COMM 4540: COMMUNICATION THEORIES OF SEXUALITY
Department of Communication Studies
Spring 2026

	INSTRUCTOR: Dr. Megan Morrissey
· Please call me Dr. Morrissey or Megan
	CLASS MEETING SCHEDULE: T/TH:  11:00-12:20pm

	PRONOUNS: She/her 
	LOCATION: GAB 114

	EMAIL: megan.morrissey@unt.edu
I am committed to responding to student emails within 24 hours.

	OFFICE HOURS: Monday 12:00-1:00pm, and by appointment
Office hours will be held in-person or via Zoom (based on student preference and availability)

	OFFICE: GAB 117 (School of Applied Liberal Arts Office Suite)
	



COURSE DESCRIPTION:
This course examines the ways in which discourse creates, circulates, and constitutes contemporary understandings of sexuality and gender in the United States. In this class you will learn to use critical theories to investigate discourses that sustain multiple and intersecting sexual identities and gender performances, applying what you have learned to examine popular culture. Some of the topics to be addressed include social constructionism, heteronormativity, homonormativity, worldmaking, queer sexualities, gender performativity, and queer temporality.  

Our first challenge will be to understand what it means to take a communication approach to the study of sexuality. We will interrogate how language (as a symbolic system) participates in the (re)production of gender and sexuality, and then move on to exploring approaches that emphasize deconstructing and dismantling normative ways of understanding identity, desire, and relationality.  We will do this in the service of learning about and better understanding how we’ve formed our own beliefs about gender and sexuality. 

All content that is presented in this course is introduced in the interest of having you think critically about the shared world we inhabit and does not advocate for any viewpoint or belief.  The ideas and theories presented in this class might be different than your own and I invite you to consider the ways they challenge you, the ways they reinforce your own ideas, and/or the ways they make space for self-reflection.

COURSE OBJECTIVES:
· To understand gender and sexuality through a communication framework (specifically a rhetorical lens): Conversations and popular representations about sexuality and gender regularly appear within popular discourse. In this class we will construct a toolbox of resources from which you will be able to draw when interacting with contemporary discourses of gender and sexuality that will provide you with the resources to become a critical consumer of such rhetorical constructions.  

· To understand how intersectionality influences the constructions and performances of gender and sexuality: Our gender identities and performances, our articulations of desire, and our positionalities within the U.S. social landscape have been shaped by a variety of intersections. Race, social class, religious affiliations, and/or able-bodiedness complicate how desire is constructed and understood within the United States. As such, we will unpack the complicated ways that these axes of identity uniquely inform and characterize gender and sexuality in the contemporary United States.

· To theorize the construction and circulation of contemporary discourses of gender and sexuality: Gender and sexuality are complex concepts that have been theorized from a variety of disciplinary orientations. In this class, we will learn how to investigate the complicated nuances of gender performativity and sexuality through a communicative framework that engages with theoretical questions related to the discourse of materiality and the social construction of gender.


CLASS CLIMATE
This classroom is a brave space that is focused on teaching and learning.  This class requires that you develop your skills for speaking and listening across significant differences in backgrounds and points of view.  As this class is dealing with a variety of cultural identities, expressions, and performances it is imperative that we each consider the orientation from which we engage these topics and the way we voice our thoughts on such matters in the public space of the classroom.  As your professor, it is my responsibility to create a space that is respectful and open to a variety of viewpoints I would like us to center our differences as a way of learning from and teaching each other. This means:
· We should identify and seek teachable moments in our classroom conversations. 
· Focus on critiquing ideas and practices – not attacking or critiquing people
· The content discussed in this class should be treated as confidential and should not be shared with others outside of the class.

ATTENDANCE:
This is a discussion-based class and so a primary component to/for your learning is actively engaging with others in the space of the classroom.  For this reason, students are expected to attend class meetings regularly. If you need to miss class, please communicate with me to let me know and so that we can discuss the ways this might impact your performance in class.  If you have perfect attendance throughout the semester (not missing a single class) I will award you 20 points extra credit at the end of the semester.  

ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING
To complete this course successfully, you must attend class, complete assignments on time, and participate in class activities and discussions. All written assignments are due at the beginning of class. All assignments are to be typed and double-spaced in 12pt font unless otherwise noted and should follow appropriate APA style guidelines. In some instances, I will ask that you turn your papers in through Canvas and I will use Turnitin to verify their authenticity. 

FEEDBACK
Normally, I will return feedback on all written assignments within 1-2 days of the due date. However, if I see that I will be unable to return your feedback that quickly I will let you know when it can be expected. 

