Anth/Soc 345: Media, politics and propaganda

Summer 2007
www.eou.edu/socmedia  or  www2.eou.edu/~socmedia  

Instructor:

Bill Grigsby

Office:


Ackerman 204B

Contact info:

phone (962-3591); email (bgrigsby@eou.edu)

Course description:
Examines the commercial and alternative news media, how news is filtered, how deceptive techniques are used, and the ways in which media consumers are susceptible to propaganda.
General education: 
Critical thinking and problem solving (CP, new gen-ed); Social Science (old gen-ed)

The general education curriculum assumes that ‘every educated person should have some acquaintance with certain traditional areas of human knowledge and experience and be able to synthesize and contextualize this knowledge within their own lives.’ In this class, you’ll be asked to not only critically analyze mass news media using well-supported conceptual frameworks, but to place it in the context of your own lives and participation as consumers and citizens in a democracy. 

We are inundated with media during our waking hours, and even while we're asleep it likely is affecting us (for a while there were those subliminal tapes you could play that would help you learn a language, become rich and powerful, etc.). Without media our lives would be radically different, even our conceptions of who we are would be different. We'll be taking a small chunk—the news media and its relationships to politics. Because we're in the middle of an election year, there will be plenty for us to watch/read/hear. By the time you finish this course, if you've put some effort into it and religiously paid attention to the assignments, you will be much more aware of the media around you. You will know many of the key corporate actors, some of the journalists and pseudojournalists and where they stand and what they stand for, you will have a good list of places on the Internet where you can go and do more homework on issues, individuals and corporations, and you will never watch the evening news the same way again. Hopefully this is a good thing. If you have taken mass media for granted, it will be hard for you to take a breath of air without wondering what's in it, so to speak, after this course. We will focus less on radio and television, and more on what is more universally accessible to us as members of the university community—print and online media. 
The object of this course isn't to take sides—it's to motivate you to think critically for yourself about mass media and politics, and provide you with many helpful tools, both intellectual and practical, to do so.
Prerequisites: None. Recommended: Soc 205
Course objectives

· To become more aware of mass media and their effect on society and individuals
· To sharpen your 'media literacy.'
· To identify a broad range of media resources that will help you more critically evaluate mass media.
· To better understand relationships between mass media and politics.
Learning outcomes Upon completion of the course, students will demonstrate capacity to:

· identify propaganda and techniques of deception used by powerful organizations, individuals, and media outlets in print, TV, radio and web-based media;
· use multiple web-based tools and reference sites to investigate news events, individuals or organizations related to these events;
· provide a coherent, structural explanation of the key relationships between corporate news media, public and private newsmakers, elected officials, advertisers and media consumers.

· discuss the importance of a free press to democratic institutions.

Means of assessment:  participation in discussion board (30%), a term project addressing censorship (30%), personal journals examining techniques of deception (20%), and small group discussion assignments on current topics of importance (10%).‘Demonstrate various strategies for generating effective arguments’: You will complete a ‘spin journal’ that will ask you to examine how political bias can vary from one news outlet to another; ‘gathering sources, analyzing information, evaluating claims and data, problem solving and synthesizing material’: Group term projects will require a broad survey of commercial and non-commercial news outlets in order to uncover, analyze and present to class an important news story censored from commercial news; ‘demonstrate systematic thinking’: This is the basis of the course—using conceptual tools to examine how and why news is filtered, censored, and manipulated. Two exams and all other assignments will assess your abilities to do this.

Course requirements

· Regular class attendance;

· Participation in class discussions covering assigned readings;

· Two exams, a journal assignment and group term project;

· Access to a computer and the Internet—outside of class I’ll communicate when possible via e-mail or announcements on the course web site (www.eou.edu/socmedia). 
· Access to the following texts:
· Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson. 2001. Age of Propaganda: The everyday use and abuse of persuasion. New York: W.H. Freeman.

· Project Censored. 2006. Censored 2007. Peter Phillips and Project Censored (eds). New York: Seven Stories Press. (we will use the most current edition)

· Richard Paul and Linda Elder. 2004. The thinker’s guide to fallacies: The art of mental trickery and manipulation. Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking. 

· Numerous readings available on the library’s electronic reserve.

Class format

I will use lecture, discussion and video,  emphasize discussion, and use small groups frequently. 


