
COMT 425/525

Media Criticism 

Spring 2007 Syllabus

Class days/times:
Monday and Wednesday: 12:50-2:20

Class location:

LA 716
Professor:

Dr. David Weiss (dweiss@msubillings.edu)

Class web page:
http://www.msubillings.edu/commfaculty/weiss
Office hours:  

Mon. & Wed. 2:30-3:30; Thurs. 12:00-1:00; and by appointment
Office: 

LA 607

Office phone:
(406) 657-2962
Course description and objectives
As the term “media criticism” has many meanings, a course whose stated focus is media criticism may cover any of a wide variety of topics and approaches. During the Spring of 2007, COMT 425/525 will focus on scholarship that offers critical analyses of “big picture” media issues (as opposed to more micro-level textual analyses, which may well be the focus of this course in future semesters), specifically those of concern to scholars and other critics working within the frameworks of two contemporary, critically-oriented media-studies movements: 
(1) political economy (simply put: how does the fact that media are businesses shape their content—and how does that corporate-inflected content affect us politically and societally?)

(2) media ecology (in a nutshell: how do media practices and products shape our world, our minds, our relationships, our perceptions, our expectations, our lives, and, ultimately, our very selves?)
By engaging with, discussing, refuting, and writing about some of the most important recent work coming out of these two fields, students will:

- develop a deeper understanding of the political, economic, political-economic, social, and cultural workings of the mass communication industries
- develop a heightened awareness of the personal, political, ideological, and commercial impact of the media on themselves as media consumers, citizens, and members of 21st-century Western cultures and subcultures
- learn to develop their own original criticisms of the powers, practices, and effects of the media in their own lives
- learn to interpret and challenge the criticisms of media industry practices, products, and people that are so blithely and ubiquitously offered by pundits, bloggers, journalists, and cultural critics 
- begin to approach their present or future careers in the media industries from a more enlightened, more ethical, and, yes, more critical standpoint.

How this course will work
As a 400/500-level course with a limited enrollment, Media Criticism will be conducted as a seminar. This means, among other things, that the course will be centered on the assigned readings, our reactions to them, our engagement with them, and our application (or refutation) of their claims to real-world media issues. In other words, I will not be lecturing or in any other way “spoon-feeding” material to you for your passive consumption.
Class sessions will consist primarily—and, at times, even exclusively—of in-depth, student-led discussions about the readings, which must be completed prior to the class date for which they are assigned. Unlike many (undergraduate) classes, in which you can get away with treating readings as optional or even unnecessary, your completion of, active engagement with, and in-class discussion about the assigned texts will comprise the very core of this course. Moreover, the degree to which you read and engage with the assigned texts will be evident for all to see. 
A word of advice: if you are unwilling or unable to commit to consistently and actively participating in a reading-centered seminar of this nature, you would be wise to drop this course right now. (I won’t be offended.) Should you choose to stay—and I certainly hope all of you will—I can promise you that this class will be tremendously and consistently rewarding, eye-opening, and intellectually invigorating.
Course readings
We will be reading substantial portions of seven books this semester. None of the books I have selected is a textbook. Rather, each book we will read and discuss exemplifies the practice of media criticism in several of its various forms. I have chosen these books as I believe they offer exciting, original, surprising, and often challenging insights into the workings of the media and their effects on us and our world. Unlike dry, “just the facts” textbooks, the readings for this course offer arguments: their authors take positions on the most important media issues of our day and deliver persuasive, impassioned (yet, indeed, fact-based) defenses of those positions. The texts, in the order in which we will read them, are as follows:
Croteau, D., & Hoynes, W. (2006). The business of media: Corporate media and the public interest (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.
McChesney, R. W. (2004). The problem of the media: U.S. communication politics in the 21st century. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Boorstin, D. J. (1961/1987). The image: A guide to pseudo-events in America (25th anniversary ed.). New York: Vintage/Random House.

Postman, N. (1986/2006). Amusing ourselves to death: Public discourse in the age of show business (20th anniversary ed.). New York: Penguin.

Gabler, N. (1998). Life: the movie: How entertainment conquered reality. New York: Vintage/Random House.

de Zengotita, T. (2005). Mediated: How the media shapes [sic] your world and the way you live in it. New York: Bloomsbury.

Johnson, S. (2005). Everything bad is good for you: How today’s popular culture is actually making us smarter. New York: Riverhead.
All of these books are available at the campus bookstore. You are also very likely to be able to find less-expensive copies, either used or new, of most of these titles through online retail web sites such as www.half.com, www.amazon.com, www.powells.com, and www.alibris.com. (But you probably knew that already.)
All other required readings can be found on my faculty web page or on electronic reserve through the library’s web site. Additionally, I will be continually on the lookout for articles that I think will be of interest to you. I reserve the right to assign additional readings as the semester proceeds. I will announce additional required readings in class and/or by e-mail.

