NEW COURSE PROPOSAL
English 364: 

Special Topics in Reading Popular Culture 
Course Rationale
As a companion to English 264, which introduces students to a range of different media, historical periods and methodologies, this course will offer the opportunity for more advanced and focused study in reading popular culture texts. As the accompanying sample syllabi demonstrate, the range of topics that might be covered in this course is very broad, including thematic or genre topics (for example, the Western, True Crime), classes focused on a single media (for example, television, comics), or a particular popular culture phenomenon that extends across several media (for example, Harry Potter or The Lone Ranger). All versions of the course will explore ways in which the study of popular culture intersects with and diverges from traditional approaches to English studies, but it will not be a class that requires specialized skills in either popular culture studies or literary analysis. Instead, we will work in this class to develop methodology for the analysis of the topic in response to readings of the central object of study and the historical, cultural, and/or media histories that shape its context.

This course will support the English Department’s curriculum in a number of ways. As reflected in the launching of the new Interdisciplinary Minor in Popular Culture Studies, there is growing interest in rigorous study of popular culture forms. Indeed, this course will become a cornerstone of the new Minor, and once the minor is up to speed we should be able to count on a steady demand from that student population alone. Our own English 264 was launched in 2005 and is already one of our most successful 200-level courses, filling every quarter it is offered. Currently, however, there is no place for our students and faculty to engage in more focused study in topics of shared interest, and much of the work in areas of popular culture studies (television, video games, children’s literature etc) gets completed in independent studies. Further, our courses in popular culture studies draw heavily from outside the Major (the vast majority of those taking English 264 are non-majors), bringing in new enrollments and perspectives into our classes and introducing students who might not otherwise consider an English class to the department. We believe this course will be especially attractive to non-majors and will enroll heavily from outside the College; for that reason we are proposing that it be offered in a large class format (75-90 students with a TA/grader). And because the class will engage in popular culture from an English studies perspective, we further believe this class will serve to interest many students in doing further work in the department. There are many faculty members interested in teaching this course, and almost everyone we have talked to has one or two excellent topics they could run in this number.  Whether we choose to offer this class once a year or every quarter, we can count on ongoing commitment from both students and faculty. 
Course Objectives
This course meets the GEC Objectives for Category 5 Arts and Humanities; Section B Analysis of texts and Works of Art; 3 Culture & Ideas
Goals/Rationale:

Students evaluate significant writing and works of art. Such studies develop capacities for

aesthetic and historical response and judgment; interpretation and evaluation; critical listening,

reading, seeing, thinking, and writing; and experiencing the arts and reflecting on that experience.

Learning Objectives:

1. Students develop abilities to be enlightened observers or active participants in the visual,

spatial, musical, theatrical, rhetorical, or written arts.

2. Students describe and interpret achievement in the arts and literature.

3. Students explain how works of art and literature express social and cultural issues.
Specific Course Learning Objectives:
· This course provides a dynamic and vital foundation for life-long learning, providing students with tools to make connections and navigate between more traditional objects of academic inquiry in the Arts and Humanities (literature, film, etc.) and the popular texts and other cultural productions of their daily lives.

· The course will develop the tools for advanced study and critical reading of a topic in popular culture studies, drawing on methodologies from various disciplines (including literature, folklore, visual culture, film studies, and media studies).

· This course seeks to synthesize knowledge and ideas that explicitly transcend traditional academic boundaries and categories, contributing directly to this vital goal of the GEC.

· The course introduces students to contemporary texts and debates that will allow them to participate in a range of discussions and ongoing debates both within and without the university’s walls about the potential and risks of popular culture.

· This course puts into dialogue traditional and interdisciplinary methodologies of humanistic inquiry and analysis.

· Although taught in the English department with English studies as the starting point for engaging and analyzing popular culture, the course explores how critical work can be done by the students from the vantage point of other disciplines as well.  Indeed, we will draw on a range of interdisciplinary approaches in this course, including media studies, visual culture studies, and material culture studies.  The course seeks to help the students develop a sense of the issues involved in making judgments about both “high” and “low” cultural forms (including, of course, the meaningfulness of the distinction between “high” and “low” itself), and to provide lifelong tools through which students can continue to refine those judgments and understand the stakes (aesthetic, cultural, political, etc.) involved in all acts of reading and analysis.  Finally, the course seeks to put into direct conversation traditional and non-traditional objects of study within the humanities and the arts, and to explore with students how both are made newly visible by the conversation.

Assessment Plan for Course
This course will be assessed by the Director of Undergraduate Studies and the English Department Course Director for Film & Popular Culture Studies who will consult with the Oversight Committee of the Interdisciplinary Popular Culture Studies Committee annually for input on how the course is interfacing with the broader University curriculum in Popular Culture Studies.
We believe that sampling should provide us with an adequate assessment of whether or not this course is in fact living up to its goals.  We will randomly sample (and duplicate) specific assignments and projects from approximately 5% of the class.  The departmental Course Director for 364 will evaluate sample assignments and projects to gauge how well the goals of the course seem to be reflected and communicate the findings to instructors of the course and to appropriate departmental committees. The Course Director will also assess the improvement over time, comparing selected students’ performance on assignments early in the term to their performance on the final project to see if improvement has in fact occurred, and communicating the findings to instructors of the course and to appropriate departmental committees.

We are also interested in getting the students’ self-assessment of the course and of their performance in it.  To that end, course instructors will ask students to complete discursive evaluations that invite comment on both the course instruction and on their performance vis a vis the learning objectives of the course.  

Note on the assessment criteria for sampled exams and papers

The criteria that we will be using in the assessment will be similar to those the instructor will have used in grading assignments in the first place.  We will, however, pay somewhat less attention to the factual specifics of the students’ work than to what it reveals about whether they understood the nature of the assignment task and the learning objectives it entails.  As far as possible, the Course Director will try to determine whether shortcomings in this area are correlated to the individual student’s poor attendance in class, or whether they result from miscommunication on the part of the instructor.  Although we are most concerned with the latter case, we will also work on various strategies for increasing attendance if that seems to be a particular problem.  When necessary, the Course Director will work with individual instructors to improve communication of the course expectations and content.

Timeline for assessment

Each quarter, every time the course is taught, we will follow the same schedule:

Weeks 1-3
Sampling of early assignments

Weeks 9-10
Sampling of final projects



Student assessment of course and their performance in it

Week 11
Samples read and evaluated by Course Director

The Course Director will be responsible for making sure that instructors and students’ overall evaluations of the course have at least remained steady or, better, improved; if that proves not to be the case, we will attempt to use the information we have collected to make what seem the appropriate adjustments to the course content and structure.