Grading procedures, assignments

	assignment
	description
	important dates
	pts

	Weekly quizzes
	After week’s work and discussion
	Saturday thru midnight Tuesday
	100

	Spin journal
	Use the Fallacies handbook to identify techniques of deception and manipulation in news stories
	Due Sunday, August 12
	100

	Reflection paper
	Either on advertising or news blogs
	by July  29; 
	50

	Class participation
	In discussion boards. You get points for the amount and quality of your participation.
	Every week
	150

	Completion of survey
	I will ask you to complete a survey at the end of this course. It will be anonymous, but Blackboard will record whether you completed it or not (I just won’t know which is yours, and don’t want to know)
	During finals week (Sept 3 – 7)
	25

	
	totals
	
	425



Grading scale

 I will grade on a straight percentage:   

	90-100%
	A

	80-89%
	B

	70-79%
	C

	60-69%
	D

	Below 60%
	F



Assignment descriptions

Quizzes

Each week we’ll have a quiz toward the end of the week. I’ll try to have it posted by Saturday mid-day, and you’ll have until Monday night (usually midnight) to complete it. These will be timed, and once you start, you need to finish, so don’t open them up until you’re ready—that means you’ve done the readings and participated in the discussion boards. Also, make sure you have checked out any lecture material online (in the ‘external links’ section) before you take the quiz. There will usually be 3 to 5 questions, either short answer, multiple choice, or fill in the blank, and each quiz is worth 10 points.

Quizzes will be worth 20% of your overall grade (100 pts)


Spin journals

Over the course of the term, you will choose 3 news articles covering the same news story, for two separate analyses. You can choose 2 different stories in the news, or follow the same story (if it persists in the news, anyway). You'll be looking for the use of deceptive techniques, either by the news media outlet or by newsmakers. I recommend you purchase the book The thinker’s guide to fallacies—you’ll need to read through it carefully (it’s small and short), probably more than once, to help you identify and describe the techniques of manipulation covered by the authors. 

Spin—the manipulation of language, used to defend one’s views, attack others’ move public opinion, etc.—is but one of many techniques used to try to influence. For instance, is the war in Iraq about freedom and democracy? Or death and destruction? Do the enemies of the U.S. really hate our freedoms? Or do they have contempt for U.S. foreign policy? Is a person who supports a woman’s reproductive rights pro-choice, or pro-abortion? Are those who oppose abortion pro-life, or anti-choice? Is the republican party really the party of moral values? Does that make democrats degenerate heathens? There are many techniques of deception, and part of what I’ll be looking for is to see if you can tell one from another, and identify when they’re being used and how. 

Deception could come from individuals quoted in an article, it could be the spin of the media outlet or the author of the story, or the author might take an entirely uncritical view of quotes or statements in the story (reporting newsmakers’ spin as news). Even the headline of an article can be spun--so watch for spin, deception and propaganda in different places.

Some basic rules (read these carefully—a good portion of your grade involves doing so):

· When choosing from news websites, you need to spread your articles across these sources:

· Conservative: from either Fox News or the Washington Times
· Centrist: from either the Christian Science Monitor, USA Today or New York Times
· Liberal: From either Common Dreams, Truthout, or Project Censored
· You need to find an article from each source that is covering the same topic or story. For instance, if you chose to cover the White House’s warrantless wiretapping, you would need to find one article addressing it from each of the above sources (one conservative, one liberal and one centrist source).

· Over the course of the term you need to do two separate analyses or ‘spin journals.’ They are to be turned in at the start of week 10. You can turn in the first one any time after week 5 if you like. You choose which stories and weeks you want to devote to the spin journal, but all of the articles you choose for a story/topic must come from the same time period (they have to be comparable). Many online sources archive their articles (i.e., they're unavailable after a while), so don't expect you can do this assignment toward the end of the term—you'll be limited in your choices and it will show. If you're following the same story over time, hopefully you'll discuss how it is evolving.

· Among the three stories you choose:

· They need to be news articles—not editorials—they may be biased, but they should come from the news section of the media outlet you’re using—not the opinions/columns section. Now it may be true that much news is editorialized, but you should be able to tell the difference between an article that is reporting, versus one that is strictly editorializing. You should be able to tell the difference—if you’re not clear, ask.