The seminar nature of this course requires that you complete assigned readings before the class session in which a given topic will be discussed. 

Suggested/supplemental sources
As I tell all my students, the media—and the media industries—are dynamic, ever-changing, and more influential than ever before, making the need to keep up with what’s going on with these crucial shapers and reflectors of popular culture and opinion (and their critics!) greater than ever before. 
I suggest you regularly read at least one daily newspaper—e.g., The Billings Gazette, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, USA Today—either in print or online. (Also, be aware that the Times, Post, and Journal all feature regular media-criticism columns, as do online-only “magazines” such as Slate.com and Salon.com.) Watch the news on CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, the broadcast networks, and the local network affiliates. Listen to National Public Radio. Visit the online-only news sites and blogs. But don’t limit your media engagement to the news. Go to movies. Surf the Internet. Browse through magazines. Read books. Listen to the radio. Watch sitcoms, soaps, dramas, and reality shows. Play video games. Watch music videos. And keep your eyes and ears open while you’re doing so.

I also strongly suggest that you regularly access any of the many web sites exclusively devoted to critiquing (or serving as “watchdogs” of) the news media, offering analyses from various political standpoints. These sites, all of which are linked from my own course page, include cursor.org, fair.org, aim.org, cmpa.com, accuracy.org, ojr.org, parentstv.org, projectcensored. org, medialens.org, and factcheck.org. (You can find capsule descriptions of and links to all these sites and more at www.world-newspapers.com/media.html, also linked to my course page.) We will be discussing watchdog sites early and often during the semester.
Required course elements
Participation/attendance
We meet 25 times. For each class you attend, in addition to whatever points you may earn for being a discussion leader (see below), you will earn a certain number of participation points. 

Undergraduates

· 1 point if you show up on time but say nothing

· 2 points if you show up and participate in the discussion only minimally, offering little of substance and/or failing to provide evidence of having done the readings

· 3 points if you show up and participate in the discussion at a more than minimal level, providing evidence of having done the readings but not having seriously engaged with or reflected upon their content

· 4 points if you show up and participate in a substantive way, indicating that you’ve read and seriously engaged with the readings

· 5 points if you show up and participate in a way that goes above and beyond mere engaged discussion—e.g., bringing in outside sources that cast additional light on the topics being discussed, presenting examples of actual media texts that illustrate or refute points made in the readings, posing significant but respectful challenges to points made by classmates, authors, and/or me

Graduates
You can earn up to 4 points for each session:

· 0 points if you show up on time but say nothing

· 1 point if you show up and participate in the discussion only minimally, offering little of substance and/or failing to provide evidence of having done the readings

· 2 points if you show up and participate in the discussion at a more than minimal level, providing evidence of having done the readings but not having seriously engaged with or reflected upon their content

· 3 points if you show up and participate in a substantive way, indicating that you’ve read and seriously engaged with the readings

· 4 points if you show up and participate in a way that goes above and beyond mere engaged discussion—e.g., bringing in outside sources that cast additional light on the topics being discussed, presenting examples of actual media texts that illustrate or refute points made in the readings, posing significant but respectful challenges to points made by classmates, authors, and/or me

This means that fully 25% of each undergraduate’s grade and 20% of each graduate’s grade will be based upon attendance and substantive, reading-based participation.

Please note that everyone will get, for “free,” the maximum number of points on 1/17 (our first day of class) and on 2/21 (the day of our media-bias presentations; see below).

Discussion leader performance
During roughly half of our class sessions (those whose dates are asterisked on the attached assignment calendar), the discussion of the reading(s) will be led by a student. Each undergraduate will serve as discussion leader one time, and each graduate will serve as discussion leader two times (once before Spring Break and once after Spring Break). 
We’ll work out specific discussion-leading dates during our 1/22 class. Depending on the number of enrolled students on that date, the discussion-leading calendar may change somewhat. 
In any event, undergraduate discussion leaders will do the following:

- prepare a brief (one side of one page) outline of the reading—focusing on the reading’s main arguments/criticisms—assigned for the day, providing 1 copy for each classmate and 2 for me

- present an oral overview of the reading assigned for the day, again focusing on the main arguments and/or criticisms offered by the reading’s author

- as part of your oral overview, engage the class in a discussion about the factual content and arguments found in the reading

- provide and present at least one recent (ideally, within 1-2 weeks of the discussion date) “real world” example (TV show clip, movie clip, advertisement, print article, radio recording, CD, DVD, web site, etc.) that illustrates, supports, or refutes the arguments made in the reading. 
Graduate discussion leaders will do all of the above and both of the following:

