
SWAG 120: LGBTQ Identities and Communities 
 
Dr. Jessica Ann Vooris  
Fall 2018, Monday-Wednesday 2:00-3:20 pm  
 
Email: jvooris@amherst.edu 
Office hours: Wed 10-12, Thurs 11-12 and by appointment  
Office: [redacted] 
 
Course Description/Requirements:  
 
This interdisciplinary course explores the lives of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, 
asexual, and polyamorous people and the discrete and inter-twined meanings of sexuality, 
gender expression, and gender identity. Students will get a primer in the "alphabet soup" of 
LGBTQIA terminology, learn about the history of LGBTQ rights within the United States, and 
explore contemporary debates within the LGBTQ community, around such questions as same-
sex marriage, bathroom regulations, and conversion therapy laws. We also consider the 
intersections between black lives matter, queer rights, and disability activism. Class texts are 
from many different disciplines and will include theory, poetry, comics, short films, and music.  
 
The course will meet two times a week for a discussion-based class. Students will be expected to 
come to class prepared to participate in discussion.  Additional readings, grades and 
assignments will be posted on Canvas. 
 
Please visit me during my office hours, as I would love to learn more about what you are 
thinking and learning, as well as how your work is progressing! Be sure to let me know during 
office hours or after class if you need support, or any specific accommodations, the sooner the 
better.  Students with disabilities or who need time from class to observe religious holidays, 
please contact me as soon as you can to make any arrangements necessary.  
 
Required Readings 
 
Please purchase the texts below in print form, or rent/borrow them. 
 
Bechdel, Alison. The Essential Dykes to Watch Out For. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
2008. ISBN-13: 978-0618968800 
 
Fausto-Sterling, Anne. Sex/Gender: Biology in a Social World. Routledge, 2012.  
 
Other course readings will be available in the Course Reader, E-reserves, and through links on 
Moodle.  
 
Recommended Reading:  
 
Reiff-Hill, Mays, and Mack. The Gender Book. Marshall House Press; 2014. ISBN-13: 978-
0991338009. (Also available electronically through their website: genderbook.com) 
 
This is a beautiful book full of 101 information on gender and sexuality. We will only be reading 
a third of it—and these pages will be included in the reader, therefore it is not required. 
However, it is recommended, especially if you have not taken other gender/sexuality courses.  
 



How the course will be organized 
 
We will meet two times a week for a discussion-based class. In order to have a productive 
learning environment students need to come to class having read the material, and be prepared 
to talk and share with others your thoughts on the topic and texts. While class is primarily 
discussion-based, I will also lead mini-lectures, and students will participate in a variety of 
interactive games, dialogues, improv role-playing, and art-based activities.  
 
Creating a community of learning means that we must be respectful of each other and build a 
space where each member of the class feels comfortable about sharing their thoughts. This does 
not mean that we will always agree, and in fact we may often disagree with each other, and this 
can be a positive, productive part of learning! However, we must always be open to listening 
carefully to each other and we treat each other kindly and with respect.  
 
This course is unique because there is usually a mix of students—some who already have some 
knowledge about LGBTQ identities and communities, and others who don’t know much at all, 
and want to learn. Remember that we all have something to contribute, every one of us is 
learning (even me!), and it is okay to ask questions. Together we can create a community where 
dialogue is encouraged, we understand that mistakes happen, and that communication and 
understanding can be difficult across differences. Learning means taking risks, trying new 
things, playing around, guessing at times, and recognizing that sometimes we won’t get it right 
the first time.  
 
Communication for the Course 
 
Moodle: E-Reserves, an updated syllabus, and course calendar will be kept on Moodle. Note that 
not all of the readings are in the course reader or in E-Reserves—they are links to outside 
websites. These can be found on the Moodle calendar, and on the Moodle syllabus.  
 
Email: Please send email to jvooris@amherst.edu if you have questions/comments about the 
course, readings, or want to make an appointment with me. It will be helpful if you include the 
course number and a relevant subject heading with your email. Example: SWAG 120, question 
about Hanne Blank reading  
 
Note that email sent after 7 pm may not be responded to until the morning, and I will not be 
checking email frequently on the weekends. Please give me at least 24 hours to respond, 
however, if you don’t hear from me in 48 hours, do send a reminder email! . (Note: if you email 
after 7 pm on Friday, I may not reply until Monday morning). 
 
