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University of Waterloo Department of English  

English 104: Rhetoric in Popular Culture 
 Winter 2017 

Tues/Thurs, 1:00-2:20, HH1108 

Instructor Information 
Instructor: Victoria Lamont 
Office: HH226 
Office Hours: by appointment (I am usually available after class). 
Email: vlamont@uwaterloo.ca  (for questions about due dates, absence, and other course policies, please check the 
syllabus first—most questions are answered there; see email policy under “Course Policies,” below) 
 
Course website available on Learn. Please check regularly for course news and assignment information.  

Course Description 
Every day, we are all bombarded with messages circulated in popular films, television, music, digital media, 
video games, and more. These messages influence our beliefs and behaviour, in both helpful and unhelpful 
ways that we are not always aware of. In this course, you will learn how to use the tools of rhetorical criticism 
to uncover and evaluate the messages underlying popular culture texts, with a particular focus on recent 
network and cable television series. You will also practice formulating arguments about popular texts and 
expressing them clearly and persuasively orally and in writing. 

Course Goals and Learning Outcomes 
Upon completion of this course, students should be able to: 

1. Explain critical concepts and terms associated with a broad range of rhetorical perspectives.  

2. Apply a broad range of rhetorical concepts to popular texts.  

3. Formulate persuasive arguments about popular texts. 

4. Write clear and effective persuasive arguments.  

Required Texts 

The Rhetorical Power of Popular Culture, 2nd Edition, by Deanna Sellnow. On reserve and in Bookstore.  

A dvd or online version (e.g. from Netflix or Itunes) of one season of a popular television series chosen from the list of 
target texts, below. 

 
Note: Please do not use the first edition of Sellnow because it is outdated.  

mailto:vlamont@uwaterloo.ca
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Recommended Reading 
• The Sellnow text has a student study site that includes quizzes, articles, and other materials that you might find 

helpful to prepare your assignments and test your knowledge: 
http://studysites.sagepub.com/sellnow2e/study/default.htm 

• A writer’s handbook such as The Little Brown Compact Handbook  by Jane Aaron and Aimee Morrison or How 
to Write Anything  by John Ruszkiewicz and  Jay Dolmage, both available in the UW bookstore and library.  

• St. James Encyclopedia of Popular Culture: useful for background information about many popular texts; 
available online via the library website. 

• Encyclopedia of Rhetoric: entries on many concepts covered in this course. Available online via library.  
 
Accommodation 
The University of Waterloo has a long-standing commitment to support the participation and access to 
university programs, services, and facilities by persons with all types of disabilities. All students who have a 
permanent disability as well as those with temporary disabilities have the right to what UW calls “AccessAbility 
Services.” To register for these services, you must provide documentation from a qualified professional to 
verify your disability. Please contact them at 519-888-4567 ext. 35082 or drop into Needles Hall 1132 to book 
an appointment to meet with an advisor to discuss their services and supports. 
 
If you have a chronic condition or situation beyond your control (e.g. you suffer from migraines, you are a 
single parent) that may affect your ability to meet deadlines or attend some classes, please let me know within 
the first two weeks of class. You do not have to disclose the details of your situation, but I may require 
documentation from a medical or mental health professional to be able to accommodate you. 
 
No other exceptions will be made to course requirements and policies except in the case of documented 
medical or mental health emergencies.   
 
Standard of Work 
This is a university level writing course. To succeed in this course you should already be comfortable with the 
basics of effective communication in English using appropriate grammar, syntax, and punctuation. If you need 
extra practice or help, it is your responsibility to seek the help you need. This could mean visiting the Writing 
Centre, consulting a writing guide such as How to Write Anything, making an appointment with me for extra 
help, or taking an English course better suited to your needs.  
 
The Writing Centre  
You are encouraged to make use of the UW Writing Center, which provides all UW students with resources to 
help them improve their writing including one-on-one consultations. For more information see 
https://uwaterloo.ca/writing-centre/. 
 

Course Requirements and Assessment 
Please see the course website on Learn for more detailed information about all assignments.  

Assessment  Date of Evaluation Weighting 

Short Assignments See Schedule of Classes 30% 

http://studysites.sagepub.com/sellnow2e/study/default.htm
http://studysites.sagepub.com/sellnow2e/study/default.htm
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/current-students/documentation-requirements
https://uwaterloo.ca/writing-centre/
https://uwaterloo.ca/writing-centre/
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Mind Map 1st Assessment (10%) 

Due Feb 17 by 11:59 pm.  