GRADE DISPUTES
You are required to wait 24 hours before contacting me to dispute a grade. Within that time, I expect that you will review the assignment details and reflect on the quality of the work you turned in. If you would still like to meet, email me to set up a meeting.  You should come to our scheduled meeting with specific examples that demonstrate that you earned a higher grade than you received. If you do not contact me to schedule a meeting within one week of receiving your grade, you forfeit your right to a grade dispute.

FINAL GRADE BREAKDOWN:
Your final grade in this class will be determined based on the total number of points earned.  900-999(A), 800-899(B), 700-799(C), 600-699(D), below 599(F).

	Content Quizzes (20%)
· 10 online quizzes throughout the semester

	200

	Critical Engagements (25%) 
· In-class assignments due at two points during the semester. Each submission is worth 125 points.

Critical Adaptations (20%)
· A Group Assignment

	250



200

	“A Different Point of View” Assignment (25%)
· Proposal (50 points)
· Finished Product (zine, podcast, or digital storytelling video) (200 points)

	250

	Entrance/Exit Tickets (10%)

	100

	
	Total: 1000

	
	

	
	


EXTRA CREDIT
There are limited extra credit opportunities in this course.  You may not exceed 30 extra credit points during the semester.  Extra credit points you earn for attendance are NOT included in this 30-point limit.

MAJOR ASSIGNMENTS:

Content Quizzes (200 points (Due at 10 points throughout the semester)
At 10 points throughout the semester you will be given a brief 20 point quiz on the assigned material. Content quizzes will be announced and will be completed through Canvas before you attend class on the day the day these are due. Quizzes will open at midnight the day before they are due and will close at 11:59pm on their due date. You will have 15 minutes to complete them upon beginning the quiz. If you carefully complete the readings and review the available material on Canvas should be prepared. These assessments are meant to ensure you understand and are engaging in the daily course material. 

Critical Engagements (125 points each, or 250 points total) (February 24, March 31)
At two points throughout the semester, I will ask you to critically engage with a ‘surprise’ object/artifact from popular culture that communicates something about social norms and values and that can be critically analyzed using the tools you are learning about in class.  I will present this object/artifact to the class and will ask each of you to analyze it using specific ideas and/or frameworks you’ve learned about in class. These writing assignments will be three to four paragraphs in length and will be completed in class over the course of 45-60 minutes. Each submission is worth 125 points.  If you miss an in-class critical engagement assignment, you will have one week to schedule an alternative time to complete it. If, after one week from its initial submission date, if you have failed to schedule a make-up time, you will earn a score of 0 for that submission.

Critical Adaptations (200 points)
One of the things we will spend time thinking about is how stories and ideas about the world circulate – often in very routine and ordinary ways.  For this assignment you will work in a small group to adapt a familiar fairy tale or nursery rhyme.  I will present the class with two options and your group will select one to revise together.  Your revision will result in an adapted version of the original story that critiques some of its taken for granted ideas about gender, sexuality and the ways we are supposed to live our lives. You will present your adaptation to the class as a public reading of performance. This is a group project.  

“A Different Point of View” Assignment (250 points: 50 pts for proposal, 200 pts. for final submission)  (proposal due 3/31, Final submissions due 4/28 and 4/30)
For this assignment you will think about the way our class has encouraged you to take a different point of view about something related to gender and/or sexuality and consider how you might present this different point of view to an audience beyond our classroom. This is a creative assignment designed to have you demonstrate what you’ve learned through the production of a zine, podcast, or digital storytelling video instead of a traditional academic essay.

You may work independently or with a partner, or in a small group. If you choose to work with a partner or in a small group, you must let me know no later than March 31. If you choose to work with a partner or in a small group you will all receive the same grade on this assignment

Entrance/Exit Tickets (100 Points)
During our class meetings I will ask for you to complete an entrance or an exit ticket (a brief 2-4 question assessment on the course material for that day). These will be administered regularly throughout the semester (nearly every class meeting) within the first five minutes of class, or the last 5 minutes of class. You will need to submit at least 15 for full credit (100 points).  Submitting 14 will earn you a score of 95. Submitting 13 will earn you a score of 90, etc…. You must submit these during class and you will not be able to “make-up” an exit ticket if you were not present.  These are not meant to quiz you on material rather than seek your reflections on the course content and/or classroom discussion. There will be roughly 25 opportunities through the course of the semester to complete an entrance or an exit ticket.

