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Grading & Assignments

This course fulfills a requirement of the religious studies
major. Students will be given the opportunity to develop
their critical thinking skills within the discipline of religious
studies by reading, comparing, analyzing, applying, and
synthesizing theories of religion. At the end of the semester,
students will display the fruits of their intellectual labor
through a preliminary research proposal.
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This course will also give students exposure to postgraduation options. Students will learn about the process of
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applying to graduate school and reflect on their career
options.

FAQs
Dr. Brandi Denison
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Contact Info
Dr Brandi Denison
b.denison@unf.edu
Oﬃce: 10/2223
Oﬃce Hours:
T/Th: 1:45-2:45 and by
appointment

Fall 2017

Required Texts
In addition to readings available on Canvas, the following texts
are available for purchase in the bookstore:
Kathryn Lofton, Oprah: The Gospel of an Icon (University of
California Press, 2011)
Gerald Graﬀ, They Say, I Say:
Moves that Matter in Academic
Writing (W.W. Norton and
Company, 2009)

Religion is the human attitude towards a
sacred order that includes with it all
being human or otherwise.
—Peter Berger

Where and when
do we meet?
Fridays, 12:00-2:45,
2/1018

Learning Objectives
1) Explain major theoretical approaches to the
academic study of religion;
2) Compare and contrast approaches;

“Religion is but the reflex of
the real world.”
—-Karl Marx

3) Apply theoretical texts to case studies;
4) Identify strengths and weaknesses of approaches;
5) Synthesize theories to craft research questions that
interest the student and engage majors concerns in
the field; and
6) Construct a preliminary thesis proposal driven by
theoretical questions.

Dr. Brandi Denison
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Grading
The grading system we will use is called specifications grading, which is based on adult learning theory (andragogy).
Research maintains that adults learn best when they have a flexible but challenging learning environment, which we’ll
create in this course. There will be a variety of assignments from which each student can choose how much to do
in order to get the grade she or he wishes. This will allow students to direct their learning in this course in the
manner that best suits their learning objectives.
Specifications grading works like this:
You have will have the opportunity to choose how many and which assignments you complete in order to reach
your goals for the course. The assignments are directly linked to the course outcomes listed on the first page of the
syllabus. Assignments, however, are only graded on a pass/fail basis, which will be determined by the specifications
spelled out for each assignment. Low quality submissions that do not meet the assignment specifications will not
pass. Each assignment has specifications associated with it; you will find these on Canvas. Each assignment must
meet all the criteria in order to pass. There is no partial credit.
Students who decide to earn a F will
pass:

6 Reading Responses
8 Classes

Students who decide to earn a D will
pass:

7 Reading Responses
9 Classes
2 Harkness Discussions
Theorist Response
Peer Review

Students who decide to earn a C will
pass:

8 Reading Responses
10 Classes
2 Harkness Discussions
“After-life” Portfolio
Group Presentation
Theorist Response
Peer Review
Initial Proposal

Students who decide to earn a B will
pass:

9 Reading Responses
11 Classes
3 Harkness Discussions
“After-life” Portfolio
Group Presentation
Theorist Response
Peer Review
Initial Proposal
PK Presentation

Students who decide to earn an A will
pass:

10 Reading Responses
12 Classes
3 Harkness Discussions
“After-life” Portfolio
Group Presentation
Theorist Response
Peer Review
Initial Proposal
PK Presentation
Blog Post, Significant Revision

Dr. Brandi Denison
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Note on grade calculation: Students who attempt to work at the higher level but do not pass the
specifications will receive the plus at the lower level, so that there is some reward for trying more difficult
work. So, if you attempt a higher level, but do not pass, you will receive a C+ rather than just a C.

ASSIGNMENT

BRIEF EXPLANATION

GRADING

Reading Response
13 Opportunities

Most days, students will have the opportunity to complete an reading response,
which is a 250-350 response to a question about the reading.

A: 10 passes
B: 9 passes
C: 8 passes

Class Participation
13 Opportunities

During the first week, the class will set the criteria for passing. Specifications will
include tardiness, speaking during discussions, civility, use of technology,
preparation for discussion, and bringing class materials.

A: 12 passes
B: 11 passes
C: 10 passes

Harkness Discussions
3 Opportunities

We will be working with a method for generating class discussion, called the
“Harkness method,” which has been studied as a particularly rigorous and effective
way to learn through student-led discussions. On Harkness discussion days, the
group will spend the entire class period working on a prompt or question that I’ve
provided, and I will record the discussion that transpires. Afterward, the entire group
will receive a single grade for their work together in that class meeting. You must be
in class in order to earn this grade. We will discuss this more in class, but please also
see the assignment description in the syllabus for more information about
Harkness.

