Welcome to Communication 346:

Social and Cultural Aspects of Media

Instructor: Kristine Cabral

Office: Davis Hall 4th floor, room 405

Office hours: 

Phone:874-9413

E-mail: cabral@uri.edu
Overview: This course is an introduction to critical issues and approaches in the study of American popular culture as it is created and disseminated through mass media. The mass media are institutions and technologies whose business is the communication of symbols, stories, and information. The media touch our lives in significant and intimate ways, in our tastes, desires, our identifications, our beliefs, values, and behaviors. They also wield significant political, economic, and social power.  Equipping ourselves with knowledge of mediated communication is central to efforts to understand modern society. In this class we will learn how contemporary mass media operates as makers of meaning and shapers of society. 

Course Objectives: We will explore social and moral issues confronting media institutions and consumers, and suggests critical strategies for understanding, confronting, and deconstructing these issues. My primary goal is to create media literacy by: 1) awareness: students learn about the pervasiveness of the media in their lives; 2) Analysis: students discuss the forms and contents of the media’s various messages; 3) Activism: students develop their own opinions about the effects of the media and decide how they will assess and shape their personal relationship to mass media.

Course requirements:
1. Active participation (10%) 

* Participation is essential and mandatory. This will require careful and thoughtful reading of the assigned material. You should read so as to be able to report, summarize, analyze, and critique the main ideas and arguments of the reading. Plan to bring something to contribute to each week’s class discussion. Your participation in class discussions will be seriously considered when determining your final grade. Also, your interests and input will shape the flow and direction of discussion. 

    * Instructor lectures will be at a minimum, at the 300 level student learning must be student directed and motivated, which means: 1) your own work will often be the focus of our class discussions 2) for lack of a better phrase, what you put into this course will ultimately be what you get out of it and 3) the success of this class hinges upon our ability to create an environment in which each one of us feels comfortable presenting ideas and providing constructive feedback to the ideas of others.  Therefore, your participation in this course comes not only from speaking, but also from your cooperation in listening, respecting, and responding to others.  This means allowing others to present ideas that are different from your own while making an effort to not only understand these ideas, but also entertaining the possibility that they are making a valid point.  This also means that you must demonstrate that you are thinking, reading, speaking, and listening critically throughout the semester.  

2. Reading responses (60%) 

Reading responses should always follow the same format.  You will write a reading response for those articles designated on the itinerary.  When reading an article, jot down comments, ideas, and questions that will help you construct your response.  You should go beyond personal opinion in these responses.  Reading responses are not just your comments about the content of the article, they analyze how the author presents her or his message.  Keep the following questions in mind, "What is the author's purpose and argument of this piece?"  "Is the argument sound, why or why not?" 

What does a reading response do?

(1)
Forces you to pull your ideas together in a coherent fashion

(2) Shows me that you read the material and demonstrates critical thinking skills

(3) Prepares you for class discussion

(4) Allows you to make connections between the current text and course themes

What are some things you should do when you write a reading response?

(1) Explore a strong reaction to the text beyond “This was a good article.”

(2) Raise questions about confusing or contradictory ideas.

(3) Challenge the reading (in a reasonable way), or, explain what arguments/ideas caused you to agree with the author.

(4) Directly reference the text through quotes to support all claims

(5) When appropriate, make connections between the text and other readings or themes.

(6) You must include two questions at the end of each response piece. One question should be directed to the author. What one question would you ask the author of this research? The second question should be directed at your classmates. This question should be constructed with goal of encouraging further analysis and class discussion of the reading.

Note: Reading responses should be roughly 2-4 pages (typed, double spaced, and labeled with your name, the article title(s), author's name(s)).  Every response is due on the day we plan to discuss the readings. If you know you are going to be absent, submit the response to me before it is due to avoid losing points. (You are allowed one opportunity to hand in reading responses late – we’ll discuss.)

3. Video analysis (5%) – Part of the course requirement is to view 3 addition Media Education Foundation videos and write a one page analysis for each of them. 

4. Advertisement  analysis (5%) 

5. Literature review (20%) - including oral presentation of research findings

*Each of the above assignments must be completed in order to pass this course.

Academic writing skills – effective writing skills are a requisite for this course. 

Reading Responses: should be well structured, including an introduction (with a thesis), an effective summary of the material, well articulated analysis of the author’s argument(s), proper citations, and an appropriate conclusion (including your thoughts and questions about the material). If responses are poorly written, you will only receive partial credit for the assignment

Literature Review: your final paper will not be accepted without proof that it has been edited with the help of a writing tutor at the writing center (located in Roosevelt, 4th floor). If your literature review is poorly written, you will not receive a letter grade higher than C.

Academic Integrity: Academic Integrity is the pursuit of scholarly activity free from fraud and deception and is the educational demand of this institution. Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to: plagiarism, fabrication of information, or submitting the work of another person. Plagiarism is a serious offense. If I discover that you have plagiarized a reading response or any part of your literature review there will be dire consequences. I find cheating abhorrent and inexcusable. Any student found engaging in acts of dishonesty will fail this course (no second chances).