· No more than one newswire story (e.g., Reuters, Associated Press, UPI). Media outlets subscribe to newswires and can use their stories in their own papers/websites. That means that they may reflect more the viewpoint of the newswire than the outlet, and you may not find variation from one site/paper to the next (i.e., if each is carrying the same newswire story). This means that the same AP story covered by two outlets is going to read pretty much the same. 
Resources:

The Fallacies handbook, if you purchased it, gives you examples of deception in action. However, there are many places online that may help you think through this assignment. One is in the Washington Post. Howard Kurtz (you can find him on the politics page) writes about how other papers are covering news stories. So does Dan Froomkin (same paper, same politics page). Slate.com does the same thing, called Today’s papers, and you can subscribe to that and receive it as a daily email. Also, there are many media 'watchdog' sites, such as open secrets, spinsanity, Sourcewatch, mediatransparency.org, FAIR, media matters, mediachannel.org, PRwatch, Center for American Progress, Public Citizen, mediawatch, AIM, etc. These watchdog sites could have their own biases, so be careful—this is one of the more effective means of using 3rd parties—as supposed impartial arbiters of other media.

In addition, there are some standards, as far as choosing sources for your stories—the cable news networks (CNN, Fox News, MSNBC), networks (ABC/NBC/CBS), public (PBS), newspapers (Washington Post, New York Times, Christian Science Monitor, USA Today, New York Post, Washington Times, Weekly Standard cover a broad cross section of political views), non-profit alternative sources (alternet.org, commondreams, counterpunch, Truthout, various indymedia sites). It's your job to figure out which are conservative or liberal, and you might have to do some homework to do this (some of the sites in the above paragraph may help here). 

Also, you can get lots of resources from the news page from the socmedia website.

So, by the end of the term, you should have basically 3 reports, covering news stories from three different weeks in the term. I'm willing to look over the first one to see how you're doing, and then you're on your own. Evaluation of your spin journal will be based on:

· Choice—your choice of articles is important. You'll probably want to find three sources that report on the same event or issue, but in quite different ways. This should help you identify deceptive techniques that might vary, for instance from a commercial to a non-profit or public site, and also shows that you understand that different outlets or authors can 'spin' in different ways. One good way of basing your choice is to think about to what extent the news story and how it is presented might threaten powerful newsmakers, advertisers, media owners, etc.

· Discussion—you need to exhibit some insight. What did you learn? Where is this story likely to go from here (i.e., how do you think the press will report it? Will it die? Become front page? Why?). Start with a brief summary, and move into analysis of the articles, the points made, sources, media outlets, and use what we’ve learned in class and especially the Fallacies handbook to identify techniques of deception being used, and to try to explain the differences between different outlets’ coverage of a story. This is where choice of outlets is going to be important.

· Documentation—who's the author, what's the headline (headlines are important for analysis, too), location (front page, home page, buried in the paper or the website, etc.), length (if you copy and paste into word, you can go to the 'tools' menu and do a word count), what sources are used (are they identified, who are the individuals, are they experts, do they work for think tanks, industry, academe, etc.), what facts or statistics. 

· Detective work—I want to see that you have done some research on the topic, on sources quoted in the article, organizations mentioned in the article, the author, etc. Then you may want to check out a source on Google, or sourcewatch (an excellent source), or Media Transparency, to see if any of the principals in the article have any ideological baggage, unbeknownst to the audience. For each story, I would also like you to check out a minimum of two news blogs—one from each side of the political spectrum.

· Following the 'rules'—I expect that you'll follow the structure I've laid out for this. Each of your three write-ups should be a minimum of two pages, double-spaced. 

How points are assigned. Each week’s spin entry is worth 40 points:

· 10 points for choice of articles.

· 20 points for summary and analysis;

· 5 points for documenting the articles you used, and the news blogs, and any other sources, such as sourcewatch (APA is fine for citing, or the style I use on my readings page);

· 5 points for following the ‘rules’ laid out;

· Final reflection—I’d like one page on what you got out of this assignment—it could have to do with the news stories you covered, the Fallacies book, different media outlets, but I want specifics. This is worth 10 points. 100 points overall on this assignment: 2 x 30 for the spin journal; 20 for the reflection.


Reflection paper

I’ll ask you to do some observing and analysis, take notes in a journal, write up your findings, and reflect on the process. The write-up should be no more than 4 pages in length, double spaced, and will be worth 50 possible points. You can choose one of two options: one will ask you to analyze magazine advertising; the second will examine news weblogs. The assignment is due by the end of week 5 (July 30). I will look to see that you did the assignment, that you incorporated some of the concepts from class into your discussion, and that you essentially treat this as an analysis and reflection paper, not as a book report.

You will find the descriptions of these two assignments at the end of the syllabus.
50 points possible 

Participation

This is the most important part of the course, worth 150 out of 500 possible points. This is where you show me you’re reading, engaging in the material (readings, discussion, and online lecture material), and learning. Students need to participate in the discussion every week to gain points for that week. Here’s what I’ll be looking for: 

1. At least one substantial posting on each question or discussion thread I begin (there will usually be three per week). 

