Dangerous Words: An Exploration of Disempowering Language

Essay assignment: You will write a personal, researched essay – that is, a first-person essay that includes your own experiences and your thoughtful opinions about the research you have done – on a dangerous word, a vulgar slur about an ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexual orientation, religion, or some other social category. This word need not apply to your own social categories, but it should be a word about which you have personal questions or experiences. Your essay will explore the history, usage, or connotations of the word and make an argument about what its use should be in the modern world. 

Steps for this essay assignment:

1.
By Monday, October 13, choose your word. Before you start researching, reflect on what you think the word means, what experiences you have had with it, why it is a dangerous word, why it would be interesting to study, and why people might have different or even conflicting thoughts about this word.
2.
Research your word, looking up definitions, etymology, and famous uses of the word. You will find a partial list of useful resources beginning on the next page. We will spend three days as a class working in the library doing research, and you may have to spend additional hours in research. Your notes in Noodle Tools on at least 5 sources (Honors) or 3 sources (Standard) are due Monday, October 20 (in Noodle Tools – no need to print). The more sources you use beyond the bare minimum, the better your grade.
3.
A draft of your essay, complete with Works Cited, is due Friday, October 24. Your essay is more than simply a regurgitation of your research; rather, the most interesting information that you found becomes the raw material for your essay, which consists of your personal, thoughtful response to and argument about this dangerous word. The format of the essay will be roughly: 1 paragraph on your observations about the word’s current use, 1 or more paragraphs on the history of the word and its evolution, and 1 paragraph in which you make an argument about how this word should (or shouldn’t) be used in the modern word.
4.
The final version of your personal, researched essay is due Wednesday, October 29.
Resources: There are many rich resources that will be very helpful to you in your preparatory research for your essay. Consult all of the resources below, although you may not find your word in all of them. Feel free to consult other resources as well! Keep careful notes of your research, including all bibliographic information (such as the URL for a website). You will take all notes in Noodle Tools.
If you have a public library card, it may be helpful to bring it to school this week or at least write down your card number.
Research Questions to guide you:
· What is the origin of this word?

· Has it always meant what it means today?

· What have people thought about this word in the past? What do they think about it today?

Research Sources

(Ultimately, you can’t just Google it… But you can look on Wikipedia first to get an idea about the history of the word and then continue searching from there.)

1. OED
Look up the word’s etymology (linguistic roots), history, and definition in the Oxford English Dictionary (known among the literati as “the OED”), a comprehensive dictionary that is now online. You can sign in at http://www.oed.com/. After looking at the first uses of the word, you may want to find that piece of literature online in order to see how the word was used in context. This can be achieved through a simple Google search for the name and title of the work. You will need a Public Library Card number to sign in (Ms. Garvoille can loan you hers if you need it.). There’s also a real paper version in the school library.
2. Other Dictionaries

Look up the word’s definition and usage in Wordnik (http://www.wordnik.com), which compiles several dictionaries. One of these dictionaries, the American Heritage, has exceptional usage notes.

3. Google NGram

Track the popularity of the word via its appearance in books. Go books.google.com/ngrams. Then enter in your word. You can also compare multiple words. Use this information to direct your research. Notice certain spikes? That is helpful to think about! Try searching for your word and a decade in Google.
4. Bartleby

Look up your word in Bartleby.com (www.bartleby.com), a compilation of quotations, poetry, literature, Shakespeare’s works, and the King James translation of the Bible. What interesting or unexpected uses of the word do you find? (You may, of course, not find any.)

5. NPR

Go to npr.org to find radio or printed stories about your word.

6. SIRS Proquest 

1.  Go to http://www.destiny.dpsnc.net.  Select our school.

2.  Click on “SIRS Researcher-Proquest.”

3.  username: DSA

     Password:  bulldogs 

4.  Do not hit Enter!  Instead, click on the orange “SIRS Products” button.

5.  Click on “SIRS Researcher Knowledge Source.”

6.  Once you’ve found an article you want to take notes on, go back to Noodle. 

7.  Instead of “dashboard” at the top, click on “bibliography.”

8.  You’ll be doing a lot of clicking back and forth from SIRS to Noodle.  On Noodle, in the dropdown menu, click on the type of source.  In this case, it’s a database.

9.  Click on the green “create citation” button.

10.  If a green “continue” button appears, click it.

11.  Fill in as much information about the article as you can.  IT WILL BE EASY; IF YOU SCROLL TO THE END OF THE ARTICLE, THE WORKS CITED INFO IS THERE FOR YOU IN A GRAY BOX.  If the information is just not available on SIRS (maybe no editor is listed, etc.) then leave that part blank.
12.  Click on the green submit box on the bottom.

7. NC Wise Owl

1. Go to http://www.destiny.dpsnc.net.  Select our school.

2. After clicking on NC Wise Owl, you can click on High School Zone and then click on student research (small blue button on the left) OR you can click on Professional Zone and then click on EBSCO host (small blue button on the left).