Student Disability Services: If any student has a learning and/or physical disability, and may require special assistance, please do not hesitate to meet with me. I will make every effort to accommodate your needs. For additional assistance, contact the office of Student with Disability Services at 874-2098. Please note, the building in which my office is located does not have a working elevator—if you have a disability that prevents you from accessing my office, I will arrange another meeting place (and, you should contact disability services and complain that this university has not complied with the law!)  

Grading Policy:  I believe that grade inflation has become a disturbing yet ubiquitous trend on college campuses and I have made a commitment to myself, and my department, to opt out of this trend. Many of my students will be “average” students; therefore, many of my students will earn  “average” grades (“C” represents average). Some students are content with average grades, others are distressed by the thought of earning a “C.”  They ask what they can do to earn higher than average grades. For those asking, below are common characteristics of below average, average, above average, and excellent students. Where do you see yourself?

A-- An A performance is a superior performance.  To earn an A on an assignment, you must extend increased effort to seeing and thinking beyond the surface level of the assignment as well as show particular skill in composing your work--you must excel consistently throughout the semester.  This means producing polished, well-crafted work that shows extreme effort, using the revision process to shape your message for a particular audience, taking an active leadership role in class, and being organized, thoughtful, and articulate.  

B--A grade in the B range shows that you have done more than what is required for the assignment.  It may mean that you provide exceptional analysis on an assignment or that you have produced a piece of discourse that is stylistically innovative, interesting, and sound.  To earn a B in the course, you must be an active participant in class, complete activities carefully, and show preparation, improvement, and effort in every area.  

 
C--A grade of C is the average grade in this course.  A C indicates that you have met all of the requirements of the assignment. C's are not cause for alarm; rather, C's indicate that you are doing fine with a great potential for improvement.  This grade means that you have met all the basic requirements, produced competent, college-level work, completed all assignments on time, and contributed to the classroom environment. You cannot earn a grade higher than a C without giving full effort to your assignments and class participation.  This effort includes significant time spent developing your reading responses.  

D--To earn a D, you will not have completed an assignment or the assignment was not submitted on time.  Also, a D will be given if you do not show sufficient effort, time, or concern for any particular assignment.  Earning a grade of D or lower in this course means that you have not shown consistent effort toward improvement and have not met the minimum standards for the course.


F--An F will be given in a case where your work is seriously lacking.  Intentional plagiarism will undoubtedly lead to a grade of F and may also result in more serious consequences such as failing the course.

Civility Policy: I ask that you do not engage in the following behaviors: disrespectful speech directed toward myself or classmates, communication perceived as whining, nonverbal behavior revealing blatant disinterest for the course (i.e. sleeping, staring out the window, staring at the clock, reading another class text, packing up early). If you truly don’t want to be here, don’t come. Also, please shut cell phones off upon entering class. 

Tentative Schedule

Sept. 8   Course intro

Read: handouts  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sept. 15 What is a corporation (and why do we need to know for this class)?: Before we can analyze what we see, hear, and experience in the media, we must understand what type of entity own the media (thereby controlling what we see, hear, and experience). We will explore the nature and rise of the most pervasive institution of our time--the corporation. This provides the foundation for understanding much of what is to come.   

Read: handout (Lasn, K. Culture Jam)
Due: Reading response (5pt) & Media log 
Recommended videos: No Logo: Brands, Globalization, and Resistance
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sept. 22  Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Who controls the conduits of information in society? Often critical studies courses focus their attention on analysis of media messages but often fail to study the media themselves. The recent wave of media mergers has produced a complex web of business relationships that now define and control America’s media and popular culture. Those who control media institutions determine what gets broadcast and what does not. This week we will investigate how media institutions are structured to further ideological and economic agendas.

Read: handouts 
Due: Reading Response (7 pt)
Recommended videos: The Crisis of the Cultural Environment, Constructing Public Opinion

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sept. 29 Advertising Part I: The Ad and the Ego: This week will begin the first part of a three week series on the business, strategies, and power of the advertising industry. Advertising provides the financial foundation of our mass media system, thereby wielding enormous power and influence.  It is impossible to deny the colonization of public space by the advertisers. They sell us much more than products; they also sell us emotion, lifestyles, and frameworks of meaning. We will investigate advertising propaganda and the implications of this propaganda on personal identity, culture, and the environment.

Read: handout

Due: Reading Response: 5 pt

Recommended Videos: Toxic Sludge is Good for You, The Persuaders, Advertising and the End of the World, Hollywood goes Hypercommercial

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Oct. 6  Advertising Part II: The Merchants of Cool. Advertisers have begun to target their messages to our children; advertisers have found their way into our children’s minds, classrooms, on to their clothes, and inside their identities. This week will focus our attention on the strategies used to grab youth attention. The video Merchants of Cool
takes us inside the world of marketing campaigns designed to influence teen thinking, behavior, consumption, and identity.

