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University of Toronto, Mississauga / Professional Writing & Communication 
Social and Professional Languages 

WRI 310 H5F Fall 2017 
CC 2134 / Mondays 11am-1pm 

 

 
 
Instructor: Joshua Dittrich, PhD    josh.dittrich@utoronto.ca 
Office hours: Mondays 10-11 and 3-5 in CC 4003 (best to make an appointment) 
 
Course Description 
The aim of this course is to examine the role language plays in constructing social reality. 
On the one hand, we will approach language as a set of (implicit and explicit) discursive 
rules that govern social interaction in a given context; on the other hand we will view 
language as tool that allows us to critique and transform those very same rules. Through 
select readings in sociolinguistics, cultural studies, critical discourse analysis and 
literature, students will gain familiarity with key concepts for analyzing the social texture 
of language as it relates to: (1) environment, experience and everyday life; (2) structures 
of power and representation; (3) collective forms of contestation and critique of the status 
quo. 
 
Our course work will include: group-lead, in-class discussions; weekly “lexicographical” 
exercises; analysis of select literary and theoretical readings as well as film and social 
media texts; a sequence of individual writing assignments, and one group writing 
assignment.  
 
Course Requirements 
In-class attendance and participation: your punctual attendance and active participation 
are expected at ALL class meetings. This is out of respect for your fellow students and 
for the sake of in-class discussions and activities designed to enrich your writing process. 
More than 2 absences from our 12 scheduled course meetings will negatively affect your 
participation grade by 10% per absence. Should you miss a class, it is your responsibility 
to catch yourself up by consulting your fellow students. Please do not contact the 
instructor to ask what you missed. Laptops are to be used for note taking purposes only 
with the permission of the instructor, and all other electronic devices are to be turned off 
at the start of class. You are expected to arrive to class on time and to stay for the entire 
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duration of the class. If you have to arrive late or leave early, you must clear this with the 
instructor at least 24 hours in advance, otherwise you will be counted absent for that 
course meeting. Under “participation,” you will also be required to a make a single 
substantial post to discussion board following the film screening in week 11.  
 
Course Readings: You will be asked to do a reading assignment in preparation for each 
class. The following two required books are available at the UTM bookstore and on 
reserve at the library: 

Napoli, Donna Jo, and Lee-Schoenfeld, Vera. 2010. Language Matters: A Guide to 
Everyday Questions About Language. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Queneau, Raymond. 2012. Exercises in Style. Translated by Barbara Wright. New York: 
New Directions Press. (older editions are also acceptable) 

In addition, a couple of short required readings are available in the following book, which 
you can find on reserve at the library: 

Kellner, Douglas and Gigi Durham, Meenakshi (eds). 2012. Media and Cultural Studies: 
Keyworks West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell Press.  

All other readings listed in the Course Schedule are academic essays, which you can 
access in full text via the UTM library website.  

 
Lexicography Assignment: Each week, in weeks 3 through 11, a group of 3-4 students 
will present will present 5 words belonging to highly specialized, technical or non-
standard lexicons (e.g., jargon, slang, neologisms) of North American English. You 
should choose difficult or obscure words that you can be reasonably certain most of the 
class will be unfamiliar with. Please provide proper definitions, etymologies and sample 
sentences in your presentation, as well as a brief description of how you sourced these 
words and your rationale for choosing them. A hard copy of your presentation is due to 
the instructor on the day of the presentation and should be posted to discussion board as 
well.  
 
Style Assignment You will also collaborate in the same group on an “Exercise in Style” 
(in the peculiar idiom of Raymond Queneau which we will discuss in week 4). Each 
exercise should be 250-500 words in length and will be read aloud (and submitted in hard 
copy) on the last day of class. Each group can choose from one of the following “styles” 
(or can devise its own style in consultation with the instructor): regional dialect; 
“millennial” slang; historical slang; sports idioms; neologisms; an invented slang; 
weather phrases and terminology; etc. Your group should collectively choose a “style” 
that you can research in detail using print and online dictionaries and other technical or 
real-world sources. Following Queneau’s example, you should try to saturate your story 
as much as possible with your given style, and strive for a balance between absurdity and 
precision, playfulness and plausibility, just like Queneau. This should be a “fun” 
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assignment, though one that entails substantial work (both in the researching and in the 
writing) to make it work effectively as an entertaining narrative and a document of a 
particular kind of social language.  
 
