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This course examines how flags unite (and divide) people of cities, nations, and various groups 
for which they stand.  Looking at the design and artwork pertaining to flags, we will analyze 
how symbols evoke strong emotions, become banners for rallying groups, spur a supreme court 
case, and become calls for democratic engagement.  
 
OBJECTIVES:  
This course will explore the visual significance of flags as unifiers and dividers throughout recent 
history by analyzing the design, symbolism, and function of flags.  Through lectures, discussions, 
readings, writing, and presentations you will: 
 

• Gain an understanding of good flag design versus bad design 

• Discuss the symbolism behind flags and the actions of those using flags 

• Learn how flag design has been used by nation-states, organizations, and individuals to create or 

deny identity. 

• Analyze flags used or created by artists as a means to comment/criticize society/government. 

• Investigate recent controversies surrounding flags as protected by first amendment rights.  

• Participate in proposing a flag redesign to the City of Des Moines. 

 

In general, First Year Seminar will: 

• Sharpen students’ writing, critical thinking, verbal communication and information literacy.  
• Help integrate first-year students into an academic culture.  
• Aim to establish a sense of community among members.  
• Encourage active participation by students in the class.  
• Focus on a topic, approach, or theme.  
• Focus on ways of knowing as well as content.  
• Invite connections among several areas of study or disciplines.  

 

 

REQUIREMENTS  

TEXTS: 

“A Flag Worth Dying For; The Power and Politics of National Symbols” by Tim Marshall 
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Scanned texts posted to Blackboard 

Reading responses will be requested after various assigned readings.  Your responses should be posted 
to Bb and will be graded.  You will also use your responses in group discussions and journal questions.  
Stay up to date with all readings! 

ATTENDANCE/PARTICIPATION:  

Attendance is mandatory for the semester.  You are granted three absences (excused or unexcused) per 
semester.  Your attendance in class is crucial to your understanding course content.  Penalty for more 
than the three absences is as followed: 

An absence will be assessed each time a student is not in attendance during a regularly scheduled class 
period.  After three absences (for any reason) a student’s final grade will be lowered by one letter grade.  
Each additional absence will continue to lower the student’s final letter grade.  Six absences will result in 
a failing grade for the class.  Additionally, each late arrival (tardiness) or early departure will count as a 
half of an absence.  Accumulating late arrivals and departures will have the same impact as multiple 
absences on a student’s final grade.  It is each student’s responsibility to keep track of their absences, 
late arrivals, and early departures to determine how it will affect their grade. 

*If you miss a class it is your responsibility to know what was covered and make up any in class or 
homework assignments.  Please retrieve lecture and discussion notes from your peers. 

CRITICAL THINKING: 

This course requires you to move beyond regurgitating information.  You are expected to think critically 
about the topics and concepts you come across in lectures, discussions, writing prompts, and readings.  
Your ability to think critically is assessed in every graded component of the course.   

WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS:  

First year seminars introduce you to the college level writing process.  Therefore, you will be writing in 
several styles this semester from informal and quick in-class essays to a longer organized research 
paper.  Specific paper handouts, draft discussions, revisions, and meetings with staff at the Library 
workshop and the Writing Workshop will help you successfully research and write your papers.  

When drafts of papers are due, please print out two copies and bring to class or individual paper 
consultation meeting. 

Final papers should be formatted in 12 point font with margins of  1” and 1.0 line spacing. Final papers 
should be either attached as a .doc or .pdf in Bb or printed and handed to me in person. 

• Paper 1: (formal analysis of visual symbolism on an organization’s flag) 10% 

• Paper 2: (persuasive writing page) + published letter to the editor or presentation to the city 
council 10% 

• Paper 3: (Interpretation of visual symbolism and artistic content) 15%  

• Paper 4: (research paper, independent inquiry) 15% 



• Journaling essays and reading responses: 40% 

• Discussion participation 10% 

JOURNAL:  

You will write short journal essays and reading responses (one page maximum length) throughout the 
semester.  You will use Bb to see the writing prompt and submit your writing.  Journals and responses 
are graded.  Please see Bb for the grading rubric. 

DISCUSSIONS:  

Please come to class having read the assigned readings, taken notes, and ready to contribute to class 
discussions. Your participation in discussions is 10% of your final grade and unfortunately cannot be 
made up due to an absence. Classroom discussion etiquette rules will be established as a group and 
followed throughout the semester.   

LATE WORK:  

I will accept late assignments with a penalty of  ½ letter grade deduction per calendar day missed (8 
days late is an automatic failing grade).  Extensions are granted on a case by case basis. Please speak 
with me privately. 

 

 

 

 

GRADING 

Grades are assessed on a numerical scale: 

98-100=A+ 77-79=C+ Below 60-=F 
94-97=A 73-76=C  

90-93=A- 70-72=C-  

87-89=B+ 67-69=D+  

83-86=B 63-66=D  
80-82=B- 60-62=D-  

   

*Be active in your education.  The completion of written assignments, readings, and participation in 
discussions, is at a minimum, expected.  Being an actively engaged student helps you build a community, 
establish an intellectual practice, and allows you to get the most out of each course.  Ask questions if 
you need clarification or would like to know more about something.   



