
RHE 309K: Rhetoric of Freaks and Geeks 
 
Spring 2019 | TTH 3:30-4:45 | PAR 6 | Sarah Riddick | sarah.a.riddick@utexas.edu 
 
What makes the garage-band burnouts on Freaks and Geeks (1999) so freaky? Why are the 
Bill Haverchuks of the world historically picked last? Using Paul Feig and Judd Apatow’s 
critically acclaimed television series Freaks and Geeks as a broad framework for the course, 
we will survey an intersectional array of well-known outsiders in popular culture. These 
outsiders, as we will see, reflect broader themes and trends related to marginalization. Thus, 
we will discuss processes of marginalization in society, as well as core concepts and themes, 
and we will explore how rhetoric contributes to the positioning of outsiders. Meanwhile, 
through your major assignments this semester, you will: (1) rhetorically analyze a cultural text 
that makes an influential argument about one of the types of freaks and/or geeks from our 
survey; (2) research and write about a freak and/or geek of your choice (human or 
nonhuman, fictional or nonfictional, singular or plural); and (3) advance an argument in a 
persuasive video essay about your freak and/or geek. 
 
Major Projects 
(Specific guidelines for all assignments can be found on Canvas (“Assignments”). 
 
1. Rhetorical Analysis Essay (20%, revision and peer review are mandatory): Write a 4-6 page, 
double-spaced rhetorical analysis about a primary text related to at least one of the major themes 
we've discussed related to freaks and/or geeks. This essay will analyze two sources: (1) one primary 
source that bears a significant connection to the portrayal and/or treatment of freaks and/or geeks 
in society, and (2) one supplementary* source that either directly or closely responds in some way to 
your primary source OR in some other way enhances your analysis. Based on an assessment of the 
rhetorical situation surrounding this text, as well as its use of rhetorical appeals, this essay should 
explore how something/someone/some group is being characterized as a freak (broadly construed). 
 

2. Mapping Essay (20%, revision is encouraged, and peer review is mandatory). Write a 4-7 
page, double-spaced essay that maps the historical and/or cultural context of your freak and/or 
geek. Your aim is to produce a comprehensive overview of your freak/geek that adequately 
illustrates how they have appeared/been treated/been represented/etc. over time. The result of this 
process, along with the rhetorical analysis essay, will lay a firm foundation for your persuasive essay.  

 
3. Video Essay (20%, revision is encouraged, and peer review is mandatory). To practice using 
multimodal rhetoric, you will create a short, 3-minute video that includes still images, video, and 
audio. This video will: advance and support a claim about your freak/geek in a way that 
demonstrates thoughtful consideration of the rhetorical situation surrounding your project, the 
stakeholders invested in this project, and the rhetorical & compositional strategies that will likely be 
persuasive to these stakeholders and in this genre.



 

Other Projects 
1. Blog Posts (20%): A series of short blog posts. What you write about is largely up to you, 
but your post must thoughtfully and explicitly engage with the course reading and your peers. This 
may include reflecting on key ideas, quotes, etc.; asking questions that some part of the reading 
inspired; connecting the reading to outside sources or events (e.g., other readings, class discussions, 
events outside of our classroom); and so forth. You are also always welcome to practice skills like 
synthesizing key content, rhetorically analyzing texts, and making an opposition argument. 
  

2. Timeline Presentation (5%): Create a brief (2-3 min.) visual representation of the history of your 
freak/geek. Choose the most salient points of your mapping essay to create a succinct and 
engaging overview for your peers. This presentation will allow your peers to follow the journey of 
your freak/geek over the course of the semester. The use of visual or digital media is required.  

 
3. Persuasive Presentation (5%): Create a 4-minute persuasive presentation about your freak/geek 
that features digital materials. This is your chance to finally tell us: (1) why it matters how your 
freak/geek has been treated in and/or fits into some part of society and culture, (2) what we should 
think about that, and (3) why. 

4. Participation (10%): I expect you to regularly participate in this course. The easiest way to do this 
is to keep up with your assignments—particularly reading assignments—as this will help you 
significantly improve your learning outcomes, and it will make you much more prepared to 
contribute in class. I will assess this participation in terms of in-class activities. 
 
