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When course planning began in 

August 2019, our goal was to 

capitalize on this most historic 

presidential election and the potential 

access to candidates who were 

campaigning in Charleston and 

throughout South Carolina.  A televised 

Democratic debate was set for 

Tuesday, February 25 at the Gaillard 

Center, just days before the South 

Carolina primary on February 29. We 

knew the odds of bringing candidates 

and campaign surrogates into our 

classroom were strong.

We would also leverage our 

relationships with national and local 

journalists, national committees, and 

voter registration groups to bring 

history to life in the classroom.

Throughout the fall, we reached out to 

potential guest speakers and solidified 

a course syllabus that strategically 

blended outside speakers, select 

outside readings, presentations about 

Mayor Riley’s personal experiences 

working with seven U.S. Presidents, 

and historical perspective on the 

important role Charleston and South 

Carolina have played in national 

elections.

Eighteen cadets registered . One 

graduate student audited.

We started the semester knowing we 

were experiencing history.  A historic 

election. What we didn’t expect was a 

pandemic.  

Game on.
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BOTTOM OF THE FIRST

“Politics is the practical exercise of the art of self-government, 

and somebody must attend to it if we are to have self-

government.  The principal ground of reproach against any 

American citizen should be that he is not a politician.”                                                                     

-Elihu Root

Mayor Riley set the tone for the course at the beginning of the first 

class by sharing this Elihu Root quote. Root, a U.S. Secretary of 

State and Secretary of War, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 

1912. 

Cadets were tasked with coming to class prepared to share their 

political biographies, or to reflect on the experiences, people, and 

ideas that shaped their political values. Before they did so, Mayor 

Riley made it clear that each of them should feel free to voice his 

opinions in this class.  The class would not be partisan.  Rather, 

together, we would explore and experience this most interesting 

time in our country’s history.

A free, open exchange of ideas defined this class.
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The Starting Lineup The lineup of guest speakers was set:

• Jan. 28. Jermaine Johnson, SC Campaign Chair for Andrew Yang for 

President.

• Feb. 4. Professors Gibbs Knotts and Jordan Ragusa, College of Charleston, 

authors of First in the South: Why South Carolina’s Presidential Primary 

Matters, the course textbook.

• Feb. 18. Jason Hilliard, SC Campaign Strategist, Amy Klobuchar for President.

• Feb. 25. Bakari Sellers, CNN political commentator, youngest elected SC State 

Representative, 2008 Obama campaign steering committee member. 

• Feb. 25. Dr. Jill Biden, former Second Lady and wife of presidential candidate 

Vice President Joe Biden.

• March 10. Joan Zaleski, League of Women Voters.

• March 10. Don Fowler, Chair, Democratic National Committee 1995-1997.

• March 24. Anton Gunn. MUSC Chief Diversity Officer, former member SC State 

Legislature.

• March 31. Clay Middleton (Citadel 2003), Lowcountry Director for U.S. 

Congressman Jim Clyburn (D-SC) who worked in electoral and Party politics.

• April 7. Barbara Williams, former Editor, The Post and Courier.
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Guest Speaker Highlights

Dr. Jill Biden, after seeing the Citadel Gospel Choir patch on Tyler Mitchell’s jacket, 

persuaded him to lead the class in singing The Citadel alma mater, “Oh Citadel.” To 

watch the video, click here.

SC Yang Campaign Chair 

Jermaine Johnson with 

Mayor Riley.
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Bakari Sellers, a CNN political analyst,  lawyer, 

and former state representative (the youngest ever 

elected to the South Carolina House of 

Representatives). He is also the son of civil rights 

activist Dr. Cleveland Sellers, who worked with 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pQ1zj5k7e7s#action=share


We had no idea that our last class before Spring Break would be our last 

face-to-face class.  To continue delivering high-quality, immersive, 

student-centered learning, we needed to be fast on our feet.  We needed to be 

nimble.  Like the most impactful athletes, we needed to pivot. So we did.

We rethought and revised the course syllabus.  

We tweaked assignments.

We increased communication with students, including sending reflective memos 

from Mayor Riley before classes.

We prepared our first distance class and its digital assets.  This asynchronous 

class centered around a narrated PowerPoint, featuring photos and stories about 

Mayor Riley’s experiences working with President Obama and his administration.

We appreciated the support of CEITL & DE (Center for Excellence and Innovation 

in Teaching, Learning and Distance Education) and the Administration.

We embraced Zoom and learned how to use it.

Best of all . . . we had fun.

THE CHANGE UP
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A FOUR BAGGER

Our first Zoom class proved to be a positive 

learning experience for us and the students.  It 

wasn’t necessarily the most graceful run ever 

scored, but it was a four-bagger all the same. 