 

POLICIES 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY:  

Academic dishonesty is an all-encompassing term involving any activity that seeks to gain credit for work 
one has not done or to deliberately damage or destroy the work of others. It includes plagiarism (the 
misrepresentation, either by intent or negligence, of another’s ideas, phrases, discourse, or works as 
one’s own); cheating (the act, or attempted act, of giving or obtaining aid and/or information by illicit 
means in meeting any academic requirement, including examinations); fabrication (intentional and 
unauthorized falsification or invention of any information or citation in an academic sense in any 
academic exercise); and facilitating academic dishonesty (intentionally or knowingly helping or 
attempting to help another to commit an act of academic dishonesty). 

The penalty for engaging in any of these forms of dishonesty in relation to this class at minimum will 
be a grade of "0" on the assignment and may result in failure in the course.  

https://www.drake.edu/studentlife/handbook-resources/handbook/academic/#dishonesty 

 

 

DISABILITY ACCOMMODATIONS: 

If you have a disability and will require academic accommodations in this course, I would be happy to 
discuss your needs, but formal processes are in place at the University for handling these matters. 
Accommodations are coordinated through Student Disability Services (first floor Old Main).  

Please contact Michelle Laughlin, Director of Student Disability Service at 271-1835 or 
michelle.laughlin@drake.edu.  

GENDER VIOLENCE/ SEXUAL VIOLENCE STUDENT SERVICES: 

The University has resources available for students who have experienced sexual or interpersonal 
misconduct, which can include sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating violence, and stalking, for 
example. Some resources are legally confidential, which means personal information will not be shared 
with anyone else. Other non-confidential (yet still private) resources can explain how to locate support 
resources, file a complaint within the university, or file criminal charges – these non- confidential 
resources need to share incidents of sexual and interpersonal misconduct with the Title IX Coordinator.  

As an instructor, I am non-confidential; however, please know that sharing with the university does not 
mean the individual must participate in a formal university or criminal process; an individual could 
request confidentiality through the University, for example. Other services the university can provide 
include safety planning, counseling, disability or immigration services and assistance in academic and 
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housing accommodations as needed. University contacts: • Resources and reporting options can be 
found on the Title IX webpage at www.drake.edu/titleix. •  

Violence Intervention Partner (V.I.P.) provides peer-based 24/7 confidential advocacy services.  

To access a V.I.P. advocate call or text 515-512-2972. 
Katie Overberg, Title IX Coordinator 271-2982 or titleix@drake.edu 

For more information about these services visit www.drake.edu/sexual-assault/ 

 

 

 

 

 

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION:  

At Drake, we commit to: 

• Devoting time and resources to ensuring the equitable treatment of all students, faculty, staff, alumni, 
community members, and visitors to campus. 

• Intentionally recruiting and retaining students, faculty, and staff with diverse identities, backgrounds, 
and ideas. 

• Ensuring all students, faculty, staff, alumni, community members, and visitors feel that they have been 
treated with respect. 

• Teaching all faculty, staff, and students to recognize discrimination and oppression, as well as giving 
each individual tools to address and prevent it. 

• Recognizing and nurturing our different, unique identities. 

 

STARFISH: 

Drake Cares About Your Success! This course is part of a Drake initiative that utilizes Starfish Student 
Success. Starfish is an online notification system used by faculty to communicate with students and 
support personnel regarding academic achievements and to identify areas for improvement. In addition 
to awarding kudos to acknowledge excellent performance, Starfish is also used by faculty and staff to 
raise early alerts and to direct students to free resources such as subject tutoring, academic 

http://www.drake.edu/sexual-assault/


achievement coaching, or a meeting with your college/school dean’s office. Starfish referrals are 
designed to help students identify strategies to achieve their academic goals. Students are encouraged 
to take advantage of the many opportunities offered by Drake to promote academic success. To access 
Starfish, log into the MyDrake portal and click the Starfish link. To learn more about Starfish, visit the 
website at www.drake.edu/starfish. Note that when you set up your Starfish account both texting and 
email are options for notifications. If you need assistance with Starfish, email starfish@drake.edu. 