Electronic Policy—Let’s Have a Conversation About It   
 
Laptops/phones/tablets can be useful for taking notes, especially for students with difficulty 
writing by hand. They can also be used to look up information on google during class 
discussions. However, they are also a source of distraction, and it is worth noting that some  
studies shows that many students learn more when taking notes by hand, rather than through 
electronic means. Other studies have shown that a student who chooses to dis-engage with class 
via facebook, etc, will distract and affect the learning of other students.  
 
For these reasons, I prefer that students think carefully about their use of laptops/electronics in 
class. The course reader provides everyone with a physical copy of the readings, and it is easier 
for us all to be present in the room with each other if we do not have screens distracting us. 

mailto:jvooris@amherst.edu
http://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2014/05/to-remember-a-lecture-better-take-notes-by-hand/361478/
http://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2014/05/to-remember-a-lecture-better-take-notes-by-hand/361478/


However, I understand that laptops can also be a necessary part of learning for students, and I 
am open to their presence. If you plan to use a laptop or tablet in class, please come talk to me 
about how you are going to use it, and how to incorporate them into the classroom space.  
 
Graded Assignments 
 
20% Class Discussion/Attendance and Active Engagement Points  
15% Reading Responses 
20% Personal Reflection Essay 
25 % Historic Research Project (Group Project)  
20% Activist Manifesto/Letter  
 
 Grades: 
 
 A work is excellent, unusually creative and/or analytically striking 
B is fine work of high quality, though not as skilled, ambitious, or carefully presented as A 
C is average or usual work fulfilling the assignment; should not be hasty, or insufficiently 
collaborated  
D work is below average or incomplete; shows many difficulties or cannot follow instructions 
F work is not sufficient to pass; unwillingness to do the work, or so many difficulties unable to 
complete 
 
I will explain in more detail what the expectations are for each assignment in the handouts and 
on Canvas. 
 
Graded Assignments 
 
15% Class Participation: This is a discussion-based course, and your participation is 
important. You are expected to come to class having read and taken notes on the material, and 
to be ready to discuss the material. The success of the class will depend on everyone sharing 
their ideas and perspectives. If you are someone who has a hard time speaking up in class, note 
that you can show that you are actively participating through your listening, your reactions to 
what your classmates are saying, and your note-taking. Please visit me in my office hours if you 
are concerned about your participation due to anxiety, neurodivergence, or any other reason.  
 
If you are not in class, you cannot receive participation points. Likewise, if you are in class, but 
are asleep or otherwise not paying attention, you will not receive participation points. I 
understand that people get sick, family emergencies happen, or you have an unforeseen 
circumstance that prevents your attendance. You may have one unexcused absence during the 
course of the semester, meaning you do not have to even let me know why you have missed and 
it will not affect your participation grade. Otherwise, please let me know in writing why you are 
missing class (sickness, family emergency, and religious holidays are excused). If you miss three 
or more classes, please set up a meeting with me to discuss how you will catch up. In case of any 
absence you are responsible for the work that you have missed. Check your syllabus and connect 
up with classmates for notes and any information you need to know. Please do not email me 
asking what you missed, unless you have already talked to a classmate and still have questions.  
 
5% Active Engagement Points: These are gained through a variety of ways—coming to talk 
with me during my office hours, attending optional events on campus or at the Five Colleges, 
submitting an extra reading response, writing a short review of a book, blog, or youtube video, 
etc.  



 
 15 % Reading Responses: Throughout the semester you will be required to turn in 3 reading 
responses. You can decide which day you complete the reading response, but you must submit 
one for the month of September, one for the month of October and one for the month of 
November. These must be uploaded to Moodle the day the reading is due, BEFORE the start of 
class. You have the option of completing the assignment in written form (1-2 pages), 
audio/video form (3-5 mins), or in a visual/artistic form (comics/collage/drawing), as long as it 
fulfills the reading response requirements (see Moodle for more details).  
 
 20% Personal Reflection Essay: Drawing from texts that we have read so far on gender, 
and sexuality, you will pick a moment in your childhood to analyze. If you do not want to share a 
personal memory or story, you may choose a passage from a book or another type of media that 
resonates with you and analyze it for narratives of gender/sexuality. If you choose this option, 
please verify with me what you will focus on. You do not have to identify as LGBTQ to write 
about YOUR experiences of gender/sexuality, we all have a gender and sexuality! Please do not 
write about a friend/family member’s gender and sexuality unless you discuss with me how this 
is related to YOUR gender/sexuality. 4-5 pages.  
 