After the last class, I will compile all the lexicography and style assignments into a single 
document for the class and post it to the portal. 
 
Discussion Questions: For one course meeting (in weeks 3 thorugh 11) you (in a group of 
2-3 other students) will be in charge of preparing six discussion questions based on the 
week's reading. Your group is expected to post the questions on a discussion thread on 
blackboard at least 24 hours before the course meeting. Your group will also be in charge 
of facilitating our in-class discussion of the prepared questions. Four of the questions 
should examine specific passages from the reading and two should make connections to 
other reading assignments and recurring questions in the course. See the appendix “Guide 
to Group Discussion Questions” below. 
 
Portfolio texts: you will write 3 texts over the course of the semester that address in 
YOUR OWN WORDS the material of our in-class discussions, readings and related 
topics. These three texts will eventually compose your final portfolio project, but will be 
submitted to the instructor and returned with comments, suggestions for revision and a 
mark. All texts have an open-ended topic or prompt (see paragraph below), but you are 
responsible for creating the approach, voice and content of each piece as well as the 
interconnections between your pieces and the course material.  
 

• Portfolio texts typically range between 3 and 5 pages (750-1250 words). Revised 
texts can end up being much longer (though length per se is by no means a 
measure or quality or a correlate of high marks!). 

• When you cite course readings, you do not need to provide a bibliographical 
reference. Complete bibliographical information for all courses readings is found 
in the syllabus. However, please do include all pages numbers using the "internal" 
pagination of each source.  

• All other sources cited or consulted must be referenced in an appropriate format 
(MLA, Chicago etc). 

 
Text 1 (due 10/2)  
Consider your movements on a given day, and then consider the different social 
languages you use to suit the place, context and medium of communication. If your 
physical movements are mappable, then the task of this assignment is to think about how 
your language might be mappable, too. How can you represent in written form a kind of 
language map of one of your typical days?  
 
Text 2 (due 10/30) 
Based on Dick Hebdige's discussion of punk subculture in late 1970s England, write 
about another subculture that you yourself are interested in. How does this subculture 
distinguish itself in terms of language, fashion and behavior. How are these features part 
of a pattern of subversion or resistance to dominant or main-stream culture? Your text 
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can take the form of a personal narrative, a journalistic reportage, an "ethnography," or an 
academic essay. You are welcome (and in fact encouraged!) to question, reject or 
“update” the relevance of Hebdige’s argument or key concepts today in your essay.    
 
Text 3 (due 11/27) 
Focusing on at least one of our essays that deal with hate speech, consider the ways in 
which the author’s argument can be adapted to social media. Can the writing we engage 
with on social media be considered “speech” in the ways that the author defines the latter 
in the essay? How do writing, tweeting, posting (etc) on social media challenge or 
reaffirm how we think about speech and hate speech in particular?  
 
Instructor conferences: you are encouraged to meet with the instructor for a one-on-one 
conference during the course of the semester. Please set up an appointment in person 
before or after class. Conferences are limited to 15 minutes and are available on a first-
come, first-serve basis. No student may sign up for more than three conferences. For each 
conference, be sure to have some specific texts, questions or issues in mind that you 
would like to discuss (e.g., a previously marked text, a draft of an upcoming text, a 
revision, questions about an upcoming assignment, etc). Should you miss or arrive more 
than 2 minutes late to any scheduled conference, your participation mark will be 
penalized 5%. Should you cancel or reschedule any conference with less than 24 hours 
notice, your participation mark will be penalized 5%. 
 