CANVAS & Technology Requirements:
We will be using Canvas for a variety of purposes. Required readings and instructions for assignments will be available there, as will your grades (accessible only to you). I may also ask you to submit an electronic copy of some assignments via Canvas.  

Remote instruction may be necessary if community health conditions change over the course of the semester.  If this occurs, students will need access to a stable internet connection, webcam and microphone to participate in fully remote portions of the class.  Information on how to be successful in a remote learning environment can be found at https://online.unt.edu/learn

UNT EMAIL
In addition to Canvas, email is a primary way that I plan to stay in contact with you. For this reason, each student is required to update and maintain a current UNT email address (that ends in unt.edu). You are expected to consult this email regularly as I may send out important information to this address

PHOTOGRAPHY/RECORDING
The benefit of lecture is that you are in the room participating in the discussion of ideas and engaging in the content in ways that are contextualized and made relevant to/for the learning objectives of the class. For this reason, I ask that you do not take photographs of slides or other learning tools, or record any portion of our lectures, as such practices can lead to the fragmentation of content and the distribution of inaccurate information.  

Class recordings are reserved for use only by students in this class for educational purposes. The recordings should not be shared outside the class in any form. Failing to follow this restriction is a violation of the UNT Code of Student Conduct and could lead to disciplinary action.

COURSE READINGS & PRINTING
All of our course content will be academic articles and other reading selections designed to provide the theoretical and analytic content that will drive this class. For this reason, it will be important that you regularly access and/or print the materials necessary for class from Canvas. The readings for this course vary in length, difficulty, and origination. Some of the essays are complex and will likely challenge you––they are not included to frustrate you––they have been chosen because they are good examples of the positions and ideas we are discussing. 

Our discussions and activities will be based on the assumption that you have read and thought about the material. With this in mind, you should plan to give yourself plenty of time to read carefully, take notes appropriately, and be prepared to ask questions when necessary. You are expected to complete and process, to the best of your ability, any assigned readings before coming to class. 

RESOURCES
You may find, as the semester progresses you want some additional help with your writing or with research. If this is the case, utilize the following resources:
· The Writing Center: A great place to talk about ideas, improve the organization of your paper, or work on your writing skills. Check the Writing Center website for more information about hours, request an appointment online, or even find out how to receive writing feedback online at: https://writingcenter.unt.edu/index.html
· Research and Instructional Services (RIS): Available through Willis Library, Research and Instructional Services (RIS) assists with the research, instruction, and collection needs. Contact them for assistance at (940) 565-3245, or visit them at https://library.unt.edu/services/#research-and-instruction to ask a question online.
· Carol Hargis is the name of our subject area librarian and she is a terrific resource if you need help conducting research or accessing library materials. You can reach her at Carol.Hargis@unt.edu.  
· Communication Library: The Department of Communication Studies has an impressive collection of scholarly books relevant to this course. Please take advantage of this perk! Do keep in mind, though, that the Communication Library is not a lending library; you can use the books inside the library space when it the library is open and make photocopies of particular chapters/essays that would be most helpful to you. To see what the Communication Library has in its collection and find out when it is open for general use, consult the Department’s website: https://class.unt.edu/communication/about/comm-library/index.html 

COMM Library Copier Use Policy: Students conducting research in the Communication Studies Library associated with departmental coursework have access to a printer/photocopier located in the office adjacent to the library. We encourage students to make use of this resource to print research accessed online in the library or to copy essays from any of the department’s holdings. Students may not use this resource for other purposes, such as printing courses assignments, class notes, scripts, etc. Students who use the copier for uses other than those outlined above will lose copying privileges.

OTHER UNIVERSITY AND DEPARTMENT POLICIES TO KNOW
Basic Needs Security
Any student who faces challenges securing their food or housing and believes this may affect their performance in the course is urged to contact the Dean of Students for support. Furthermore, please notify the me, the professor, if you are comfortable in doing so. This will enable me to provide any resources that I may possess.

Classroom Etiquette*
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students’ opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for Student Rights and Responsibilities to consider whether the students’ conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The university’s expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including university and electronic classrooms, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found at https://policy.unt.edu/policy/07-012

SPOT Course Evaluations*
The SPOT evaluations are a requirement for all organized classes at UNT. This short survey will be made available to you at the end of the semester, providing you a chance to comment on how this class is taught. I am interested in the feedback I get from students, as I work to improve my teaching. I consider the SPOT evaluations to be an important part of your participation in this class.

Access*
UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Access (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s specific course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For more information see the ODA website at disability.unt.edu. 

