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COURSE DESCRIPTION & GOALS: 
ES 450/550 emphasizes the entrenchment of the prison and a permanent prison class in 
the social, cultural, and economic fibers of the United States, doing so primarily through the 
perspectives of men and women who have experienced incarceration directly. This course 
has a seminar format, relying on student-centered discussion with minimal use of lecture 
by the professor. It is open to majors and nonmajors and satisfies an upper-division ES 
elective requirement for Ethnic Studies majors and minors. 
  
WORKLOAD EXPECTATIONS 
Please note that this is a reading-intensive course. The workload for this course involves 
significant reading each week. Students should expect to devote around 5 hours per week 
to reading (around 50 hours over the course of the term). In addition, the course’s 
assignments should entail an average  of 4 additional hours per week in study time (around 
40 hours over the course of the term), although this time will not be distributed evenly 
over the course of the semester. If you have difficulty keeping up with the reading, please 
come to see me to discuss reading and study strategies for the material. My first priority is not 
to intimidate you, but to help you to succeed in this course and in achieving the learning 
outcomes below. 
  
LEARNING OUTCOMES 
As a result of taking this course, students should be able 
·      to demonstrate a basic understanding of how racialized mass incarceration in the 
United States impacts people of color; 
·      to demonstrate a more in-depth understanding of the ways some incarcerated people 
of color have responded to the institution of the prison through their own words and 
perspectives; 



·      to consider the complex role of gender, sexuality, class, and color in shaping the 
experience of imprisonment and responses to it; and 
·      to understand the place of prisoner writing in prison abolitionist movements. 
  
ASSIGNMENTS AND ASSESSMENT 
Responses: 50 points (5x10) 
Presentation: 50 points 
Participation: 50 points 
Midterm: 50 points 
Final Project: 100 points 
Total:                             300 points 
 
Final Grade: 
A+ = 291–300 
A = 279–290 
A- = 270–278 
B+ = 261–269 
B = 249–260 
B- = 240–248 
C+ = 231–247 
C = 219–230 
C- = 210–218 
D+ = 201-209 
D = 189–200 
D+ =180–188 
F = 0–1 
 
Responses. Every other week, undergraduates will turn in a two-page letter about 
describing the reading for the previous two weeks and your response to it. The letter 
should be addressed to a family member or friend of yours who is not associated with the 
university, and you should write it in the way you would write to this person, as if you are 
explaining the material in this class to them. I would prefer it if you also deliver the letters 
to the addressee or share via social media, but it is enough to turn them in for class. In place 
of this assignment, graduate students will turn in a three-page letter describing how the 
reading relates to your graduate study or career plans beyond graduate school (e.g., in 
public planning or education). 

 



Midterm Assignment. Choose one of the assigned texts from weeks 2-8. You will write a 
four- or five-page paper considering the usefulness of this text popular education around 
contemporary issues related to race and incarceration. Outside sources are not necessary 
for undergraduates, but graduate students will be expected to do outside research to 
support their positions and include a bibliography with at least five academic sources. 
These papers will be due the week following that in which the text is assigned. 
  
In-Class Presentation. Each student will be responsible for a 15-minute presentation. You 
may choose to do the presentation in a pair, in which case the expectation is 20 minutes. 
Presentations should seek to respond to important ideas in the assigned reading for that 
day and, if possible, to make connections to current events. A presentation should not 
merely describe a reading, but should engage deeply with the reading. It might bring in 
historical context or consider criticisms, although it needn’t necessarily do either. 
Presentations will be given at the beginning of class. You are strongly encouraged to meet 
with the professor in advance during office hours or an appointment to discuss your 
presentation. 
  
Participation. This class does not have a strict attendance policy, although attendance will 
be taken each class session after the add deadline as part of the participation grade . This is 
a small seminar, and in order to make it work, all students must participate. This doesn’t 
mean that everyone should speak a lot all the time. It does mean that no one should be 
passive week after week. 
  
Final Paper. A final paper (5 pages for undergraduates; 12 pages  with a 10-source 
bibliography for graduate students) that engages with ideas from the class using assigned 
readings will be due during week 11; you are strongly encouraged to meet with the 
professor individually before week 10 to discuss your ideas for this paper. 
  

SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND ASSIGNMENTS* 

Wk 1 9/27 First Day 

9/29 H. Bruce Franklin, Prison Writing in 20th Century America  (pp. 
21-34, 61-89, 166-187) 

 Wk 2 10/4 H. Bruce Franklin, Prison Writing in 20th Century America  (pp. 
147-155, 230-233, 252-256, 318-329, 350-365) 

10/6 George Jackson, Soledad Brother  (pp. 3-112) 



Wk 3 10/11 George Jackson, Soledad Brother  (pp. 112-228) 

10/13 George Jackson, Soledad Brother  (pp. 229-330) 

Wk 4 10/18 Ernie López and Rafael Pérez-Torres, To Alcatraz, Death Row, and 
Back  (pp. 1-103) 

10/20 Ernie López and Rafael Pérez-Torres, To Alcatraz, Death Row, and 
Back  (104-214) 

Wk 5 10/25 Miguel Piñero, Short Eyes 

10/27 Miguel Piñero, Short Eyes 

  

Wk 6 11/1 Assata Shakur, Assata  (ch. 1-9) 

11/3 Assata Shakur, Assata  (ch. 10-21 & postscript) 

Wk 7 11/8 Juanita Díaz-Cotto, Chicana Lives and Criminal Justice: Voices from 
El Barrio  (Part I) 

11/10 Juanita Díaz-Cotto, Chicana Lives and Criminal Justice: Voices from 
El Barrio  (Part II) 

Wk 8 11/15 Leonard Peltier, Prison Writings: My Life Is My Sun Dance  (Parts 
i-iv) 

11/17 Leonard Peltier, Prison Writings: My Life Is My Sun Dance  (Parts 
v-vii) 

Wk 9 11/22 Angela Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? 

11/24 Thanksgiving – No Class 

Wk 
10 

11/29 Angela Davis, Abolition Democracy: Beyond Empire, Prisons, and 
Torture 

12/1 Angela Davis, Abolition Democracy: Beyond Empire, Prisons, and 
Torture 

Wk11 12/8 Final Projects Due by 12:30PM 

 