A: 3 passes
B: 3 passes
C: 2 passes

“After-life” Portfolio

This is a semester-long project, designed to help you identify post-graduate options
and to draft a resume, cover letter, and personal statement for graduate school.

Pass required for C and higher

Group Presentation

Students will form pairs based on pre-selected topics. The pair will research and
prepare a 10-minute presentation.

Pass required for C and higher

Project Proposal

This is a semester long project, which will help you develop your skills in using
theory. The requirements vary according to the grade level to which the student is
aspiring.

A: B requirements and
Significant Revision & Blog Post
B: C requirements and
Presentation
C: Requirements for D and Initial
Proposal
D: Theorist Response and Peer
Review

Tokens

Each student starts the semester with 3 (virtual) tokens. You may use the tokens to:

Tokens cannot be used on class
participation or RRs, since each
have built-in “freebies” for those
striving to earn an “A.”

•
•
•
•

Revise a failing paper;
Revise a failing component of the after-life portfolio or the project proposal;
receive an extension; and/or
redo a failing presentation.

Submit your request to use a token via email.

Religion is not a native term; it is a term
created by scholars for their intellectual

Dr. Brandi Denison
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If it brings me to my knees, it’s a bad
religion.
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Frank Ocean

Course Schedule
Date

Topic

Reading

Assignment

Aug. 25

Introduction &
Using Theory

1. “Why Theory,” Nelson/Giroux
2. “Baseball Magic,” Gmelch

RR #1

Sept. 1

Sociology of
Religion:Roots

1.
2.
3.
4.

1. Personal
Reflection
2. RR #2

Sept. 8

Sociology of
1. “Religion and Culture Interwoven,” Weber
Religion:Metaphors 2. Selections from The Sacred Canopy, Berger
3. “Religion Deprived of Memory,” HervieuLeger
4. Graff, 30-52
5. Watch: Joel Olsteen on Reality

1. Post Dream Job/
Dream Grad
School
2. RR #3

Sept. 15

Sociology:
Secularization
Thesis and Its
Critiques

1. RR #4
2. Skills/
Experiences
Checklist

Sept. 22

Phenomenology
1. Kunin, 109-110; 78-85
and History of
2. Pals, 274-286
Religions: The Case
Against
Reductionism

1. RR #5
2. Resume Draft

Sept. 29

Critiques:
Reductionism

1. 1st Harkness
2. RR #6

“Marx,” Deal & Beal,
“Feuerbach,” Kunin
“Marx,” Kunin
Selections from Elementary Forms of
Religious Life, Durkheim
5. “I Am a Jedi,” Porter
6. Graff, 1-29

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

“What is Enlightenment,” Kant
“Secularization Paradigm,” Steve Bruce
Listen: “Bad Religion,” “American Jesus”
“Parable of the Mad Man,” Nietzsche
“Ghosts of Sing Sing, or the Metaphysics of
Secularism,” Modern

1. Religion, Religions, Religious, JZ Smith
2. “Religion as Cultural Studies,” Timothy
Fitzgerald

Dr. Brandi Denison
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Date

Topic

Reading

Assignment

Oct. 6

Critical Lenses:
Gender

1.
2.
3.
4.

Darlen Jushchka, Routledge Companion
Mary Daly, excerpts from God the Father
Audrey Lorde, “Letter to Mary Daly”
Saba Mahmood, “Agency, Performativity, and
the Feminist Subject”
5. Graff, 78-91

1. RR #7
2. Cover Letter/
Personal Statement
Draft

Oct. 13

Critical Lenses:
Postcolonial
theory

1.
2.
3.
4.

RR #8

“Orientalism and the Study of Religions, “King
selection from Orientalism, Said
selections from Savage Systems, Chidester
Graff 92-102

Career Services
Oct. 20

Critical Lenses:
Power

1. selections from Discipline and Punish, Foucault 1. RR #9
2. “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass
2. Theorist Response
Decption, Adorno
Due (Monday, Oct.
23, 11:59 pm)
3. Completed AfterLife Portfolio Due

Oct. 27

Application

Your classmates’ theorist responses
Graff 139-160

Nov. 3

Writing Center
Day

1. Initial Proposal
2. RR #11

Nov. 10

Veterans Day:
NO CLASS

Peer Review
(Thursday, Nov. 9,
11:59 pm)

Nov. 17

Cultural
Theories:

Intro, Chapters 1-3, Oprah, Lofton

1. RR #12

Dec. 1

Cultural
Theories:

Chapters 4-6, Conclusion, Oprah, Lofton

1. 3rd Harkness
2. RR #13
3. Presentations

Dec. 5

1. 2nd Harkness
2. RR #10

Final Blog

Dr. Brandi Denison
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FAQs
What is the attendance policy?
Attendance is required for this course. Since we only meet once a week, more than one missed class will
dock your grade. If you have a medical issue, or reoccurring absences due to legitimate
emergencies, please talk to me.