 25% Historical Research Project: In groups of 3-5 you will choose a historical 
object/event/group/person to research, and will create something (a 
book/zine/video/podcast/theatre play) to share what you have discovered with the rest of the 
class. Each group will choose ONE subject from a list provided by me. If you want to research 
something not on the list, you must check with me first. There will be a “Conference” day where 
you will share with each other what you have created.  
 
20% Manifesto/Activist Letter This assignment will allow you to choose something that you 
care about from all of the different LGBTQ rights/issues that we have covered in class and write 
a letter to someone explaining the issue and what can be done to create change. 3-4 pages.  
 
CITATIONS:  
 
It is important as scholars and writers that we respect the work of others, and that we make sure 
to cite our sources. I like to think about citations as a way to give credit, as a way to guide a 
reader to more information, and as a way to be a part of a community conversation.  
 
If you are unsure of how to properly cite your information and how to avoid plagiarism please 
refer to online guides on MLA, APA and Chicago Style formatting. I do not have a preference for 
which one you use, but please pick one and use that consistently throughout an assignment. If 
you still need help with citations, please set up an appointment to meet with me.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reading Schedule *Professor reserves the right to change the schedule with prior warning, an 
updated syllabus will be maintained on Moodle*  
 



UNIT ONE: IDENTITIES  
 
Week One: 
 
Wednesday, September 5th ---- (First day of classes ) 

--Class Introductions  
---“How to Read” (in reader)  
--“Purportedly Gendered Body Parts” (in reader)  
---Concept web creation  

 
Week Two: Gender and Sexuality  
 
Monday, September 10th 

 

The Gender Book (reader)  
Anne Fausto-Sterling Sex/Gender (1-4)  

 
Wednesday, September 12th  
 

Hanne Blank, Straight: A Short History of Heterosexuality, Chapter One (reader)  
Anne-Fausto-Sterling Sex/Gender Chapter 6  

 
Week Three: Gay and Lesbian Identities and Homophobia  
 
Monday, September 17th  
 
 CJ Pascoe “Dude, You’re a Fag” (reader)  
 
Wednesday, September 19th  
 

Dykes to Watch Out For (DTWOF), Introduction and pages, 18, 24, 26, 48-50, 56, 74, 
78-81, 91, 92, 96, 113, 114, 123, 147-149, 155, 157-167 

 
Recommended: as much as you want to read between 1-184  
 

Week Four: Bisexuality, Pansexuality and Queerness  
 
Monday, September 24th  
 

Shiri Eisner, Notes from a Bi Revolution, Chapter One (reader)  
 
Wednesday, September 26th  
  

DTWOF: 184, 188, 191, 192, 194, 197-199, 207, 216, 218, 223 
Queer reading ---TBD   

 
Week Five: Transgender Identities  
 
Monday, October 1st  
 

Susan Stryker, Transgender History, Chapter 2 (reader)  



 
           Janet Mock, Redefining Realness, Chapter 8 (reader)  
 
            Navigating Masculinity as a Black Trans Man (reader and online)  
 
Wednesday, October 3rd  
 

Julia Serano, Whipping Girl, “Dismantling Cissexual Privilege” (reader)  
  
            TransGirlNextDoor: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/ 
 
In Reader:  
 

Strangers: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/108760963229 
Media: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/108214208434 
Adjusting: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/106921336585 
Asking: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/107330473434 
That Damn Tuck: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/102411924984 
Problematic Men: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/99672717489 
Happiness: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/96580505064 
Catcalling: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/95662262474 
 

Recommended: Mutilating Gender by Dean Spade (e-reserves)  
 
Week Six: Asexuality and Aromanticism  
 
Monday, October 8th FALL BREAK  
 
Wednesday, October 10th (Monday schedule)  
 

- 5 Myths about Asexuality (online and reader)  
 

- Aven website (online) Please read the Welcome page, and "Overview" and "General 
FAQ" under the About Asexuality tab.   