One perceived benefit of distance learning is that 

students who are too shy or intimidated to 

participate in a face-to-face class setting will 

participate more online.

We found this to be the case.  We were pleasantly 

surprised that even more students engaged in class 

discussions online than in the classroom. It was 

rewarding to watch student confidence grow week 

to week―along with their hair and beards.
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POST GAME

“Your class has been the highlight of 
my week throughout the semester. I 
enjoyed meeting and listening to all of 
the guests that spoke to us, and I'm 
glad to have been introduced to new 
perspectives.”

What the students thought.
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“I believe this class has helped open 
my eyes to other opinions. I am very 
thankful to have interactions with 
others with different beliefs because 
it provides an ability to have 
conversations about what I believe 
and why I believe those things. I can 
now interact with people with 
different beliefs and discuss why I 
believe what I believe and hear why 
others believe what they believe.” 6

“I did forget to mention that BY FAR 
the most impactful moment of my 
semester was hearing Don Fowler 
speak. I found my notes from the class 
he spoke at, and it was like reliving a 
dream. An old white Southern 
congressman taught me my history, 
black history, in a classroom... for the 
first time in my life. It was unreal and 
I would like to add these comments to 
my political autobiography.”

“In short, there is much to be learned 
from Mayor Riley and little doubt as 
to why he is considered ‘America’s 
Mayor.’ While I took away many 
lessons from Mayor Riley this 
semester, I will forever be impressed 
by his notion of public service and his 
relentless commitment to bettering 
the lives of his constituents.”



“Mayor Riley, this has probably been the most 
interesting and thought-provoking class I have 
ever taken. I am so blessed to have been exposed 
to you, your experiences and your wisdom. Your 
class has shown me that I have been a victim of 
the polarization of America, and I thank you for 
that. Additionally, I now have a greater wish to 
be involved in my community because of the 
example you have set with your service. Thank 
you for all you have done for South Carolina, 
Charleston, The Citadel and me.”

“Mayor Riley’s stories about his time as mayor of Charleston, 
along with his guest speakers, really opened my eyes to the actual 
effort of our politicians when they are in office; the struggles they 
have to go through when they feel like they are unable to do 
anything, or how much research they have to do for making a 
case for something they want to accomplish.  The class has 
humanized politicians a little more for me.  Aside from what we 
have done in class the out of class assignments and readings 
really got me to look more at politics in both in general and in a 
numbers sense.  What I mean is that I actually understand more 
of the terminology and what the numbers are when they show 
trends on news outlets.” 

“I was very excited to get readings from the 
Mayor.”

“The opportunity to hear Mayor Riley reflect 
on his life, his career, and his thoughts on 
current events, was a reason to look forward 
to Tuesday afternoons.”
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“I would like to thank you both for a terrific 
semester and am quite sad to see the 
inevitable conclusion of the class. I 
remember learning from Dr. Ragan fall 
semester that this class was being offered in 
the Spring, and when registration opened it 
was the first class I registered for. I cannot 
thank you both enough for this incredible 
class and all the knowledge I gained from it.”

“I really appreciate your 
encouragement. You were 
a wonderful professor 
and if there is any 
opportunity to take one of 
your classes again, I 
would love to do so!”“I was able to listen to people 

from different backgrounds with 
experience in the field of political 
science and learned a handful of 
new political concepts that I 
would otherwise, probably 
never hear of. If anything, my 
views were strengthened by this 
class and it was an enjoyable 
experience.” 
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“I am now 100% sure that I would 
like to enter into local politics in 
Newberry County and work to 
strengthen my own community, 
then move towards state office. I 
really feel strongly that this class 
has enabled me to gain the insight 
needed to work with others across 
the state and country to build a 
better future and I am excited about 
the type of positive impact my 
generation can have in the coming 
years.”
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“Thank you so much for 
hosting such an awesome 
class! It was so insightful and 
interesting. I wish all of my 
classes were like this one. 
Please let me know if you 
and/or Mayor Riley wish to 
host any classes similar to this 
one in the future. I hope you 
are doing well. Thank you 
again.”

“Thank you for prompting me to do the self 
reflection required to write this. It was very fun 
and I learned a good deal about myself.”

“Reflecting on our class I have a slightly higher 
view of people with conservative backgrounds. It 
was nice to have debate in and out of class with 
people with differing viewpoints and coming to a 
consensus that although we don’t agree, we can 
appreciate why the other person may think a 
certain way. The big takeaway, I hope for the 
people in this class and myself, is that until you sit 
down and actually have a conversation with other 
people you can’t understand why they believe in 
something nor can you judge them for doing so.”