What is the technology policy?
No technology in class. Silence your phones; power down your laptops. Won’t it be nice to shut those
notices oﬀ for the 3 hours of our class?

I don’t want to print oﬀ the readings.
Hm. The cost for printing in the library is about $31. If you rent your books, the total cost for reading
materials is about $46. PRINT THE READINGS. However, if this causes you great hardship (like you
physically are unable to go to the library to print, or you have a documented disability requiring the use of
tablets), you may bring in tablets and laptops for reading the pdfs. Use a reader that allows you to annotate
the text. NO PHONES. There is an extra token opportunity: By the second class meeting, print
off all PDF readings, place them in a binder, and show it to me. You will earn an additional
token.

What if I require learning accommodations?
First, register with the UNF Disability Resource Center (DRC) located in Building 10, Room 1201.The
DRC staﬀ determines whether a student qualifies for services with the DRC and if so, the
accommodations the student requires will be provided. DRC staﬀ then prepares a letter for the student
to provide faculty advising them of approved accommodations. For further information, contact the DRC
by phone (904) 620-2769, e-mail kwebb@unf.edu, or visit the DRC website www.unf.edu/drc.

Dr. Brandi Denison
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FAQs
My cat ate my assignment; my car wouldn’t start; and my computer sucks. In short, what’s the
late assignment policy?
All assignments are due at the beginning of the class period. Late assignments will earn an “F.” Make
arrangements in advance in order to request an extension, and plan for technology to fail. *Please note that
late reading responses will not be accepted. When you turn in your assignment, you are assuring me that
you are turning in the final draft of the assignment. It will be graded accordingly.

What will we do in class? How will I prepare?
This course is a combination lecture and discussion course. After the first weeks, discussions will form the
basis of class meetings. Expect to spend a minimum of SIX hours each week to prepare for class
discussion. This time includes reading and thinking about the material and writing a brief response.

How will I know if discussions are going well?
1.

You are prepared! That is, on time, the readings completed, the response written, you have copies of
the readings with you, and you have thought about the material.

2.

You are engaged with the material in class. You frequently reference specific examples in the text and
respond to your classmates by name.

3.

The discussion is active. You are listening carefully and building on comments and ideas.

4.

You have a right to share your thoughts. You have a responsibility to allow others to share their
thoughts.

5.

Everything is subject to questioning and request for evidence.

6.

We are polite, but we don’t avoid controversy.

Can I cheat?
No.
Dr. Brandi Denison
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FAQs
How do I know what cheating is?
Plagiarism is the attempt to pass someone else’s ideas OR words as your own. ANY sentence that you take from
someone else’s work needs to be cited (even if it comes from a blog, website, friend, or cereal box). If you copy a
phrase or sentence word-for-word from another text (text means a friend’s work, a website, a traditional scholarly
text, an on-line book review…in other words, anything you did not write), but do not place it in quotes and instead,
cite the person in the next sentence, it is still plagiarism. Any ideas that you borrow to understand your project or
assignment also need to be cited. Such work will earn an automatic “F” on the assignment. If you EVER have any
questions about proper citations, the assignment, or are concerned that you will not be able to complete the
assignment in accordance to the guidelines, please speak with me immediately.

I want an A. How do I get it?
By putting in the time it takes to earn an A. Expect to spend a minimum of SIX hours each week (that’s
the standard two hours for each class) to prepare for class discussion. Do all the reading responses. Pay
attention to the checklists. Use tokens when necessary. Come talk to me in oﬃce hours. Stay engaged
during the class. Be a valuable community member.

What if I miss one of the Harkness discussions, but still want an A? Or if the class fails a
Harkness discussion?
If you miss a Harkness for an excused reason (sports travel, university related travel, or documented illness,
I will provide an equally diﬃcult make-up assignment. Please note, this option is ONLY available to those
with documented, university-approved reasons. If the class fails a Harkness, I will consider oﬀering
another Harkness day.

What if I’m struggling with this course?
Come talk to me! I want everyone to succeed in this course.

I’m not good at theory. This class makes me nervous.
No one is good at theory. It is hard. We all struggle. Come talk to me and we’ll work through the texts
together.

Dr. Brandi Denison
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