Final Assessment (10%) 

Due  April 7, 11:59 pm.  

Submit to dropbox on Learn; paper 

mind maps can be submitted to  

English department drop box.  

 20% 

 

Essay  April 7, 11:59 PM 

Submit to Dropbox on Learn 

30% 

3-Minute-Argument (Oral Presentation) Last two weeks of class 10% 

Participation  10% 

Total  100% 

 

Short Assignments (30%) 
These are short (1-2 page) assignments that give you an opportunity to practice applying and writing about course 
concepts and prepare for your major project. The lowest mark will be dropped from your final assessment. Details 
about each short assignment will be provided in class and on Learn. 

Major Project (30%) and Mind Map (20%) 
You will prepare a final essay on a recent cable or network television series, chosen from the list of target texts below. 
Your project will consist of 1500-2000 words of written text and should include media analysis (that is, analysis of 
sound, visuals, and/or other media). Your goal is to make a persuasive argument about how the text influences the 
behavior and beliefs of its audience, based on application of a range of rhetorical perspectives studied in the course.  

About the mind map: A mind map is a brainstorming tool that helps us record, organize, and remember complex ideas. 
Your mind map will function as the raw material you will use as the basis of your major essay.  Throughout the term, 
you will practice applying the theory we are studying for the week to your target text. You will use a mind map to keep 
a record of your analysis. For an introduction to mind maps, check out this useful article from Life Hacker. You can 
make your mind map electronically, using software such as xmind, or on paper. You will have class time to work on 
your mind map. Your mindmap will be assessed once half-way through the term (worth 10%) and again at the end of 
term (worth 10%).  

Teaming Up: you may team up with a partner for the mind-map assignment. Both partners will receive the same grade 
for the mind map. Partners must submit individual, original essays with no overlap and will receive individual grades for 

http://lifehacker.com/how-to-use-mind-maps-to-unleash-your-brains-creativity-1348869811
http://lifehacker.com/how-to-use-mind-maps-to-unleash-your-brains-creativity-1348869811
http://www.xmind.net/
http://www.xmind.net/
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the essay. 

Target Texts: Choose one season of a television series as your target text for the term. I recommend the following 
series. If you wish to work on a series not on this list, it must be approved by me.  

Orange is the New Black 

Mad Men 

Game of Thrones 

Arrested Development 

Modern Family 

The Big Bang Theory 

The Americans 

True Detective 

Justified 

Longmire 

The Goodwife 

True Blood 

Homeland  

Dexter  

Six Feet Under  

Firefly 

Girls        

Downton Abbey 

Shameless 

The Leftovers 

The Affair 

Orphan Black 
 
UnReal 
 
Westworld 
 
Sense8 
 
Battlestar Galactica 
 
Narcos 
 
Breaking Bad 
 

 
3-Minute Argument Presentation (10%) 
During the last two weeks of class, you will give a 3-minute presentation in which you make a persuasive argument 
about how your target text influences its audience to believe or behave. You will be evaluated by your peers (peer 
evaluations will be reviewed by me).   

Participation (10%)  
Participation marks will be based on the following: 
-commitment to course as demonstrated by regular attendance, punctuality, attentiveness, participation in activities 
-engagement in class discussion through thoughtful comments, questions, and responses 
-evidence of preparation of assigned readings 
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-contributions of examples for class discussion 
-if you tend to be reserved in class, you may submit written evidence of participation (e.g. written responses to 
material covered in class, evidence of participation in activities, etc.). Save this material and submit it as a portfolio at 
the end of term. I do recommend that you try to speak in class once every one or two weeks to develop your comfort 
level with speaking in larger groups. It is a valuable skill to have.  
 
Evaluation 
Short Assignments will be marked on a 5-point scale: 
5: Meets required length; strongly engaged with course material, high-quality exploration, effective communication. 
4: Meets minimum required length; meets expectations for engagement with course material, effective 
communication. 
3: High quality exploration, but too short or meets minimum required length but is too superficial; little engagement 
with course material; communication somewhat unclear.  
1-2: Too short and too superficial; no engagement with course material; communication very unclear; does not follow 
instructions. 
 
3-Minute Arguments will be evaluated by your peers using the following criteria: Eye contact, pacing, clarity of delivery, 
effective use of appropriate rhetorical devices, argumentation, evidence.  
 
Participation will be marked as follows: 
8-10: Regularly contributes to class discussion and activities. Comments are insightful and demonstrate strong 
preparation. Is attentive and respectful. Actively promotes a positive learning environment. Attends most classes and is 
always on time and well-prepared. Always uses class time productively. A role model for other students.  
 
