abide by the Academic Integrity policy of UMass 
Dartmouth. It can be read in its entirety here:  
http://www.umassd.edu/studenthandbook/academicregs/ethicalstandards.cfm. It 
includes discussion of the university’s policy on academic dishonesty, including 
plagiarism.  

- Incompletes:  The Department of STEM Education and Teacher Development follows 
UMass Dartmouth guidelines, which say that an Incomplete can only be given in 
exceptional circumstances. If you believe you have reason to receive an Incomplete, 
you must make such a request no more than 48 hours after the conclusion of the last 
class meeting of the semester. You must be passing the course for your request to be 
considered. If you are granted an Incomplete and you do not complete the work of 
the course within one year, the grade will become an F(I). 

- Syllabus Changes: This syllabus is a guide and every attempt is made to provide an 
accurate overview of the course. However, circumstances and events may make it 
necessary for the instructor to modify the syllabus during the semester. Such changes 
may be made to adjust the course for progress, needs, and experiences of the 
students. Changes to the syllabus will be made with advance notice. 

- Communication: Consistent with UMass Dartmouth policies, you are responsible for all 
emails sent to your UMass Dartmouth email account. That address will be the primary 
means for communication throughout the course.  

- Academic Support: Please see Center for Access and Success regarding information 
about available academic support services, including services for learning and 
physically disabled students. 

- Trigger Warnings 
What follows is a statement about Trigger Warnings that was discussed and voted on 
by the Faculty Senate at UMass Dartmouth in Spring 2015: 

o The purpose of a university is to disseminate information, as well as to explore 
a universe of ideas, to encourage diverse perspectives and robust expression, 
and to foster the development of critical and analytical thinking skills. In many 
classes, including this one, students and faculty examine and analyze 
challenging and controversial topics.  
 

o UMass Dartmouth, following national guidance from the Office of Civil Rights, 
requires that faculty follow UMass Dartmouth policy as a “mandated reporter” 
of any disclosure of sexual harassment, abuse, and/or violence shared with the 
faculty member in person and/or via email. These disclosures include but are 
not limited to reports of sexual assault, relational abuse, relational/domestic 
violence, and stalking. While faculty are often able to help students locate 
appropriate channels of assistance on campus, disclosure by the student to the 
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faculty member requires that the faculty member inform the University’s Title 
IX Coordinator in the Office of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion at 508-999-8008 
to help ensure that the student’s safety and welfare is being addressed, even if 
the student requests that the disclosure not be shared.  
 

o If a topic covered in this class triggers post-traumatic stress or other emotional 
distress, please discuss the matter with the professor or seek out confidential 
resources available from the Counseling Center, 
http://www.umassd.edu/counseling/, 508-999-8648 or - 8650, or the Victim 
Advocate in the Center for Women, Gender and Sexuality, 
http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/, 508-910-4584. In an emergency 
contact the Department of Public Safety at 508-999-9191 24 hrs./day.  
 

o For confidential counseling support and assistance, please go to 
http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/  

 
 
 
  

callto:508-999-8008
http://www.umassd.edu/counseling/
callto:508-999-8648
http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/
callto:508-910-4584
callto:508-999-9191
http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/


 9 

Mission statement: 
 
The Department of STEM Education and Teacher Development is committed to the preparation of 
educators who have a sensitivity toward multicultural issues, an awareness of the particular concerns 
of urban education, knowledge of the unique needs and styles of individual learners, and a conscious 
knowledge of the role of schools in promoting social justice in the 21st Century. Our mission is to 
deliver clearly defined teacher preparation programs at the post baccalaureate and graduate levels.  In 
addition to a rigorous preparation in subject-matter fields, teacher candidates develop their ability to 
apply pedagogical theory to practice and reflect on the complexities inherent in their craft. 
 
The Conceptual Framework of the Department of 
STEM Education & Teacher Development: 
The conceptual framework of the Department is 
based on developing Reflective Practitioners, 
through the development of: 
• Integrating & Applying Knowledge 
• Bridging Theory to Practice 
• Responding to Diversity  
• Democratizing Access for All 
• Practicing as a Professional 

We view teaching as a profession and see 
teachers as scholars and lifelong learners. 
 
 
 
Massachusetts Professional Standards for 

Teachers Addressed in This Course: 
 
 (1) Curriculum, Planning, and Assessment standard: Promotes the learning and growth of all students by 
providing high quality and coherent instruction, designing and administering authentic and meaningful student 
assessments, analyzing student performance and growth data, using this data to improve instruction, providing 
students with constructive feedback on an on-going basis, and continuously refining learning objectives.  

 (c) Analysis indicator: Analyzes data from assessments, draws conclusions, and shares them 
appropriately.  

 (4) Professional Culture standard: Promotes the learning and growth of all students through ethical, culturally 
proficient, skilled, and collaborative practice.  

(a) Reflection indicator: Demonstrates the capacity to reflect on and improve the educator’s own 
practice, using informal means as well as meetings with teams and work groups to gather information, 
analyze data, examine issues, set meaningful goals, and develop new approaches in order to improve 
teaching and learning.  

(b) Professional Growth indicator: Actively pursues professional development and learning 
opportunities to improve quality of practice or build the expertise and experiences to assume different 
instructional and leadership roles.  

 (e) Shared Responsibility indicator: Shares responsibility for the performance of all students within the 
school. 
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