Final portfolio project: Your portfolio will include the final revisions Texts 1-3. You will 
also write a brief introduction to the portfolio in which you lay out your unifying topic, 
explain the connections of each individual text to the theme and reflect on the changes 
your writing and thinking about your topic underwent as you wrote, read and revised 
throughout the term. Please be aware that a revised text in the final portfolio may not 
necessarily receive a higher mark than the original draft.  
 
Evaluation 
15%- portfolio texts 1-3 
10%- group discussion questions 
10%- lexicography assignment 
15%- style assignment 
15% - participation 
35% - final portfolio 
 
I follow these guidelines in assessing your writing in this course: 80% or above to work 
of consistently excellent style and outstanding, original content that substantively 
engages the course material; 70%-79% to high quality work with consistently fine style 
and engaging content that clearly relates to the course material; 60%-69% to readable, 
clear, error-free, substantial, well-edited writing that communicates effectively with some 
connection to the course material. I expect that every student is capable of producing 
work that meets these descriptions. I anticipate lower marks only in the case of work that 
is late, missing or incomplete.  
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Evaluation of your participation: Each student begins the class with a participation mark 
of 70% (B–). To maintain that mark, you are required to: submit all assignments on time 
in hard copy; attend all class meetings (with no more than two excused absences and no 
late arrivals or early departures); and participate in all group activities in and out of class. 
Students who earn a higher participation mark will, in addition to meeting all the 
aforementioned requirements: make frequent, relevant and substantive contributions to 
group and class discussion and demonstrate outstanding commitment and originality in 
the approach and execution of their final portfolio. Students who earn lower than 70% 
will not have meet these requirements and/or will have compromised their participation 
either actively (by making irrelevant or counter-productive comments in class) or 
passively (by texting, emailing, sleeping etc, instead of participating in class). 
 
Submitting Work and Lateness Policy 
 
All written work is due in class in hard copy. Written work must follow these formatting 
guidelines: 
 
1) typed in 12-point font; 2) double-spaced; 3) left-justified, but not right justified; 4) 
stapled; 5) all pages numbered; 6) one inch margins; 7) a descriptive title at the top, in 
addition to your name and the date. 8) Complete and consistently formatted (MLA, APA 
or Chicago style) bibliographical references for all sources consulted and cited; Please, 
9) no cover pages (except for the final portfolio)! 
 
Lateness and Extension Policy: Late work will result in a 3% penalty for each day late 
applied to the assignment. Should you submit work via email, an additional penalty of 
3% will be applied to the response/text. E.g., an assignment submitted two days late via 
email will automatically be penalized 9%. You can leave hard copies of late work with 
Lisa Peden or Rosa da Silva (PWC/CCIT) to be time-stamped and forwarded to the 
instructor (though be aware that their office hours are subject to change and they may not 
necessarily be available to receive your work at all times). Work that is not handed in by 
the start of class one week after the due date will not be accepted and will be marked 0 
(zero). Extensions will be granted only for a compelling reason and with appropriate 
documentation. 
 
**All students seeking extensions—including students registered with accessibility—
must contact the instructor in person or via email BEFORE the due date.** 
**Late work, even in cases where extensions have been granted and/or a student is 
registered with accessibility, may not receive extensive written feedback.** 
 
Academic Integrity 
All work produced for and in this course must be the original work of the student. 
Statements and ideas from other people’s work, if they are not duly and properly 
acknowledged, amount to plagiarism and violate the code of Academic Integrity. 
Resubmitting work done for other classes also constitutes plagiarism. Plagiarism is a 
serious offence and will be dealt with in accordance with the university policy. For more 
information, please make sure that you are familiar with the university’s policies on 
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plagiarism in Section B of the “University of Toronto Code of Behaviour on Academic 
Matters”:  
 
http://www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/policies/behaveac.htm 
 
Additional information on plagiarism can be found in Margaret Proctor’s “How Not to 
Plagiarize:”  
 
http://www.writing.utoronto.ca/advice/using-sources/how-not-to-plagiarize 
 
We will discuss plagiarism and ways to avoid it in detail in class. If you are in doubt or 
have no idea how to approach an assignment, PLEASE come and talk to me. Do not 
copy, paste, or borrow. All your work should be original and your own, and this class is 
here to help you do your own best work! 
 