6-7: Contributes to class discussion and activities but contributions are irregular or could benefit from more attentive 
reading. Is attentive and respectful in class.  Attends most classes, is punctual, and uses class time productively. A good 
citizen in class but needs to take more initiative in class discussion and activities.  
 
4-5: Seldom contributes to class discussion and activities; comments may show lack of preparation; sometimes appears 
inattentive (e.g. texting, using laptop for non-course related activities); sometimes uses class time unproductively; is 
absent or late on several occasions.  
 
1-3: Does not contribute to class discussion and activities; may be disruptive in class or use class time unproductively; Is 
frequently absent or late. May behave disrespectfully.  
 
Mind Maps will be evaluated as follows:  
 
80-100%: Addresses an extensive range of important course concepts including the most challenging ones; each 
concept is linked to multiple other concepts; all linkages are insightful, clear and logical; incorporates strong examples 
from a broad range of episodes from target text; concepts and examples are clearly and succinctly explained; material 
is well-organized and easy to understand; visual aids such as layout, color coding, graphics, enhance overall clarity of 
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communication. 
 
70-79%: Addresses most of the important course concepts and provides sufficient examples from the target text; most 
concepts and examples are linked with other concepts/examples; most linkages are clear and logical; most concepts 
and examples are clearly and succinctly explained; some of the material may be disorganized or difficult to understand; 
could benefit from more effective use of visual aids. 
 
60-69%: Addresses several of the important concepts and provides a few examples from the target text; several 
concepts/examples are linked to other concepts/examples; linkages may be questionable or unclear; explanations may 
be unclear or underdeveloped; much of the material is disorganized or difficult to understand; minimal effective use of 
visual aids.  
 
50-59%: Addresses few important concepts and provides few examples; makes few linkages among concepts and 
examples; linkages suggest lack of understanding of material; explanations are inaccurate or superficial; highly 
disorganized and difficult to understand; visually confusing.  
 
Below 50%: Includes minimal concepts and examples, and these are poorly understood. Makes minimal linkages among 
concepts and examples, most of which make little sense; explanations demonstrate poor grasp of the material; minimal 
effective communication.  
 
 
Essays will be evaluated as follows:1  
 

Introduction and Thesis Statement 
10     9     8   7     6     5     4 3     2     1     0 
Explains problem to be addressed;  
provides necessary background;  
ends with contestable thesis  
statement; thesis answers assigned 
question 

Problem statement missing;  
problem poorly focused; thesis  
unclear, not contestable, and/or 
does not fully answer assigned  
question 

Paper begins without context or 
background; paper lacks thesis; 
statement; reader confused about  
what writer is attempting to do 

Quality of Ideas and Argument 
20     18     16 14     12     10     8 6     4     2     0 
Strong insights; remains focused 
on question; effectively links course 
materials to question; good  
reasoning 

Some good insights; loses focus 
on question; gaps in argument;  
connections between question and 
course materials is vague;  
unsupported generalizations 

Fails to adequately answer question  
contains no clear argument;  
descriptive rather than analytical;  
tends to summarize course  
materials 

Media Analysis 
10     9     8 7     6     5     4 3     2     1     0 

 
1 Rubric adapted from John Bean, Engaging Ideas (San Francisco: Wiley, 2011), p. 101-102.  
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Excellent use of relevant course 
materials to analyze text’s use 
of visuals, media, and/or music.  
Examples are clearly presented 
(e.g. screenshots, sound excerpts) 
and clearly linked to analysis.  

Analyzes media but there is 
room for stronger engagement 
with course materials. Presents 
examples but does not clearly 
link them to analysis.  

Media analysis is lacking or  
superficial; no examples  
presented.  
 

Use of Evidence 
10     9     8 7     6     5     4 3     2     1     0 
Excellent use of different course 
materials to support argument; 
effectively provides relevant 
examples, evidence, and  
appropriate quotes from a broad 
range of episodes 

Uneven use of evidence and 
examples; evidence not always  
directly relevant; over- 
reliance on a single source or 
episode; 
significance of quotes not always  
clear 

Lack of evidence and examples; 
evidence, if provided, not  
related to overall argument;  
limited reference to course  
materials 

Organization and Clarity 
10     9     8 7     6     5     4 3     2     1     0   
Clear, well-organized paper; 
paragraphs begin with topic 
sentences related to thesis; topic 
sentences fully developed in each 
paragraph; paper flows  
logically, reader doesn’t get lost 

