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course description and objectives

This is a course on communication and popular culture (broadly defined), but it is not designed
to simply be a three-month long celebration of television, pop music, the Internet, and the like.
Instead,  we’ll  be  taking  a  detailed  look  at  popular  culture  from  several  different  critical
perspectives, with an eye on the relationship between popular culture and broader questions of
aesthetics, economics, technology, and social and cultural politics.  Our primary focus, then, will
be  on the politics  of  (popular)  culture  and public  (i.e.,  mediated)  communication:   What  is
culture?  How is it related to popular culture?  Of what value is popular culture -- and to whom is
it  valuable?   And  why  should  we  study this  popular  culture  stuff  anyway?   Bear  in  mind,
however, that few (if any) of the questions we’ll address this semester have easy answers.  How
well you do in this class will depend, not on your ability to provide the “right” answers, but on
your ability to think critically about the role of popular culture in contemporary society and your
ability to argue whatever position(s) you take well.

WARNING!!!

Do not  think that  because our  primary object  of  study this  summer is  popular  culture (i.e.,
something commonly regarded as fun) this will be a “party” course that you can simply coast
through effortlessly.  While I hope the course will be interesting (and even fun), the fact that so
many people can (and do) take pleasure in popular culture is precisely what makes it important
enough for us to take seriously.  This course will demand a great deal of reading, writing, and
(most importantly) thinking on your part, none of which will go smoothly for you if you assume
that you can simply bull your way through because it’s “only entertainment.”

Also, our class sessions will include discussions that may get heated at times, so it’s possible
that  you’ll  walk  away  from  one  or  more  of  our  meetings  feeling  angry,  frustrated,  and/or
offended.  Nevertheless, I expect all of our conversations to be characterized by mutual respect.
Impassioned arguments and strongly expressed opinions are perfectly acceptable in this class;
verbal  bullying  and  personal  attacks,  on  the  other  hand,  will  not be  tolerated  under  any
circumstances.



summer session warning

Do not be fooled into thinking that, because this is a summer course during a short session, you
will have an easier time getting through it than you would if you were taking the same course
during the regular school year.  The compressed nature of a six-week session does mean that
there’s slightly less reading and writing required of you in this version of the course than would
normally be the case . . . but because there is only a little less work required of you in a lot less
time, you may still feel as if you’re working harder than you normally would have to.

More crucially, the pace of a six-week summer session leaves little -- if any --  margin for error
when it comes to skipping reading assignments, missing classes, not turning in papers, etc.
Each one of our class meetings is roughly equivalent to a  full week of class during a regular
semester and -- with the exception of Memorial Day weekend -- the lack of time between our
meetings makes catching up on missed work more difficult.  At the risk of stating the obvious,
then, and to the extent that you can control such things, DO NOT FALL BEHIND.

required books

∙ Carl Hiaasen, Team Rodent
∙ Robert McChesney, Corporate Media and the Threat to Democracy
∙ Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics
∙ Constance Penley, NASA/TREK
∙ Gilbert Rodman, Elvis After Elvis
∙ Neal Stephenson, In the Beginning . . . Was the Command Line

All  the  books  are  available  at  Inkwood  Books,  216  S.  Armenia,  Tampa  (253-2638,
inkwoodbks@aol.com).  See separate handout for directions and store hours.

grading schedule

Attendance 10%
In-class participation 10%
4 response papers 20% each

attendance/in-class participation/“reaction cards”

Because issues will be raised in class that will not necessarily be obvious from the readings
alone,  it’s  important  that  you  show up  every  time  we  meet and  that  you  do  so  on  time.
Attendance will be taken at the start of every class period, and absences, late arrivals, and early
departures will all count against you.  If you accumulate more than 2 unexcused absences, I
reserve the right to lower your course grade by more than 10%.

Our class sessions will be structured almost exclusively around group discussions.  It will thus
be more enjoyable for all of us (and you’ll do better) if you (1) attend class consistently, (2) do
the required reading and (3) be prepared to discuss what we’ve read.



With this in mind, you are required to turn in a 3x5 index card at the start of every class meeting
with the following on it:

∙ Your name
∙ One (1) question that you have about the assigned reading for that class period
∙ One (1) comment that you have about the content of the assigned reading for that class period

You can forget/fail to turn in one of these “reaction cards” without it affecting your grade at all.
After  that,  your  course grade is  lowered by 1 point  for  every reaction card you’ve missed.
Reaction  cards  that  are  incomplete,  turned  in  late  (i.e.,  more  than  10  minutes  after  class
begins), or otherwise fail to demonstrate that you’ve actually done the readings for the day (see
below) will not be accepted -- and will count against your grade as if they hadn’t been turned in
at all.