E-Culture policy: Only student Utormail accounts should be used for course 
communication and all emails from students must include the course code in the subject 
line and should be signed with the full student name and student number. Please expect a 
response within 1 business days. If you do not hear back within 1 business day, please 
resend your message. This is especially important for texts submitted via email. An 
emailed text is not considered to be submitted until the instructor has confirmed receipt 
via email. The instructor may send course-related announcements to the students by 
email. The students are responsible for making sure they receive those announcements 
and read them. 

Expectations for Conduct in the Academic Setting: Students agree that by taking this 
course, they agree to adhere to the “ICCIT Expectations for Conduct in the Academic 
Setting.” See link for the Code: http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/iccit-code-of-conduct. 

Religious Observance: Information about the University’s Policy on Scheduling of 
Classes and Examinations and Other Accommodations for Religious Observances is at 
http://www.viceprovoststudents.utoronto.ca/publicationsandpolicies/guidelines/religiouso
bservances.htm 

AccessAbility: The University accommodates students with disabilities who have 
registered with the AccessAbility Resource Centre. Please let me know in advance, 
preferable in the first week of class, if you will require any accommodation on these 
grounds. To schedule a registration appointment with a disability advisor, please call the 
centre at 905-569-4699 or e-mail access.utm@utoronto.ca. 
http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/access/ 

Robert Gillespie Academic Skills Centre: Students can visit the Academic Skills Centre 
to consult with one of its strategists about understanding learning style, developing study 
plans for upcoming tests/exams, or discussing papers. Special Diagnostic Assessments 
are also offered and are designed to help you learn exactly where you stand with respect 
to critical academic skills. http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/asc 
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UTM Library (Hazel McCallion Academic Learning Centre): The University of Toronto 
boasts the biggest academic library in Canada and the second biggest in North America. 
Various services are available to students at the UTM Library and across the U of T 
library system. Services including borrowing, interlibrary loans, online references, laptop 
loans and the RBC Learning Commons. For more information, visit 
http://library.utm.utoronto.ca 

Course Schedule 
Week 1: 9/11 “Well, he certainly does speak English rather well.” 
Course intro and discussion of a scene from Character (dir. Mike van Diem, 1995) 
 
Week 2: 9/18 Language and Social Language I 
Napoli and Lee-Schoenfeld, 1-102 
 
Week 3: 9/25 Language and Social Language II 
Napoli and Lee-Schoenfeld, pp. 103-214 
 
Week 4: 10/2 Style Guide **TEXT ONE DUE** 
Queneau, Exercises in Style (especially pp. 21, 23, 24, 35, 37, 39, 41, 43, 52, 60, 65, 72, 
80, 85, 86, 100, 102, 104, 109, 180, 192) 
 
NO CLASS 10/9 Happy Thanksgiving! 
 
Week 5: 10/16 Power, Discourse and Representation I  
Louis Althusser, from “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (Notes Toward an 

Investigation)” in Media and Cultural Studies Keyworks edited by Douglas M. 
Kellner and Meenakshi Gigi Durham, 2nd ed (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2012), 80-8. 

 
Week 6: 10/23 Power, Discourse and Representation II  
Dick Hebdige, from Subculture: The Meaning of Style in Media and Cultural Studies 

Keyworks edited by Douglas M. Kellner and Meenakshi Gigi Durham, 2nd ed 
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 124-36. 

 
Week 7: 10/30 Language and Politics I **TEXT TWO DUE** 
Luisa Martín Rojo, “Taking Over the Square: The Role of Linguistic Practices in 

Contesting Urban Spaces” in Journal of Language and Politics 13:4 (2014), 623-
52. 