Generally sound organization;  
some topic sentences strong, 
others weak; some paragraphs  
not fully developed; reader  
occasionally confused by  
awkward organization, unclear 
sentences, fuzzy ideas 

Poor organization, lacks clarity; 
paper not organized around  
coherent paragraphs; paragraphs 
lack topic sentences; prose is 
hard to follow and understand 

Editing and Professionalism 
10     9     8 7     6     5     4 3     2     1     0 
Flawless paper, or an occasional 
minor error. Looks like a  
professional document; citations 
follow assigned format; contains 
an effective title; pages are  
numbered 

Distractions due to spelling, 
Punctuation, grammar errors; 
Writer seems a bit careless.  
Varies from assigned citation format  
in a few ways; contains a vague or  
ineffective title; pages are not  
numbered 

Paper seriously marred by  
Mistakes in grammar, spelling, and 
Punctuation; lack of editing. Paper 
does not follow assigned citation 
format; paper lacks a title 

 
 
 
Schedule of Classes and Due Dates 
Note: Please bring Sellnow texts to class.  Watch at least one episode of your target text per week.  Assigned 
readings/watchings may be revised. Any changes will be announced on Learn at least one week in advance.  

Week 1: Jan. 3/5 
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Read Sellnow Chapter 1; Choose your target text 

Tues.  Introduction to Course 

Thurs. Activity: “Applying What You’ve Learned” (Sellnow p. 10) 

   

Week 2: Jan. 10/12 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 2; Michael Moore’s 2003 Oscar acceptance speech (on Youtube);  
Rick Mercer McMaster Convocation Speech;  
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KwtabhXQqT0);  

Watch an episode of your target text— 
does a character make a speech? If so, analyze their rhetoric. Add your findings to your mind 
map. 

Tues. Introduction to Rhetoric 

Thurs. Practice Rhetorical analysis 

 

Week 3: Jan 17/19 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 3; “Hank” commercial by Budweiser; Watch an episode of 
your  
target text: what is the moral? what are the primary forms of causal relations? 
Are temporal relations primarily paradigmatic or syntagmatic? Add your 
findings to your mind map.  

Tues. Introduction to Narrative; Short Assignment #1 Due 

Thurs. Practice Narrative analysis 

 

 

Week 4: Jan. 24/26 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 4; Watch an episode of your target text.  Watch for an 
example of rule-breaking behavior and evaluate it using the theory of the 
dramatistic life cycle. Add your findings to your mind map.  

Tues. Introduction to Dramatistic Analysis 

Thurs. Practice Dramatistic Analysis  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KwtabhXQqT0
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Week 5: Jan 31/Feb 2 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 5; Watch an episode of your target text. Do a quick internet 
search for memes related to your target text. What characters or ideas do 
fans latch on to? What values are implied? What would our society be like 
if we lived by these values? Add your findings to your mind map.   

Tues Introduction to Symbolic Convergence Theory  

Short Assignment #2 Due  

Thurs Practice Symbolic Convergence 

 

Week 6: Feb. 7/9 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 6; Watch an episode of your target text. Who are the models  
and anti-models in your target text? What kind of readings of hegemony 
does your target text offer (preferred, occluded, etc.) ? Add your findings to 
your mind map. 

Tues Introduction to Neo-Marxist Perspectives 

Thurs Practice Neo Marxist analysis 

 

Week 7: Feb 14/16  

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 7; Watch an episode of your target text. Who are the models 
and anti-models of correct gendered behavior and how do they challenge or 
reinforce traditional roles for men and women? Are they rewarded or punished 
for breaking or following the rules of “correct” gendered behavior? Add your 
findings to your mind map.    

Tues Introduction to Feminist Perspectives; Short Assignment #3 Due  

Thurs Practice Feminist Analysis 

Mind Maps Due Feb 17, 11:59 PM.  

 

Reading Week: Feb 20-24 

Week 8: Feb 28/March 2 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 8; Watch an episode of your target text. Find an example in 
which the use of music is important. Apply appropriate rhetorical concepts  
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(intensity, congruency, comic or tragic, etc.) to determine how the use of music 
contributes to an argument made by your target text. Add your findings to your 
mind map.  

Tues Introduction to the Rhetoric of Music  

Thurs Practice Music Analysis 

 

Week 9: Mar 7/9  

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 9; Watch an episode of your target text. Does your text 
engage visual fetishism, voyeurism, or naricissim?  Choose an important scene 
and analyse the use of visual similarity, proximity, continuity, closure,  
and/or common fate. What information is communicated by these visual 
devices? Add your findings to your mind map.  

