
COMT 492/592






Seminar: Movies about the Media
Spring 2007 Syllabus
[image: image1.wmf]

Class day/time:
Monday 6:00-9:00 p.m.
Class location:

LA 205
Professor: 

Dr. David Weiss (dweiss@msubillings.edu)
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Office hours:  

Mon. & Wed. 2:30-3:30, Thurs. 12:00-1:00; other times by appointment
Office location: 
LA 607
Office phone:
(406) 657-2962
Course description and objectives

Film emerged in the 20th century as the most powerful new communication medium since writing. Yet, strangely, many educated people resist taking film study seriously, at least in part because film is so closely associated with entertainment. (“It’s only a movie!”)
 But, as we will see, film is worthy of the fullest scholarly attention in light of its rich and colorful history, its economics; its multiple roles as art form, communication medium, and commercial product, and its unprecedented impact upon culture and—of particular relevance to a film class offered as part of a mass communication curriculum—upon other mass media such as television, music, books, and the Internet, not to mention broadcast journalism and advertising. 
For students of mass communication, certain films can be of even greater relevance: those whose subject matter concerns the mass media themselves. While many film critics have noted, and even poked fun at, the fact that Hollywood has always churned out films about itself (that is, movies about the movie industry, about the movie-making process, about movie stars and wannabes, about directors and producers and screenwriters, about the privileges and perils of celebrity, about the glamour of Hollywood, etc., etc., etc.), few seem to have commented on the fact that so many films of the 20th and early 21st centuries are about the media of mass communication more generally. In this seminar, we will look at a sample of the many movies that have taken the media as their foci.
My objectives for this seminar are as follows:

- to engage you in the processes of critically observing and analyzing how our mass media, the people that work in their industries, and the people that consume them (that is, all of us) are represented in film, for good or bad—that is, to begin to understand the various and often contradictory messages about our mass media that are offered to us by one of those very media, and to explore and challenge the assumptions about the mass media that undergird the films that take the media as their topics
- to supplement your existing knowledge of mass media history, economics, logistics, and influences—and the historical and social contexts within which to understand our media and their messages—by drawing your attention to and inviting you to investigate yet another way such knowledge is made available: through the medium of film

- to introduce you to some of the most important (and, yes, entertaining!) of the many movies made about the media (television, radio, book and magazine publishing, the newspaper business, journalism more broadly, and, of course, film itself), the media support industries (public relations, advertising), and the legal and ethical issues surrounding the media during the 20th and early 21st centuries 

- last, but not least, to introduce you to film more generally in its various, simultaneous, interacting facets: as an art form; as the output of narrative, technical, stylistic, formal, and economic collaboration; as the product of a competitive, profit-oriented industry; as a medium of mass communication; and as a mirror and shaper of our culture, our society, and our identities.

Will looking at film—and looking at the mass media through the lens of film—from an informed, critical perspective forever ruin for you the experience of going to the movies? On the contrary. I believe you will discover that developing a more sophisticated, analytical eye will enhance rather than detract from the pleasure of watching movies. You will have more to consider and discuss with your friends than merely restating the plot, quoting a few choice lines, describing a favorite scene, and giving a thumbs-up or thumbs-down. My hope is that this course will expand your interest and pleasure in film—while, at the same time, deepening your understanding of all of the mass media and the various ways that those media are represented on the big screen.
How the course will work
Thanks to the vagaries of the semester calendar and the fact that this is a Monday class, we meet only 12 times during the term (not counting our meeting during Finals Week on April 30th). Class sessions will consist of a combination of discussion, presentations (by you), limited mini-lectures and/or topic introductions (by me), and film screenings. Because this is a 400/500-level seminar, student participation—reflecting preparation on each student’s part, including but not limited to completing assigned readings prior to the class session for which they are assigned—is essential. 

In some sessions, a film will be screened it its entirety. In other sessions, it will be more valuable to look at and analyze portions of several different films rather than watch a single film from start to finish. Each week, however, one film will be designated the “featured” film—meaning you will be required to watch it in its entirety so that you can write the assigned reaction paper (see the “assignments” section below for details) concerning that film. If we do not have time during our Monday session to screen the entire featured film, I will make the film available to you, most likely through the library’s reserve system, so that you can watch it later in the week.
Assignments
Reaction papers.

There will be a brief reaction paper (target length: 2 pages) assignment for 11 of the 12 featured films; i.e., all but the last film we screen. Undergraduates are required to write a total of 7 reaction papers; graduates are required to write 9. Paper #1 is mandatory for all students.
The focus of each reaction paper will vary from session to session, depending upon the nature of the film and the topic(s) under discussion during session/week during which the film is screened. As part of the set-up discussion for the featured film, I will present and discuss that week’s reaction paper requirements so that you can watch and take notes on the film with the assignment’s focus in mind. 