 
Gender and Sexuality Essay Due on Sunday, October 14th  
 
UNIT TWO: HISTORIES  
 
Week Seven: Behavior vs. Identities, Classification  
 
Monday, October 15th  
 

-Finding Out, chapters 1 and 2 (reader) (readings section optional)  
 
Wednesday, October 17th  
 
 --Faderman, Twilight Lovers, Butches/Femmes/Kikis chapter (reader)   
 
 
 

http://everydayfeminism.com/2013/04/i-will-never-straighten-out-my-wrist/
http://everydayfeminism.com/2014/10/5-myths-and-misconceptions-about-asexuality/
http://www.asexuality.org/home/


Week Eight: Stonewall and Beyond  
 
Monday, October 22nd  
 
 Susan Stryker, Transgender History, Chapter 3 (reader)  
 Finding Out, Chapter 3 (reader)  
 
Wednesday, October 24th  
 

Finding Out, Chapter 4 (reader)  
Mia McKenzie, Black Girl Dangerous, “Resistance is the Secret of Queer Joy” (reader)  

 
Week Nine: AIDS and ACT-UP  
 
Monday, October 29th  
 
 -TV Reed, The Art of Protest, Chapter on ACT UP (reader)  
 -Queer America, Chapter 7 “From Reagan to Carter”/“The Challenge of AIDS”  (reader) 
 
Wednesday, October 31st  
 
 Watch before class “The Normal Heart” and an episode of Pose (Moodle)  
 Ron Mohring, Survivable World, selected poems (reader)  
 
Week Ten: Queer Activism and Same-Sex Marriage Debates  
 
Monday, November 5th  
 
 Mia McKenzie, Black Girl Dangerous, “Calling in a Queer Debt” (reader)  
 Queer Kids Against Queer Marriage (reader)   
 DTWOF  
 
Wednesday, November 7th  
 
 NO CLASS—use this time to work on your projects  
 
Week Eleven: HISTORY PRESENTATIONS AND Queer Cultural Production      
 
Monday, November 12th 

 

Presentations  
 
Wednesday, November 14th  
 
 Screening of “Vow of Silence” by Be Steadwell  
 Audre Lorde, “Silence into Action” and “Poetry is Not a Luxury” (reader)  
 Be Steadwell “A Queer Musician’s Guide to Being Heard”   (reader)  
 
Week Twelve:  
 
Monday, November 19th THANKSGIVING BREAK  



Wednesday, November 21st THANKSGIVING BREAK  
 
Week Thirteen: Black Lives Matter and Orlando  
 
Monday, November 26th  
 

Watch: Tongues Untied   
 Read:  A Herstory of Black Lives Matter, (online)  

Why Black Lives Should Matter to All LGBTQ People (online)  
Mia McKenzie, Black Girl Dangerous, “To the Black Queer Kids” (reader)  

 
Wednesday, November 28th  
 

A Queer Muslim Response to the Shooting, (online) 
What 14 LGBTQ Activists Want You to Know, (online)  
Latinx Queer and Trans Activists Explain the Shooting (video)  

  
Week Fourteen: Bodies/Minds  
 
Monday, December 3rd  
 

Eli Clare, The Marrow’s Telling poems (reader)  
and “Disability and Queerness” essay (reader)  

 
Wednesday, December 5th  
 
  Unalterable (online)  
 
 Queerness and Autism (online) 
 
 “The Talk”  (online) 
 
Week Fifteen: LGBTQ Children and Class Wrap-Up  
 
Monday, December 10th  
 

DTWOF: 282, 306, 312, 316, 320, 351 
A Message From a Ten-Year Old Lesbian, “In Her Own Words”  
Amelia’s Huffington Post Blog: "Stop Waiting For My Gay Son to Change" -- 

 
Wednesday, December 12th (Last Day of Classes)  
 
Exams: December 17th-21st  
 

http://www.thefeministwire.com/2014/10/blacklivesmatter-2/
http://www.advocate.com/commentary/2015/02/02/op-ed-why-black-lives-should-matter-all-lgbt-people
http://apracticalwedding.com/2016/06/a-queer-muslim-response-to-the-orlando-shooting/
http://mashable.com/2016/06/16/lgbtq-activists-orlando-shooting/#oiI503xb_aqH
https://www.colorlines.com/articles/watch-queer-and-trans-latinx-activists-explain-how-america-contributed-orlando-massacre
http://www.autostraddle.com/unalterable-laying-down-my-sword-in-the-battle-against-myself-237935/
https://www.them.us/story/queerness-and-autism
https://juststimming.wordpress.com/2015/01/17/the-talk/
https://raisingqueerkids.wordpress.com/in-her-own-words/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/Amelia/stop-waiting-for-my-gay-son-to-change_b_4304070.html