I recognize that there may be barriers impeding a student’s ability to formally acquire an accommodation letter and aim to make my classes accessible to all students. Even if you do not have a letter of accommodation from the ODA office, I still invite you to talk with me so that we can discuss the best ways for you to learn in my class. 

Academic Integrity*
All students shall adhere to the Code of Student Conduct outlined in the graduate catalog. Its provisions include the following statements regarding academic dishonesty: https://policy.unt.edu/sites/policy.unt.edu/files/06.003%20Student%20Academic%20Integrity.pdf: 

Cheating: The willful giving or receiving of information in an unauthorized manner during an examination, illicitly obtaining examination questions in advance, using someone’s else’s work for assignments as if it were your own, or any other dishonest means of attempting to fulfill requirements for a course.

Plagiarism: The intentional or unintentional use of another’s words or ideas as if they were your own without giving credit to the source, including but not limited to failure to acknowledge direct quotations. If you are using more than 3 words of text, they need to go in quotation marks and include the corresponding page number(s). Even if you are not quoting text directly, you need to indicate when you are using another scholar’s thoughts/ideas/concepts/paradigms/etc by putting their name in parentheses after their idea. Violating these expectations will result in swift and severe consequences (typically, failure for both the assignment and the course).

The use of Artificial Intelligence:  The "unauthorized" use of any person or technology that assists in a student's assignment, project, or paper is considered cheating under the UNT Student Academic Integrity Policy (UNT Policy 6.003). Unless a professor or instructor gives explicit "authorization," AI cannot be used to complete assignments, projects, or papers. Doing so will result in a "cheating" violation. (https://guides.library.unt.edu/plagiarism/at-unt)

Title IX Support for Victims of Violence*
UNT is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual harassment, including sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking. If you (or someone you know) has experienced or experiences any of these acts of aggression, please know that you are not alone. The federal Title IX law makes it clear that violence and harassment based on sex and gender are Civil Rights offenses. UNT has staff members trained to support you in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. 

UNT’s Dean of Students’ website offers a range of on-campus and off-campus resources to help support survivors, depending on their unique needs: http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/resources_0. UNT’s Student Advocate can be reached through e-mail at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean of Students’ office at 940-565-2648. You are not alone. We are here to help.

Crisis Contingency
In the event of the university closing for weather-related reasons or illness outbreak please visit the course website on Canvas. I will provide instructions on how to turn in assignments and how the class will proceed utilizing Canvas’s announcements function.

Incompletes
Grades of Incomplete are governed by university policy. A faculty member can award an incomplete only in cases where students meet these conditions: (1) the student has completed 75% of the work for the semester, and (2) the grade is warranted by a military or medical excuse.

Disclaimer
This syllabus should not be considered a binding contract on the part of the professor, who reserves the right to change any aspect of the course without prior notice.



COMM 4540 COURSE CALENDAR
Calendar (Please note that throughout the course of the semester some assignments, readings and/or due dates may change with my discretion): Note: You will need to check our Canvas page on a regular basis for announcements and updates to the class schedule.


	DATE
	TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION
	READINGS & ASSIGNMENTS
What you should come to class having done


	Week 1
	Introductions/Foundations

	

	Tuesday1/13
	Introduction to the Class
· Review of Syllabus and General Expectations

	

	Thursday: 1/15
	What does it mean to think of sex/sexuality as socially constructed?

	

	Week 2
	Foundations: 
The Social Construction and Performance of Gender and Sexuality

	

	Tuesday: 1/20

	What is the difference between essentialism and social construction and how do these concepts differently inform the ways we understand ourselves and others?

	

	Thursday: 1/22

	Who are Michel Foucault and Judith Butler and what was their influence/impact on studies of sexuality in the United States?


CQ 1
	

	Week 3
	Foundations: 
Theorizing Normativity

	

	Tuesday: 1/27
	What is normativity? How does this concept help us understand our social location and relationality to others?


	

	Thursday: 1/29
	What is intimacy?  How does intimacy complicate our understanding of the public and private sphere?

Introduce Critical Engagements Assignment

CQ 2
	· 

	Week 4
	Orientations: 
Queer Studies in Communication

	

	Tuesday: 2/3
	What is heteronormativity? What does it mean to understand heteronormativity (or any normative system) as violent? How does thinking about normativity as violence help us theorize gender and sexuality?

Visit to the Texas Fashion Collection

	

	Thursday: 2/5
	How has queer theory been introduced and integrated into Communication Studies scholarship?