Please see the box on page 8 for technical guidelines for all papers for this course.
Presentations/leading class discussions
Beginning with session #3 (February 5th), each session will include a student-led class discussion/presentation. (Presentation topics, readings, and dates will be determined during our second session, January 29th.) Undergraduate-led discussions will be based upon a required reading assigned for the session. Graduate-led discussions will be based upon a required reading and related supplemental readings that I will make available. Presenters are encouraged to include relevant film clips in their discussions/presentations.
Participation

Given the fact that this class is a seminar (and one with a particularly small class size), all students’ active participation—which requires and reflects having done the assigned readings in advance—in both student-led discussions and professor-led discussions is essential and will be graded. 

Term project
Each student will write and present a research/analytical paper about a film or films about the media. Undergraduates’ papers will each focus on the analysis of one film; graduates must analyze two films in their papers.
Your paper will offer a detailed analysis of your selected film(s) in terms of:
- broad film-studies themes discussed during the semester (film as social practice, film narrative, the construction of audiences, film as bearer of ideology, use of film technique to make narrative or social/cultural statements, etc);

- issues relevant to the critical study of mass communication or media more generally (especially media as mirrors or shapers of society and culture; tensions between a medium’s roles as communication form and commercial entity; media as ideological apparatuses)

- any of the specific “movies about the media” themes investigated during the semester (e.g., filmic representation of a given medium and/or its producers, conditions of production, audiences, or content; media intervention in politics/history/law).
Each paper will include a brief literature review (background research section) but will have as its focus the description and critical analysis of the chosen film(s). 

Please note that you may not write about movies designated as featured films during this course or any other movie that you may have written about in your reaction papers. There are, however, many, many other films you may choose from, including those noted on the attached course calendar. As we get into the semester, I will provide a list of recommended titles; you are also welcome to propose your own. To get some ideas, you may wish to consult, among other sources, the following lists compiled by the UC-Berkeley film program:

http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/journalistsmovies.html
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/moviesaboutmovies.html
Term papers will be due in class on April 30th, which is the Monday of finals week. Our session on that date will be devoted to your presentations of the highlights of your paper; as part of your presentations you will be required to show selected clips from your chosen film(s). A portion of your term project grade will reflect the quality of your presentation.
Graded assignments and course-grade computation

The following is a summary of the graded assignments for this class:

Undergraduates:
Required elements

     
   
Maximum point value 


Reaction papers (7 papers @
25 pts.)
          175 points


  

Presentation/class discussion



50 points 




Term project

    


          150 points
Participation





75 points
Total



 
         
          450 points

Graduates:

Required elements

     
   
Maximum point value 


Reaction papers (9 papers @
25 pts.)
          225 points


  

Presentation/class discussion



50 points 




Term project

    


          150 points

Participation





75 points
Total



 
         
          500 points


Semester grades will be assigned based upon percentages of available points earned, as follows:

   Percentage of total

available points earned
  
   Semester grade
      93.0% -100.0%



 A

      90.0% - 92.9%



 A-  

      88.0% - 89.9%



 B+

      83.0% - 87.9%



 B

      80.0% - 82.9%



 B-

      78.0% - 79.9%



 C+

      73.0% - 77.9%



 C

      70.0% - 72.9%



 C-

      68.0% - 69.9%



 D+

      63.0% - 67.9%



 D

      60.0% - 62.9%



 D-

      below 60.0%



 F

Course readings
There is one textbook (available at the campus bookstore) required for this seminar: 
Turner, G. (2006). Film as social practice (4th ed.). London/New York: Routledge.
Most of our required readings will come from other sources. I will post or link as many of the required readings as possible on the course web page. Those that cannot be posted/linked on the course page will be placed on library reserve or made available to you (within legal limits) as hard copies. 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.
Suggested/supplemental sources
The movie industry is dynamic (despite the past few years’ dips in box-office receipts and cinema attendance!), ever-changing, and massively documented by other media. Don’t limit yourself to the readings and screenings I assign you. Keep up with the world of film by reading Premiere, Sight & Sound, Entertainment Weekly, Variety, The Hollywood Reporter, and other entertainment-oriented publications. Read movie reviews and news in The New York Times, The New Yorker, The New Republic, The Los Angeles Times, The Village Voice and other national newspapers and magazines with extensive pop-culture coverage.
Easiest of all: go online! There are many excellent web sites that provide a wealth of information about individual films and the film industry. Among the best:

· Internet Movie Database: www.imdb.com. This site is a virtual encyclopedia, providing capsule histories and at-a-glance facts for just about every film ever produced. It’s the go-to site for quick, reliable details on any film you’re screening or writing about: year of release, country of origin, cast and crew lists, genre, brief plot summary, etc. IMDB lets you search by film title, director’s name, or performer’s name, so if you’re interested in a particular cast or crew member, you can easily find out what other work that person has done. 
· The Greatest Films: www.filmsite.org. Site creator Tim Dirks provides in-depth reviews and synopses of the most important films of the 20th and 21st centuries, including many of the films we’ll be screening in this seminar. Also on this site: glossaries; descriptions of film genres and sub-genres; links to various “best of” lists (e.g., “the greatest 100 films ever made,” “the greatest directors,” and “greatest film moments and scenes”), and a wealth of other useful and fun information.
· American Film Institute: www.afi.com. According to the AFI website, “AFI is a national institute providing leadership in screen education and the recognition and celebration of excellence in the art of film, television and digital media.” Most people probably know the AFI for their much-ballyhooed “America’s Greatest 100 Films” list (published in 1998), but the Institute does much more than list compilation.
· New York Times review archive: http://movies.nytimes.com/ref/movies/reviews/ index/html. To quote the site, you can “browse or search 28,000 Times reviews including all films reviewed since 1960, reviews of all Best Picture Academy Award winners, as well as The New York Times guide to the Best 1,000 Movies Ever Made.”
You will find these sites helpful when researching and writing your own presentations and papers. You might also be interested in the Movies.com web site (http://movies.go.com); while lacking the depth of the sites listed above, Movies.com is handy in that it provides a guide to current releases, including capsule reviews and box-office results. 

Most important of all: go to movies, both here in Billings and elsewhere. Rent videos from Netflix or video stores. Watch movies on TV. Immerse yourself. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - The fine print: policy issues - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Attendance

As a seminar, COMT 492/592 relies crucially on student attendance and participation. Since we have only 12 regularly scheduled sessions, your grade will be adversely affected if you miss more than one class. Each additional absence—regardless of its reason—will lower your grade by one level. (For example, after a second absence, a final grade of B- becomes a C+; after a third absence, a final grade of B- becomes a C.) Absences for bona fide emergencies, if verified, will not be penalized. If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to contact other class members (not me!) for lecture notes. 

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, student-led discussion, or presentation can be “made up.” 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.

All assignments must be submitted in class, in person, as hard copies—no disks! no e-mail! no papers slipped under my office door!—at the beginning of class on the indicated due date. Papers handed in late will be penalized severely: 5% if handed in after class (or in lieu of coming to class) on the due date, and an additional 10% for each successive calendar day late. (This means that a paper with a Monday deadline that is handed in on the following Wednesday will be penalized 25%.)

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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Technical guidelines for all CM 103 papers

- Your papers must be STAPLED, computer-printed, and double-spaced; must use 12-point Times New Roman font; and must have 1” margins (no more, no less) on all sides. Points will be deducted for failure to comply with these guidelines.

- Always italicize movie titles (e.g., Chinatown, Gone with the Wind, Star Wars). Do not put movie titles in quotation marks. 

- The first time you refer to a movie in a paper, cite its year of release and its director’s name. There are several ways to do this, as illustrated by these examples: 

    (1) Goodfellas (1990; dir. Martin Scorsese) is often called one of the funniest gangster films of the last two decades. 
  (2) Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas (1990) is often called one of the funniest gangster films of the last two decades. 
  (3) Goodfellas, by director Martin Scorsese (1990), is often called one of the funniest gangster films of the last two decades. 

  (4) Goodfellas (1990), directed by Martin Scorsese, is often called one of the funniest gangster films of the last two decades. 
· Remember that the word media is the plural of medium; film is a medium, while TV and radio are both media. Thus, you would write “the media are powerful,” not “the media is powerful” (which would be like saying “the children is cute” or “the mice is small”). 

- Papers must meet required minimum and maximum page lengths specified in the syllabus.

· Do not attach a cover page. Rather, simply put your name, the paper’s due date, the course name and number, and the paper’s title/topic at the top of the first page.

· Number each page, either in the upper right-hand corner or at the center of the bottom.


· Proofread, edit, revise, and rewrite your papers. What’s true in the so-called real world is true in this class: Appearances matter—or, as they say in the media business, “perception is reality.” Writing does count. Spelling does count. Grammar does count. Why? Because, like it or not, these manifestations of your mastery of written communication affect how you and your ability to think and reason are perceived. For good or bad, people’s impressions of your intelligence and your credibility often hinge on your ability to write well. 

· Here’s a hint: After you’ve written a draft and you think you’re ready to hand it in, read it out loud. Listen to how it sounds. (If a roommate or friend is available, read it out loud to him or her.) If it doesn’t sound good to you or your listener, it won’t come across well to your reader.

· Avoid fancy words. Simplify sentences. Fix what doesn’t work.

� Of course, even if film’s only function were to entertain, the very fact that movies are so entertaining—that is, the fact that they are capable of affecting us so profoundly—would itself render them worthy of study. (What makes some films entertaining and others not? Why do we react to films the way we do? What is it about film audiences—that is, what is about all of us—that predisposes them to diversion by flickering images on a screen? These questions themselves have merit. They’re just not the only ones worth asking and trying to answer.)
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