1/22 First day of class 
 

1/24  
1. Read Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 1 “The Basic Rhetorical 
Situation" and/or Ch. 2 “The Expanded Rhetorical Situation” 

1/29 Due: Blog Post #1 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 1 “An Introduction to the Sociology of Pop 
Culture” 
2. Read Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 3 “Analyzing Textual 
Rhetoric” and Ch. 4 “Analyzing Visual Rhetoric” 

 

1/31 Due: Blog Post #2 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 2 “Racial Perspectives on Popular Culture” 
2. Read one of the following: 
- Hubrig’s “Racism and Misogyny in Nerd Culture: When Your 
Local Public is ‘Riggety, Riggety Wrecked'"  
- Goldberg’s “For Decades, Our Coverage Was Racist. To Rise 
above Our Past, We Must Acknowledge It”  

2/5 Due: Blog Post #3 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 3 “Class Perspectives on Popular Culture” 
2. Read Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 5 “Analyzing Multimodal 
Rhetoric” 

 

9/22 Due: Blog Post #4 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 4 “Gender Perspectives on Popular Culture” 
2. Read one of the following: 
- Stuller’s “The History of Women in Geek Culture Should Not 
Be Overlooked” 
- Strauss’ “Why Girls Can Be Boyish but Boys Can’t Be Girlish” 

2/12 Due: Blog Post #5 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 5 “Sexuality Perspectives on Popular 
Culture" 
2. Read one of the following: 
- Anderson-Minshall’s “How Pop Culture Moved the Needle on 

2/14  
1. Read Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 13 “Creating Compositions” 
2. Work on Essay 1.1 

•  



 

LGBT Equality” 
- Peruse the website for UT’s Gender and Sexuality Center, 
especially the “Student Resources” page. 
- UT Queer Student Alliance’s The State of Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender, Queer Affairs at UT Austin 
2/19 Due: Blog Post #6 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 6. “Disability Perspectives on Popular 
Culture" 
2. Read one of the following: 
- Lemus-Megrovoyo's “Anti-Stigma Mental Health Campaigns 
Often Ignore Our Realities” and/or LZukor’s "Why Inspirational 
Memes about Mental Health Disabilities Are So Damaging”  
- The ADA’s "Guidelines for Writing about People with 
Disabilities" and/or  "Seven Things You Should Stop Doing or 
Saying to Disabled People" 
-The Disability Diaries’ "What is Life Really Like for Disabled People?"  

2/21 Peer Review for Essay 1.1.  

2/26 Due: ESSAY 1.1  2/28 Due: Blog Post #7 
1. Read Freaks Ch. 7 
2. Read one of the following: 
- Ho’s “Craving the Other” 
- Bigelow’s “Whose History Matters: Students Can Name 
Columbus, but Most Have Never Heard of the Taíno People” 
- Remezcla’s “The History of the Baja Sweater” 
- Reidy’s “The Harmful History of ‘Gypsy” 

3/5 Due: Freak/Geek Proposal (counts as a blog post) 3/7 Conferences  
3/12 Due: Timeline Presentations (Day 1). Your Timeline 
Presentation is due at the start of class, regardless of whether 
you present today or on 2/14. 

3/14 Timeline Presentations (Day 2). Due: Essay 1.2. 
 

 3/19 and 3/21: No class (Spring Break) 
3/26 Workshop.  
1. Review Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 12 “Research: Composing 
with Multiple Sources.”  

3/28 Due: Blog Post #8 
1. Read: Falk’s “The Production of Stigma” 

4/2 Peer Review for Essay 2.1.  4/4 Due: Essay 2.1.  
4/9 Due: Blog Post #9 
1. Read: Geick's “The Strangers, The Crowd, and The Lynching: 
Using Mimetic Theory to Explore Episodes of Human Violence” 

4/10 Due: Blog Post #10  
1. Read Shugart and Waggoner’s Making Camp: Rhetorics of 
Transgression in U.S. Culture Ch. 2 “Camp Grounds” 

4/16  
1. Read Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 15 “Making Multimodal 
Compositions” 

4/18 Due: Essay 2.2. 

4/23 Video-Editing Tutorial and Workshop. 4/25 Peer Review for Essay 3 
4/30  
1. Read Becoming Rhetorical Ch. 7 “Responding to Rhetorical 
Problems with Arguments” 

5/2 Final Project Showcase (Day 1). Your presentation is 
due at the start of class, regardless of whether you present 
today or on 5/7. 

5/7 Final Project Showcase (Day 2). 5/9 Last day of class. Due: Video Essay 



 

 