Tues Introduction to Visual Perspectives; Short Assignment #4 Due  

Thurs Practice Visual Analysis 

 

Week 10: Mar. 14/16 

Read/Watch Sellnow Chapter 10; Watch an episode of your target text. How does your 
target text use amplification or reduction to support a preferred or 
oppositional reading of a hegemony? How might symbolic models, parasocial 
relationships, or cumulative exposure function in your target text to influence 
behaviour or beliefs related to sex, violence, body type, or some other aspect 
of our everyday life? Does this influence contradict or support the story told in 
your target text?  Add your findings to your mind map.  

Tues Introduction to Media –Centered Perspectives 

Thurs Practice Media Criticism 

 

Week 11:  Mar. 21/23 

Read/Watch  

Tues 3-Minute Arguments; Project Preparation 

Thurs 3-Minute Arguments; Project Preparation 

 

Week 12:  Mar. 28/30 
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Read/Watch  

Tues 3MA; Project Preparation; Short Assignment #5 Due 

Thurs 3MA; Project Preparation  

 

COURSE POLICIES 

Email policy: I am happy to help you with this course in any way I can, but please check the syllabus first before 
emailing me with questions about homework, due dates, late policy, etc. Questions that are already answered in the 
syllabus will be treated as low priority; all other emails will be answered within 24 hours (except on weekends). I do not 
discuss marks by email: please make an appointment with me if you would like to discuss your marks in person. I don’t 
read long “angry” emails, so if emotions are running high, make an appointment to talk to me in person. I promise to 
give you a fair and respectful hearing.  

Late/Missing Work  
Short assignments are due at the beginning of class and will not be accepted late (more than 5 minutes after class start 
time).  

Late essays and mind maps will be penalized 3%/day including weekends. You must hand in an essay and mind map to 
receive credit for completing the course.  

3MA: Grade of 0 for missed assessments or presentations.   

To receive accommodation in case of medical or mental health issues, you must have convincing documentation from a 
medical doctor or counselor. Computer/technology /traffic/employment issues do not constitute an emergency.  

If you have a part-time job or other obligation, please check the course outline and make arrangements with your 
employer to accommodate any conflicts with your course work. If you cannot attend class or meet other deadlines 
because of outside employment or other obligations, you should take an online course. 

Electronic Device Policy 
Please use laptops for class-related work only. If you appear distracted or are distracting others I may ask you to put 
away your laptop. All other devices should be stowed during class unless I specifically instruct you to use them for a 
class-related activity. 

Attendance Policy 
I will not circulate lecture notes or make other accommodations for missed classes for non-medical reasons. No 
admission to class more than 10 minutes after class has started. Poor attendance will result in failed participation 
grade.  

Institutional-required statements for undergraduate course outlines  

Cross-listed course 
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Please note that a cross-listed course will count in all respective averages no matter under which rubric it has been 
taken. For example, a PHIL/PSCI cross-list will count in a Philosophy major average, even if the course was taken under 
the Political Science rubric. 

Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the University of Waterloo are 
expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and responsibility. 

Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid committing academic offences, 
and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student who is unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who 
needs help in learning how to avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration 
should seek guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. When 
misconduct has been found to have occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student 
Discipline. For information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer to Policy 71 - Student 
Discipline. 

Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her university life has been unfair or 
unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4. 

Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under Policy 70 - Student Petitions and 
Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 71 - Student Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be 
established. Read Policy 72 - Student Appeals. 

Other sources of information for students: 

Academic Integrity website (Arts) 
Academic Integrity Office (UWaterloo) 

Note for students with disabilities: The AccessAbility Services office, located on the first floor of the Needles Hall 
extension (1401), collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate accommodations for students 
with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the curriculum. If you require academic 
accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, please register with the AS office at the beginning of each 
academic term. 

Turnitin.com: Text matching software (Turnitin®) will be used to screen assignments in this course. This is being done 
to verify that use of all material and sources in assignments is documented. In the first week of the term, details will be 
provided about the arrangements for the use of Turnitin® in this course. 

 

https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-71
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-71
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-71
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-70
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-70
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-72
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-72
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/current-undergraduates/student-support/ethical-behaviour
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/current-undergraduates/student-support/ethical-behaviour
https://uwaterloo.ca/academic-integrity/
https://uwaterloo.ca/academic-integrity/
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/