 
Week 8: 11/6 Language and Politics II 
Douglas Fairclough, “’Political Correctness:’ The Politics of Culture and Language” in 

Discourse & Society 14:1 (2003), 17-28 
 
Week 9: 11/13 Exclusion and Communication I 
Adam M. Croom, “Slurs” in Language Sciences 33:3 (2011), 343-58. 
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Week 10: 11/20 Exclusion and Communication II  
Sarah Sorial, “Free Speech, Hate Speech and the Problem of (Manufactured) Authority” 

in Canadian Journal of Law and Society 29:1 (2014), 59-75.  
 
Week 11: 11/27 Exclusion and Communcation III**TEXT 3 DUE** 
Denise Riley, “Bad Words” in Diacritics 31:4 (2001), 41-53. 
 
film screening, “The Black Rider” (dir. Pepe Danquart, 1992) 
 
 Week 12: 12/4 Group Readings: Style Assignment 
 
**FINAL PORTFOLIO DUE MONDAY 12/11 IN CC 4003 BETWEEN 12PM AND 
2PM** 
 
YOUR FINAL PORTFOLIO MUST BE SUBMITTED IN HARD COPY.  
 
IF YOU ARE UNABLE TO MAKE THE DROP-OFF TIME, PLEASE LEAVE A 
HARD COPY IN MY MAILBOX (OR WITH LISA OR ROSA)  PRIOR  TO 
MONDAY 12/11, OR ARRANGE FOR A FRIEND OR CLASSMATE TO DROP 
OFF THE PORTFOLIO FOR YOU. 
 
 
APPENDIX: Guide to Preparing Group Discussion Questions 
 
Please get to know everyone in your group, exchange emails, etc. After each member of 
your group has had time to read (and re-read!) the reading assignment in question, you 
are responsible for collectively discussing the text and preparing six discussion questions. 
Your discussion should ideally take place face-to-face, but supplementary discussion via 
email (etc) is acceptable. You should elect one group member to post the six questions on 
discussion board (I will open up a thread each week), and the questions must be posted 
24 hours before our class meeting. 
 
Your questions should explore both the "content" and "style" of the text, as well as its 
relevance for our course topic and its connections to other readings we have had. I expect 
four of your questions to focus specifically on the text, and two of your questions to link 
specific passages in the text to other readings/topics we have discussed in the course. 
 
In practical terms, you should identify certain key passages (a couple of sentences, up to 
an entire page) and address your question specifically to that passage. For example: 
"Focusing on p. 122, why do you think Althusser finds it necessary to offer a new 
account of the concept of ideology?" Remember: each of your discussion questions will 
be assigned to a small student group in class, and that group should be able to discuss and 
respond to the question within a few minutes. The more specifically you can base your 
questions on particular passages in the text, the better. I will evaluate your questions 
based on how meaningfully they connect the specificity of each text to the broader 
questions we are posing about language as a constitutive element of social interaction. 
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Part of the point of the discussion questions is that you think like a teacher in addition to 
thinking like a student: how can you pose questions about a text that will lead your fellow 
students toward understanding what YOU see as the most important aspects of the text, 
but in THEIR OWN words? Since I want you to think "like a teacher," I will also expect 
your group to co-lead the discussion of your questions during the class session. This 
means that you should feel comfortable enough with the text and with your discussion 
questions that you can respond to the answers given in class and try to develop them even 
further. I want you to share the responsibility of discussing the text and making sure that 
everyone has learned something about it, understands it more deeply than they would on 
their own, and has some sense that the text enriches their understanding of the main 
problem of our course: how language engages with non-linguistic factors (like class, race, 
age, gender) in specific social interactions. 
 
You will be evaluated as follows: (1) did you post your questions on time? (2) do your 
questions focus on specific passages from the text, while at the same time linking those 
passages to broad and complex questions about the social dimensions of language? (3) 
does your group collaborate to lead a productive and thoughtful discussion of your 
questions in class? You will be evaluated collectively, each member of the group 
receiving the same mark. If not all group members participate orally in co-leading the 
discussion, all group members will receive a penalty of 10% of the presentation mark. 

 
 