2. At least one substantial response within each discussion thread to a post from someone else. By substantial I mean that you need to show me that you've been following and have something thoughtful to say. The number of postings is worth 10 points per week. 

3. Thoughtful postings. This covers the quality of your postings. I'm looking for some evidence of thought on your part. This is worth 5 points per week.

There are several kinds of postings that can get you credit. You can pose a question for the group, and then try to answer it or explain why you asked it. You can provide other research or web resources you’ve found that shed light on a subject we’ve discussing. You can summarize a long discussion thread and try to distill it down to one or a few issues. You can reply to others’ postings—either agreeing or disagreeing, the main thing is that you provide evidence and some logical argument to back up what you’re saying. Unsupported statements won’t get you a ‘5’ for the quality of your postings for the week. Overall, there are 15 points possible each week for participation in discussion. Here are some basic guidelines: 

1. You need to post during the week the discussion is taking place This is the beauty of online classes--everybody contributes, nobody gets to hide in the back of the class, everyone has a chance to shine. I won't be counting late postings. Generally we'll begin a new topic on Tuesdays, and run through the next Monday evening. 

2. Follow basic online 'netiquette.' No flaming, no personal attacks--we're discussing ideas in this course, and mutual respect is a prerequisite. We certainly don't have to agree--but we can disagree in a civil way, and use persuasion, logic and evidence to support our own ideas. Discussing social problems is incomplete without discussion of politics, because different groups in society have access to different resources to get their points across, and therefore the way we understand a problem may have to do with who controls the media, who can afford a public relations media campaign, etc. 

3. If you're writing a long post, use paragraphs to break up points and, to be safe, you might write it in a word document (and save as you go), and then paste it into Blackboard--this will help you avoid the frustration of losing a posting you've spent considerable time on.

A note on absences: if you're going to be out of town or away from the Web for any substantial period of time, you need to let me know. If you're not posting and haven't said anything to me, I'll just assume you're not participating in the discussion board for that week (and that's 15 points per week--so if, for example, you missed three weeks entirely, your chances of pulling an 'A' in the course would be very slim--that's 45 pts out of a possible 500 for the term). 

Again, 150 points on this part of the course--15 pts per week.

Completion of survey.
I will ask you . to complete a survey during finals week. This survey is important in helping me design the class and making changes. This is the second time I have offered this particular class online, and though I believe the material works well on the web, it is a somewhat different experience (e.g., we can’t really watch films together). 

So the survey will ask for your feedback on how the course is going, as well as some on your own situations (some generic questions on how much time you’re able to devote to the course, constraints you face as a DDE student, etc.). It is not an evaluation of your performance in the class—it is an self-evaluation of your effort, and an evaluation of my performance as instructor. I hope you will take it seriously and provide thoughtful feedback—it will benefit future DDE students 

25 points possible (so please be thorough and thoughtful)
Policies, expectations

Academic integrity

The university's official position: Eastern Oregon University places a high value upon the integrity of its student scholars. Any student found guilty of academic misconduct (including, but not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, or theft of an examination or supplies) may be subject to having his or her grade reduced in the course in question, being placed on probation or suspended from the university, or being expelled from the university--or a combination of these. (see section II of the 2002-03 Student Handbook, p. 32ff, and p. 41 ff).

My interpretation: Plagiarism is taking credit for work, ideas, papers, that are not yours. Universities make lots of literature available for a nominal fee, the bargain being that if you use the ideas of others, you'll credit them. So it isn't just wholesale theft, but as the above says, deception, misrepresentation, etc. Be sure you're familiar with what plagiarism is, and how to avoid it. The Penn State University Library has a good Web page on citing your sources. There are links on the course web page (under ‘web links’). I recommend you look at it before you turn in papers in this class or others. If you're caught plagiarizing, you'll receive an 'F' on the assignment and possibly the course. Doing your own work turns out to be more rewarding in the long term.

Due dates and late assignments

Assignments are expected in class on the day they're due. Late assignments will be assessed a penalty (one letter grade for each day, increasing with lateness). You can turn in assignments electronically by using the assignments feature from the assignments folder (just click on the link and it should be apparent how it works). I will see you’ve turned something in in the gradebook, and will send you my comments and evaluation. We will not be using the digital dropbox in this course. Nor do I want you to send me files electronically via email (they tend to get mixed up with my on-campus assignments). If you have extenuating circumstances for being late, I'm always willing to listen, but in fairness to others who've managed to get them in on time, it'll have to be good, and I’m more sympathetic when you anticipate problems.