Your questions and comments can take a number of different forms, but they should  always
make it easy for me to see that you’ve done the reading in question and given it more than a
passing thought.  Vague and/or off-topic comments (e.g., “I thought this chapter was interesting”
or “The book’s cover reminded me of my sixth birthday party”) will not serve you well.  Nor will
questions that  appear to be skimming the surface of  the reading too lightly (e.g.,  picking a
random word from the text and asking “what does _____ mean?” or “where does the author
live?”).

written assignments

General rules.
(1)  Your written work (not counting the reaction cards discussed above)  must be typed and
double-spaced.  While I will not automatically penalize short papers for their length, it’s unlikely
that you will be able to do “A” work if your papers fall too far short of the listed guidelines.  Also
note that fudging margins and font sizes to make your papers  look longer will  not help your
grade -- so concentrate on writing good papers, not what appear to be long ones.

(2)  All due dates require you to hand in your work at the start of class.  Late work will generally
not be accepted except in cases of genuine emergency.  In the event that I do accept late work,
I reserve the right to reduce its grade in direct proportion to its lateness.  The minimum penalty
in all such cases will be one full letter grade.

(3)  You’re welcome to turn your work on paper or as a file attachment sent via e-mail.  If you
turn your work in on plain old paper, you should only do so directly to me or to my department
mailbox in CIS 3058.  Any other delivery method (e.g., fax, regular mail,  etc.)  must be pre-
arranged with me on a case by case basis.  I reserve the right not to accept work that arrives via
alternate delivery methods that have not been arranged with me in advance.  Never, ever slip
assignments under my office door: papers delivered this way will be automatically marked down
a full letter grade (assuming, of course, that I accept such work at all).



If you choose to submit your papers as file attachments, you must format your work properly.  If
I  can’t  read your work,  I  can’t  grade it.   In descending order of  preference,  the acceptable
formats for your papers are as follows:

(a)  WordPerfect 9.0 (or earlier)
(b)  Word 97 (or earlier)
(c)  RTF (Rich Text Format -- most current word processing software should allow you to

save your work as an RTF file)
(d)  HTML
(e)  ASCII/plaintext

Bear in mind that it’s  your responsibility to make sure you’ve met the formatting requirements
described above.  Assignments that don’t meet these requirements will  be treated as if they
were never turned in at all.

(4)  As a safety precaution, you should always keep at least a hard copy -- and preferably a hard
copy and a disk copy -- of any written work you hand in.

Response papers (20% each).
Each subsection of the course (besides the introduction) comes with a corresponding response
paper.  Each of these papers should be a critical (i.e., thoughtful and analytical) response to the
assigned readings in question, and run roughly 1250-1500 words in length.  You must complete
four out of the five possible response papers -- dedicated souls who complete all five will have
their lowest response paper grade dropped.  Due dates for these papers are as follows:

Aesthetics 26 May
Economics 2 June
Technology 9 June
Audiences 16 June
Culture 23 June

More details about this assignment can be found on a separate handout.

miscellaneous

∙ The purchase and/or sale of either written notes or audio recordings of our class meetings is
strictly prohibited.

∙ Cell phones, beepers, pagers, etc. are to be  turned off or set to vibrate  silently before you
come to class.  If your phone rings or if your beeper/pager goes off loudly enough to be heard
during  class,  you  will be  required  to  leave  immediately  and  you  will  not receive  credit  for
attending or participating in class that day.

∙ In keeping with the University Policy on Religious Observances, students who anticipate being
absent from class due to a major religious observance must provide notice to me in writing by
19 May explaining which class period(s) you expect to miss and why.



introduction

May 15 no reading

May 17 articles distributed in class on 15 May

aesthetics

May 19 McCloud, Understanding Comics, pp. 1-93

May 22 McCloud, Understanding Comics, pp. 94-137

May 24 McCloud, Understanding Comics, pp. 138-215

economics

May 26 “Aesthetics” paper due
Hiaasen, Team Rodent [all]

May 29 Memorial Day -- NO CLASS

May 31 McChesney, Corporate Media and the Threat to Democracy [all]

technology

June 2 “Economics” paper due
Stephenson, In the Beginning . . . Was the Command Line, pp. 1-45

June 5 Stephenson, In the Beginning . . . Was the Command Line, pp. 46-103

June 7 Stephenson, In the Beginning . . . Was the Command Line, pp. 104-151

audiences

June 9 “Technology” paper due
Penley, NASA/TREK, pp. 1-45

June 12 Penley, NASA/TREK, pp. 46-96

June 14 Penley, NASA/TREK, pp. 97-148



culture

June 16 “Audiences” paper due
Rodman, Elvis After Elvis, pp. 1-29

June 19 Rodman, Elvis After Elvis, pp. 30-96

June 21 Rodman, Elvis After Elvis, pp. 97-129

June 23 “Culture” paper due
Rodman, Elvis After Elvis, pp. 130-180