 

 

 

 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE (Subject to change, including additional assigned readings.  Notice will be given) 

UNIT 1: FLAG DESIGN + DEMOCRACY 

Monday 8/26: Introduction, Research narrative 
Assigned Reading: Good Flag, Bad Flag 
Wednesday 8/28: Library Information literacy workshop (meet at Cowles Library) Intro to Paper 1 
Assigned Reading: Introduction A Flag Worth Dying For  and Emotion and Flags: A Personal Perspective 
by John M. Purcell 
 
Monday 9/2: No Class- Labor Day 
Wednesday 9/4: Discussion/ small group of paper 1 research, small group activity, NYTimes Flag 
identification quiz 
 
Monday 9/9: Draft 1 due, Peer to peer revising of paper 1 
Assigned Reading: Packer, George, “Recapturing the Flag,” NYTimes, Sept. 30, 2001 
Wednesday 9/11: Draft of paper 1 due. 9/11 flag symbolism, discussion on reading/response 
Assigned Reading: NYTimes “Open Call: Should Designers Trust the Wisdom of the Crowd?” 
“Against the Crowdsourcing: An Open Letter from AIGA to the Tokyo Olympic Committee” 
 
Sign-up with the Writing Workshop to work on paper 1 before Paper 1 is due. 
 
Monday 9/16: Democracy and Design lecture and discussion.  
Assignment: Find a persuasive Letter to the Editor 
Wednesday 9/18: Individual paper 1 consultation day- Sign up for a time slot to discuss your draft of 
paper 1 with me 
 
Monday 9/23: Discussion on Democracy + Design, Letter to the Editors discussion 
Listen: IPR “Talk of Iowa: City Flags of Iowa” Write a question for Guest Speaker Emily Kessinger 
Wednesday 9/25: Guest Speaker from “Flag of Des Moines” Paper 1 DUE, Intro to Paper 2 



 
Monday 9/30: Group letter writing process, presentation of letters to the group.  
Wednesday 10/2: Final draft of Paper 2 DUE, printing, stuffing envelopes with letters.  
Assigned Reading: Meaning and Visual Metaphor by Hermine Feinstein 
 
UNIT 2: THE FLAG AS A VISUAL SYMBOL 
 
Monday 10/7: Lecture and discussion on symbolism, symbolism activity 
Assigned Reading: Applying Sebeok’s Topology of Signs to the Study of Flags by Steven A. Knowlton 
Wednesday 10/9: Discussion on reading, continued discussion on symbolism 
Assigned Reading: A Flag Worth Dying For Chapter 1: The Stars and Stripes  
Assignment: Find an article on a current event (past 5 years) surrounding the symbolism of the US or 
Confederate flag 
 
Monday 10/14 No Class- Fall Break 
Wednesday 10/16: US Flag Code, First Amendment Rights, Discussion on interpretation of 
code/amendments. Discussion on article assignment. Lecture on Artist Dread Scott 
Assigned Reading: The Cinco de Mayo Flag Flap: Rights, Power, and Identity by Scot M. Guenter 
 
Monday 10/21: Discussion on assigned reading. Lecture “My Favorite Artists’ Flags” Intro to Paper 3  
Assignment: Begin research for paper 3 
Wednesday 10/23: Group exercise on interpreting art. Library Research day for paper 3 
Assigned Reading: “New Slaves: Kanye West, Brad Paisley, and Contemporary Confederate-Flag 
Discourse in Popular Music Iconography” by Kenneth Hartvigsen  
 
Monday 10/28: Group exercise on interpreting art. Discussion on reading. Lecture on Artist Sonya Clark. 
Assigned Reading: “Show Me the Race or the Nation without a Flag, and I Will Show You a Race of 
People without Any Pride”: The Flags of Black Nationalist Organizations as Disambiguating Responses to 
Polysemic National Symbols by Steven A. Knowlton 
A Flag Worth Dying For Chapter 7: Flags of Freedom 
Wednesday 10/30: Discussion on readings. Lecture on Artists Nari Ward and David Hammons. 
Presentation in groups of researched artist. 
 
Monday 11/4: Draft 1 of paper 3 due. Peer to peer revising. Draft 1 of paper 3 DUE to Prof. Newman by 
6 pm Tuesday 
Wednesday 11/6: Individual paper consultation with Prof. Newman.  Sign up for a slot. 
 
UNIT 3: FLAGS AS IDENTITY FOR GOOD OR BAD 
 
Monday 11/1: PAPER 3 DUE Lecture on personal Flags, flags for identifying groups (uniting/dividing) 
Assigned Reading: A Flag Worth Dying For Chapter 9: The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly 
Pride Flag re-design articles 
Wednesday 11/13: Discussion on the Pride flag and controversary to redesign. Intro to Paper 4 
Assignment: Find two or three flags to research/redesign for paper 4 
 
Monday 11/18: Research Day at Library 
Wednesday 11/20: guest speaker Dr. Richard Deming, Above + Beyond Cancer 
 



Monday 11/25: Draft of paper 4 due. Small group revision of draft 1 
Assignment: come up with 5 possible revisions for your flag 
Wednesday 11/27: NO CLASS – Happy Thanksgiving 
 
Monday 12/2: Draft 1 due to Prof. Newman. Small group re-design day. 
 
Wednesday 12/4: Individual paper consultation with Prof. Newman on draft 1 of paper 4 
 
Week of December 9: PAPER 4 DUE  

 

 

 