Read: Schor, J. Born to buy (pp. 1-54, 85-104, 141-143)

Due: Reading Response (7pt)
Recommended videos: Captive Audience, Money for Nothing

 -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Oct. 13 Advertising Part III: Killing us Softly. This week we will explore the ways media, particularly magazine advertisements, help form and reproduce our understanding of gender and sexuality. We will critically analyze how these concepts are constructed by the media.

Read: Schor, J. Born to buy (pp.177-188) & handout (no paper due on the handout but must be read in order to complete ad analysis)

Due: Reading Response (8 pt)
Recommended videos: Tough Guise, Reviving Ophelia, Wrestling with Manhood, Playing Unfair, Dreamworlds
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Oct. 20  no class (must view 2 of the 3 required videos)
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Oct. 27  The Myth of the Liberal Media? The news media are pervasive and forceful persuaders with the ability to shape our perceptions and to influence our attitudes and beliefs. The power of the news media results from their capacity to select what is reported and how it is reported. We will investigate how commercial pressures for profit, and political pressures limit and even distort news coverage. Specific topics to cover: prepackaged news, censorship of news, fake news, and entertainment as news.

Read: Goldberg, B. Bias (ch.1,3-5,8,11,12 ) & Franken, A. Lies and the Lying Liars who tell them (pp. 1-16, 32-68)  

Due: Ad analysis, Advertisement log & synopsis of two videos & thoughts on Schor (2pt) 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Nov. 3  Pornography – this week we will critically examine the most popular and enduring of all film genres. Pornography has infiltrated and saturated most popular cultural forms thus needs to examine not only within the adult “supermarket” but also mainstream media. Furthermore, we will examine arguments both for and against censorship of pornographic materials including analysis of Supreme Court precedent regarding this issue. You will be required to read, discuss, and critically analyze contemporary debates on pornography. 

Read: Handouts 
Due: Reading response (8pt)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Nov. 10  Reality TV: Many would argue that the predominant means by which we achieve an understanding of our world is by watching television; it showcases the ways in which individuals work, believe, act, and live. Reality television is now one of the most popular genres of television programming. Because television is one of the primary socializing agents of contemporary society, it is meaningful to investigate those programs that draw the largest audience and investigate what we are learning from them.

Also, this week: introduction to literature reviews and library research. You will learn how to think about, research, and construct a review of scholarly research.

Read: TBA

Due: Reading response (9pt)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Nov. 17  Team Rodent: The not-so-wonderful world of Disney? Gender stereotyping, romance scripting, corporate censorship, sweatshop profiting… Founded in 1923, Disney corporation is now competing with Time-Warner to become the world’s largest media conglomerate. Let’s take a critical look inside the house of the mouse.

Read: Hiaasen, C. Team Rodent: How Disney devours the world
Due: Reading response (9pt)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Dec. 1  Discuss last week’s reading and Lit Reviews –  You should be preparing your final paper. 

Read: Rubin, Communication Research: Strategies and sources (pp. 241-288)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Dec. 8   Literature reviews due. Oral Presentations
You must view three of the following videos by the end of the semester (two choices must come from section 1)

1. Advertising:

*The Persuaders (a deeper look into the practices of public relations companies)

*The Overspent American (why we buy what we don’t need)

*No Logo: Brands, Globalization, & Resistance  (Branding our identities – how advertisers develop relationships with consumers, and how they impact the global economy)

*Toxic Sludge is Good for You (inside look at PR campaigns) 001263
*Advertising and the End of the World (inside the advertising industry, its values, and the environmental effects of our nations consumption habits) 001723

*Captive Audience (commercialization of public schools)

*Money for Nothing (critical look at the commercialization of the pop music industry)000622

*Spin the Bottle (techniques of alcohol industries and the normalization of binge drinking on college campuses)

Deadly Persuasion (look at tobacco and alcohol marketers)000706

*Tough Guise (how Hollywood constructs masculinity and discusses consequences)001267 or 002777

*Reviving Ophelia (role of pop culture in girls’ identity)001087

*The Killing Screens (violence in media)000991

*Wrestling with Manhood (violence and masculinity in the WWE)000619

*Playing Unfair (critical examination of how female athletes are presented in the media) 000508 or 003771

*Dreamworlds 2 (critical look at how women are objectified in MTV videos – video somewhat outdated) 000858 or 001260

* Hollywood Goes Hypercommercial

*Representation and the Media-Issues of Race (Stuart Hall) 000401

*Game over (violence and video games) 000620

2. News/Media Conglomeration:

*The Myth of the Liberal Media 002732 or 001265
*Beyond Good and Evil (how society/media construct notions of good and evil as a way to frame violence in the world – focuses on the effects on children)

*The Electronic Storyteller (how the universal function of all human societies—storytelling—has been colonized by corporate media) 000993

*The Crisis of the Cultural Environment 000992
 Constructing Public Opinion 000621

*Ammo for the info warrior

*Rich Media, Poor Democracy (media conglomeration and its effects)

GET OUT OF JAIL FREE
Submit this form thereby extending the due date of this week’s written assignment. I must have the assignment (via e-mail) by Monday.  

Name:

Title of the missing reading (s):