CQ 3
	

	Week 5
	Orientations
Queer Studies in Communication

	

	Tuesday2/10
	How do we orient ourselves to the world? How do we orient ourselves to scholarship?  What comes in and out of focus with these orientations?

Introduce Critical Adaptation Assignment

	

	Thursday: 2/12
	What is Quare Studies?  How does Quare Studies uniquely orient us to think about gender and sexuality in the United States?
CQ 4
	

	Week 6
	Orientations
Queer Studies in Communication

	

	Tuesday: 2/17
	
Visit to the UNT Libraries Special Collections to Explore zines

	


	Thursday: 2/19
	How do indigenous rhetorics and identities uniquely orient us to think about gender and sexuality in the United States?

CQ 5

	· 

	Week 7
	Theory in/as Praxis

	

	Tuesday: 2/24
	What does it mean to queer something?  What are the possibilities and limitations of queering something? 

IN CLASS:  Critical Engagement Assignment #1



	· DUE by the end of class:
· Critical Engagement #1


	Thursday 2/26
	How do we conduct queer rhetorical criticism?  What is the social/cultural benefit of being able to do this kind of analytic work?


CQ 6
	

	Week 8
	Tools and Tactics:
Camp and Queer Aesthetics

	

	Tuesday: 3/3
	How and why is camp considered a “queer style?” In what ways does “camp” challenge normative structures or ideas?

Excerpts from “But I’m a Cheerleader” and other films
	

	Thursday: 3/5
	CLASS WILL NOT MEET: Workday
· Use this time to develop your translation project. Schedule time to meet with me during class time or work independently.

	

	Week 9
	SPRING BREAK

	

	Tuesday: 3/10
	CLASS WILL NOT MEET: Spring Break

	

	Thursday: 3/12

	CLASS WILL NOT MEET: Spring Break

	

	Week 10
	Tools and Tactics:
Critical Adaptation Performances

	

	Tuesday: 3/17
	Group Meeting Day for Critical Adaptations
· Put finishing touches on Critical Adaptations

	

	Thursday: 3/19
	Class presentations/performances

	· DUE:
· Critical Adaptations


	Week 11
	Introduce 
“A Different Point of View” Assignment

	

	Tuesday: 3/24
	Introduce “A Different Point of View Assignment”


	



	Thursday: 3/26
	Explore examples of the types of projects for “A Different Point of View” Assignment
· Podcasts
· Zines
· Digital Storytelling Videos 
	

	Week 12
	Tools and Tactics:
Temporality

	

	Tuesday: 3/31
	
IN CLASS:  Critical Engagement Assignment #2


	· DUE by the end of class:
· Critical Engagement #2

· DUE:
· A Different Point of View Proposal


	Thursday: 4/2

	Why is temporality an important consideration within studies of gender and sexuality? How is temporality uniquely significant in queer contexts?

CQ 7

	

	Week 13
	Tools and Tactics:
Worldmaking
	

	Tuesday: 4/7

	CLASS WILL NOT MEET: Workday
· Use this time to develop your Different Point of View project. Schedule time to meet with me during class time or work independently.


	

	Thursday: 4/9

	What is worldmaking and why is it important to and for queer communities?  What unique contributions does queer of color worldmaking play in imagining queer futures?

CQ 8
	

	Week 14
	Tools and Tactics:
Materializing Queer Life

	

	Tuesday: 4/14
	How is ballroom/kiki culture a practice of worldmaking?

Watch:  KIKI

	

	Thursday: 4/16

	Watch:  KIKI
Discussion to follow


	

	Week 15
	Synthesis

	

	Tuesday: 4/21
	What comes after queer?  Where do we go if we accept that sex/sexuality is socially constructed. What’s next after  deconstructing/reconstructing our contemporary understandings of gender and sexuality?
CQ 9
	

	Thursday: 4/23

*COMM DAY*
	CLASS WILL NOT MEET: Workday
· Use this time to develop your translation project. Schedule time to meet with me during class time or work independently.

	

	Week 16
	Synthesis

	

	Tuesday: 4/28
	Translation Project Presentations OR Workday (TBD)




	

	Thursday: 4/30
	Translation Project Presentations

Your Final Content Quiz (CQ #10) will be administered online.  It will open at midnight on this day and must be completed by the end of our final exam period – May 5 by 11:00am
	· DUE by 11:00am (In class and CANVAS):  
· “A Different Point of View” Assignment
(creative component and critical reflection essay)




For the Final Exam Period Students will complete their 10th CQ of the semester online (Due 12:00pm on 5/5)
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