Posted due dates are pretty firm. They may change over the course of the term, but they'll be the same for everyone. Turning in an assignment late will lead to a deduction. If you notify me on the due date that it will be late, and get it in the next day, the deduction is one letter grade (the total number of points you can get is 10% less than the total possible). Later notifications or assignments turned in will be dealt with on a case-by-case basis. Printer/server/computer problems are your responsibility. If you're having trouble for whatever reason, you need to try to plan for it and let me know in advance (which should give you time to . . . not have trouble). If you’re having trouble with Blackboard, write your posts in Word and paste them into Blackboard.

Note: Class schedule and assignments may be revised during the course of the term as needed.

Expectations

I will justify my lecture and reading material, assignments, etc., by showing its relevance to the overall course objectives. I will provide a friendly environment for discussion of ideas, try to make you think, impart personal experiences relevant to course material, and be generally accessible, approachable, and clear and precise about course expectations. With respect to coverage of content, I tend to emphasize depth over breadth—I would rather cover less points thoroughly, at a reasonable and engaging pace, than pledge strict allegiance to a course schedule. 

In turn I expect students will do their own work, use or develop critical thinking skills and be able to express them on paper or in class discussion, speak up when unclear or in disagreement on a concept, either exhibit college-level writing skills or seek help to improve them, and refine note-taking skills. I'll look for progress in developing abstract thinking skills and students' abilities to focus on  the “big picture”—key  concepts delivered in class, their relevance to course material,  the real world, etc. Discussion in class will focus on ideas—we can debate people’s ideas in a respectful way, but personal attacks on individuals will not be tolerated. You’re expected to show respect to everyone in the class. If you have questions about what’s appropriate in class, follow the Golden Rule. 

Students with disabilities

Any student requiring assistance or accommodation from me in performing course-related work should make his/her needs known to me in a timely manner. If you have a documented disability or suspect that you have a learning problem, and require reasonable accommodations, please contact the Disability Services Program in Loso Hall 230 (phone 962-3081).

Class schedule (readings schedule will be in Blackboard)
	Week
	Topic(s)

	Week   1
	Are news media biased?

	Week   2
	How is news filtered?

	Week   3
	Censorship

	Week   4
	Persuasion and propaganda

	Week   5
	Techniques of deception

	Week   6
	More techniques

	Week   7
	Feelings

	Week   8
	Power

	Week   9
	Television

	Week 10
	What to do?

	Week 11
	


Reflection paper—choose one of the following two assignments to complete

Anth/Soc 345

Advertising assignment

Choose from the following: Time Magazine, Newsweek, People, New Yorker, Harper’s

Publication(s): name, date 

1. Ownership—what can you learn about the owner of the publication? Circulation? 

2. Ad coverage—about how many ‘full page equivalents’ (do a ratio of content to advertising—what % of the magazine is advertising)? How many total ads? What kinds of ads predominate (what’s being sold? Come up with categories)? 

3. Readership—based on your analysis, what do the ads tell you about who reads the magazine? Provide evidence to support your conclusion (think categories—race, gender, ethnicity, income, region of country, nationality, occupation, formal education level, etc.).

4. Selling techniques (appealing to prestige/status, drawing on insecurities/fear, symbolism/imagery, special offers, etc.—anything from the ‘Ad and the Ego’ video?)

5. Content—how many stories could be construed as advertising of one sort or another? How/why (support with evidence)? How does the coverage draw in the readership you’ve targeted above? Any potential self-interest on the part of the magazine or its publishing company? Do articles ‘frame’ issues in certain ways, avoiding other legitimate viewpoints? Analyze the cover—what’s going on there? Is it appealing to fear, emotion, etc.?

Anth/Soc 345 (Summer 2007)

News weblog assignment

I will give you a news story, based on what’s getting carriage when and if you choose this option for the assignment.

1. Briefly describe the stories you researched, and the list the blogs you used.

2. What are the facts of the stories you were able to pull out of your review of the weblogs? List and justify why you identified them as facts.

3. How did the weblogs’ coverage and analysis influence your understanding of the story(ies), or help you form opinions about the issue? 

4. Did you find any differences as to how blogs on the left or right operate? Are some more likely than others to use logical fallacies, spin, factual evidence, etc.? Be specific, justify your answer.

Minuses will be given for the bottom third (0-3) of each range; pluses for the top third (7-9). I will also use pluses and minuses positively if I feel that one's grade did not reflect his/her effort; I will not use them to reduce a grade.


Unless I’ve made a mathematical error, all grades are final.
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