Note:  If you use the High School Zone, the lexile levels of the articles are sometimes given, which can help you find an article to read that’s close to your level.  If you click on Professional Zone, the lexile levels are not given; the articles tend to be written on a more challenging level, though.

Note:  If you try to log on at home instead of at school, you might be asked for a password.  If that happens, the password is:    wiseowl

8. Google Scholar 
This is an online collection of articles in journals, books, and newspapers. You may not have access to the full text of some of these journals. The results are sorted by how many times other people have cited them, meaning they are sorted by reliability.

1. Go to scholar.google.com

2. Enter a date range if desired and uncheck (include patents.
9. Google News 
This is an online assortment of newspapers. You may not have access to the full text.
Go to google.com. Click News. Click Search Tools. Click Any time. Change to Custom range 
10. Google Books 
This is an online collection of thousands of books that have been scanned. Some books are available in full text, and some only in “snippet view,” which means just parts of them are available due to copyright. To get to Google Books, go to the main Google page (www.google.com)  and click on “Advanced Search” to the right of the search window. At the bottom of that page, you’ll see a list of topic-specific search engines; Google Book Search is the first in the list. (You can also get to Google Books directly by going to http://books.google.com.) I’d recommend doing an initial Google Books search for your word and “meaning”; a lot of possibilities should pop up! Many of them you’ll be able to look at right then and there; if there’s a book that looks great but doesn’t have a preview available, you can see if the library. When you are looking at a book in Google Books, it is as though you are looking at the book itself – the same layout, the same page breaks, etc. So you can cite it as though you were working directly with the book … since in fact that’s what you’re doing! You can get publisher and copyright information either by “flipping the pages” to the beginning of the book or by going to the Amazon or Barnes & Noble links on the left-hand side.

11. Look up your word in an index to periodicals, such as the Historical New York Times, America’s Historical Newspapers, and Time magazine. Look up any interesting articles that you find; it can be fascinating to see how a word was used in earlier eras.

12. Look up the word’s definition and usage in dictionaries of slang.
13. Look up your word in an encyclopedia or reference database (such as Britannica Online) –particularly the Annals of American History, a program of Encyclopedia Britannica – looking for information that complements the dictionary definition.

14. Finally, look up your word in the Urban Dictionary (www.urbandictionary.com), an online reference of slang. This site is essentially a wiki, a compendium of users’ definitions of particular slang terms, so you’ll see many definitions of a single word, all written by ordinary contributors to the website. This is a good resource for thinking about how regular people – as opposed to dictionary writers or professional authors – use a term. Bear in mind that these “regular people” are can be crude in their comments, particularly when defining dangerous words. Because this source is not peer-reviewed (that is, vetted by experts), you’ll need to find additional resources supporting any facts that you find (historical information, etymology, etc.). This is definitely a situation where you will need to consider the source before declaring that any information in it is definitive!

And remember that the librarians are your research friends! As am I!

You may include personal anecdotes as well, either your own or someone else’s, so you may find interviews a helpful resource. Some students have found it helpful to interview parents, grandparents, or other adults to learn how previous generations used your word. Be sure to cite conversations (including the date) in your Works Cited page!

A few more notes: 

You may choose a word that is anywhere on the spectrum of vulgarity and offensiveness; even words such as “girl” or “boy” can be derogatory terms, and of course there are truly vile words on this spectrum as well. You may also choose words from another cultural context if it’s one you’re very familiar with, but in that case you’ll have to go the extra mile of making your discussion clear and interesting to an audience unfamiliar with the word and its context. 

You may either put an argument early in your paper or nearer the end – but you must at some point make an argument about what you think the appropriate use of the word should be: whether it’s ever permissible to use; if so, by whom; whether the word can be reclaimed by the population in question; whether it’s possible to strip the word of its offensive meanings; etc.

You should present a lot of evidence about the historical use of the word, and also quotes various people – scholars, comedians, political activists, writers, etc. – who have commented on the use of the word and when and whether it's appropriate; in the latter case, let us know whether you agree or disagree with the person you’re quoting. 

You must cite all of your sources, giving credit where credit is due for all of your information as well as for direct quotations. This is an assignment in which you’ll have a lengthy Works Cited section! 

Your paper will likely end up being around 2 full pages, double-spaced, though there is no page requirement.
Please think carefully about your surroundings and your companions when discussing your research and your word. The reason these words can be considered “dangerous” is that people have strong reactions to them, and it is your responsibility not to needlessly offend anyone and certainly not to make anyone else feel threatened. Be particularly careful in discussing your work around younger students or siblings who may not have the maturity to understand your intellectual endeavor.
A final important note: This is a challenging assignment, one that I’m giving you all because I’ve been impressed with your thoughtfulness and maturity this year. I recognize that spending quality time and thinking deeply about an offensive word can be difficult, emotional, frustrating, even frightening. Please know that I am happy to talk with you about this assignment and to help with the personal and academic challenges that it poses. Ms. Chambers and Ms. Middleton are also available to talk with you if your research stirs up difficult thoughts or feelings.

This is an exacting but an exciting project – work hard and have fun!
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