“Bakari Sellers made me realize, 
wow, I could run for office now.  He 
did at my age.”

“Bakari Sellers made me realize, 
wow, I could run for office now.  
He did at my age.”

“When I entered the class, I had a clear 
understanding of our government and how it 
works since I’ve had a first-hand involvement. 
This semester made me seriously want to think 
about my future in politics.” 
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Our students clearly learned to think critically, 
listen to other viewpoints, and articulate their own 
ideas.  It doesn’t get better than that.

Thank you for your support.

Here’s to Opening Day, Spring Semester 2021!
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APPENDIX: THE OFF SEASON
Teaching a class each Spring semester is just one of many ways Mayor Riley contributes to The Citadel community.  

In addition to his ongoing work writing his memoir, following are some highlights of his Citadel activities over the past 

year.

Summer 2019

• Mentored intern, cadet Daniel Wilkes, currently a rising senior and Political Science/History double major. 

October 2019

• Delivered the keynote address at the International African American Museum (IAAM) groundbreaking. Citadel 

cadets served as ushers at the event. 

• Met with 12 senior Citadel History majors who attended a Leadership Citadel lunch at the College of Charleston 

Addlestone Library archives to discuss their experiences at The Citadel and their post-graduate plans, share his 

own career path, and touch upon ethical challenges faced to reinforce Krause Center goals. Event arranged by 

Associate Professor, History, Kerry Taylor.

• Attended WE THE PEOPLE: Portraits of Veterans in America Book Launch and Signing with Mary Whyte, 

presented by Fine Arts at The Citadel.
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November 2019

• Introduced Yale University Professor David Blight for a discussion titled “Race and Memory in Charleston” at the 

Citadel's Holliday Alumni Center, a free event open to the public presented by the IAAM. Professor Blight is the 

Pulitzer Prize winning author of Frederick Douglas: Prophet of Freedom, and a member of the IAAM national 

advisory board. Mayor Riley’s affiliation with both organizations helped make this event possible.

• Interviewed by cadet Joshua Triplett, who was writing his senior History capstone paper about race relations in 

Charleston at the time of the Mayor's election and the events at the 1977 Sertoma Classic.  Coordinated by 

Associate Professor, History, Kerry Taylor.

December 2019

• Prepared and presented a PowerPoint presentation to Citadel Freshman Seminar class for Citadel Associate 

Professor, History, Amanda Mushal about the flooding challenges he encountered as Mayor and approaches he 

supported, followed by a Q&A.  Cadets in class were working on projects about Charleston flooding issues.

January 2020

• Consulted with Dean, School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Bo Moore and attorney Mark Brandenburg, 

General Counsel of The Citadel, regarding the Charleston BAR response to plans submitted to demolish and rebuild 

Capers Hall and stayed in communication to advise as to the best solution to achieve a successful mediation that 

will allow the new Capers Hall to proceed.

February 2020

• Attended Citadel Parade honoring Charles Foster.
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March 2020

• Spoke to cadets at a Citadel Leadership Scholars lunch organized by Faith Rivers James, Esq., Assistant 

Provost for Leadership.

April 2020

• Purchased, signed, and mailed Profiles in Courage by John F. Kennedy to all cadets in the class along with a 

letter.  The letter explained that each year, as a gift to his students, he personally purchases a book of historic 

significance. He selected Profiles in Courage this year for a number of reasons, including that it is one of his 

favorite books, its author was and is a hero of his and, most importantly, because it is connected with this 

semester's course. He planned to give this gift to the cadets in person at the end of the semester.

• Completed Canvas Fundamentals training course, required to be completed by all Citadel faculty before the fall 

2020 semester.

• Videotaped and submitted a congratulatory video for the May 9 Citadel virtual graduation.

Postponed due to Coronavirus Pandemic:

• Will serve as Master of Ceremony at the Intergenerational Form, a joint Citadel/College of Charleston event.  

Original date April 2.

• Will present at Citadel lecture event celebrating the 100th anniversary of Irish President Eamon de Valera’s visit 

to Charleston about his family’s role and recollections of the visit.  The event is being coordinated by Dr. Melanie 

C. Maddox, Assistant Professor of History. Original date April 9.
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May 2020

• Participated in virtual May 9 graduation by sending congratulatory comments and good wishes to cadets in his 

Spring 2020 class.

• Worked with Assistant Professor, History, Kerry Taylor to arrange for cadet Daniel Wilkes, a rising senior and 

Political Science/History double major who interned last summer, to assist with memoir research Summer 2020.

Postponed due to Coronavirus Pandemic:

• Will attend Citadel School of Humanities and Social Sciences Advisory Board Meeting. Original dates May 8; 

March 27.