- supplement your discussion of the required reading with arguments or illustrations from at least one outside reading (either one posted on the class web page or one that you find on your own)

- supplement your discussion with a brief report on what any media “watchdog” site (or any other media critic or media-focused news report such as CNN’s Reliable Sources or The Washington Post’s Howard Kurtz) had to say about the recent “real world” example that you presented as an illustration or refutation of a point made in the reading
“Media bias” presentation
In conjunction with our class discussions and readings about the topic, each student will give a brief presentation on Wednesday, February 21st, on a specific incident of alleged media bias. You will need to find (and record if broadcast on TV or radio) and present an incident that (a) you believe reflects ideological bias and that (b) has been criticized by at least one conservative media “watchdog”/critic and at least one liberal media “watchdog”/critic. (That is, you must pick a media event that representatives from each end of the ideological spectrum have weighed in on—and, presumably, disagreed about.) Your presentation, then, will include an analysis of the event itself and the conflicting responses offered by media critics. More details will be provided in the coming weeks. 

NOTE: This presentation can not be made up if you miss class on 2/21. If you know you have a schedule conflict, tell me immediately.

Midterm exam
The midterm will be a take-home exam. It will be due on Friday, March 2nd, by 5:00 pm. Late exams will not be accepted—I need my full Spring Break as much as you do. I will provide more details as we get into the semester.

Final exam/paper
Undergraduates will have the option of either writing a research paper or completing a take-home final exam. Graduate students will not have this option; they are required to write a research paper. In all cases, this final assignment will be due on Monday, April 30th, by 5:00 pm. Late final exams/papers will not be accepted. More details will be provided shortly after Spring Break.

Grade computation
The following is a summary of the graded assignments for this class. 




           Undergraduates


Graduates
Required elements

       maximum point value 

    maximum point value
Participation/attendance

    125 points



100 points
 

Discussion leader performance
      75 points


 
100 points (2 @50)
Media bias paper


      50 points


 
  50 points
Midterm exam


    125 points
   


100 points
Final exam/paper

  
    125 points


   
150 points
Total



    500 points



500 points           

Points earned translate to semester grades as follows:

465 - 500




A

450 - 464




A-  

440 - 449




B+

415 - 439




B

400 - 414




B-

390 - 399




C+

365 - 389




C

350 - 364




C-

340 - 349




D+

315 - 339




D

300 - 314




D-

    0 - 299




F

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - The fine print: policy issues - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Cell phones/pagers/text messaging 
I will not tolerate cell phone, text-messaging, or pager use during class. Please turn your electronic devices off before coming to class and keep them off until you have left my classroom. (And, yes, I can see you text-messaging when you place your phone behind your coffee cup.) I realize you have a life outside of this course, but for three hours each week it can wait—and if it can’t, then don’t come to class.
Tentative calendar
Please note that course calendar attached to this syllabus is indeed tentative; i.e., changes may occur. Generally, changes only occur if unforeseeable events mandate them or if they will benefit students. When changes occur, I will announce them in class and/or via e-mail, so please check your mail regularly.

Deadlines and submission guidelines
No paper, exam, student-led discussion, or presentation can be “made up” or handed in late. However, if you know in advance that you have a conflict with a deadline, please let me know so that we can make alternative arrangements. 
Academic misconduct 
The department and the University are committed to the highest standards of ethical conduct and academic excellence. Any student found guilty of plagiarism (knowingly taking and passing off as one’s own the ideas, writing, words, visual images, or concepts of another), fabrication, misrepresentation, falsifying evidence, or purchasing papers (including those found on the Internet) will without exception receive a failing grade for the course. When using other authors’ ideas or words, you must pay proper homage to those authors by including complete references to your source; moreover, if you use four consecutive words from another author, you must use quotation marks around those words as well as citing their source; failure to do so counts as plagiarism. We will discuss citation techniques in class. Meanwhile, please refer to the MSU-Billings Student Handbook (p. 43) for the University’s policy on academic misconduct.
Discussions of your progress 
It is against federal law for me to discuss your progress or grades in this class with anyone but you. Please do not commission friends, relatives, coaches or other professors to discuss your grade with me. 

Disability support services
If you have a disability and wish to discuss academic accommodations, please make an appointment with me during my office hours. Validation from Disability Support Services (DSS) authorizing your accommodations will be needed. The DSS office is located in the Academic Support Center. Their phone number is (406) 657-2283.

Enrollment in this class constitutes an agreement by the student 
to abide by the policies set forth in this syllabus.
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