
English 306F 
Introduction to Semiotics 

Dr. Nadine Gingrich 
HH 262, ext. 33398 
Please use UWACE to contact me by e-mail 
Office Hours: T, Th 9:30-11 or by appointment 
 
Overview 
Semiotics is a large and growing discipline that studies the ways in which we create and use 
“signs” to make meaning.  A sign is anything that can stand for something else, making the 
range of semiotic inquiry almost limitless. In our brief foray into the field, we will discover that 
this deceptively simple definition of the sign becomes more and more complex.  
 
In this course we will have three main tasks: to read about the history and theory of semiotics; 
to learn the vocabulary and methodology of semiotics; and to practice this vocabulary and 
methodology on all kinds of everyday texts. 
 
Required Texts 
Marcel Danesi, The Quest for Meaning: A Guide to Semiotic Theory and Practice 
English 306F Course Reader, available at the bookstore. 
Roland Barthes, Mythologies 
Journal Articles (noted on weekly schedule) 
 
Course Assignments 
 

1. Two mid- term tests       1 X 15% +1 X20%= 35% 
2. Proposal for Final Assignment        5% 
3. Final  Written Assignment—a semiotic analysis of a text of your choice          30%  
4. Final Exam                    30% 

 
 
Attendance and Participation 
 
My assumption is that in enrolling in this course you obligate yourself to attend all the classes 
and to come to them prepared—i.e. you will have read the assigned texts and be ready to 
respond to and discuss them. Our class discussions will be an important part of  your learning, 
but will only be so if you have engaged thoughtfully with the material we are studying. Steven 
Pinker, a psychologist, has said, “[I]t is undeniable that people retain more when they are 
called upon to think about what they are learning than when they are asked to pluck fact after 
fact out of lectures and file them away in memory” (The Stuff of Thought 84).  Class 
discussions—both my comments and those of your peers—will add significantly to your 
understanding of the material and enhance your learning experience. My obligation is to 



choose interesting and useful material and to make the classes worth attending. 
 

Course Policies 
 

Assignments are due on the date specified; late assignments will be penalized by 5% per day 
unless you have arranged with me in advance for an extension.   

 
 

Academic Integrity 
 

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, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm  
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, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm  
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, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm 
Academic Integrity website (Arts): http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html 
Academic  Integrity Office (UW): http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/ 

 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities 

 
Note for students with disabilities: The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD), located in 
Needles Hall, Room 1132, 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 OPD at the beginning of each academic term. 

 
 
 
 

Schedule  

Date Topic Readings 

http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html
http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/


Sept 13 Introduction to Course  

Sept 15 Basics Danesi, Chapter 1 

Sept 20 Basics Danesi, Chapter 2 

Sept 22 Gestures/ Postures CR 1-5 

Sept 27 Structures Danesi, Chapter 3 

Sept 29  Codes Danesi, Chapter 4 

Oct 4 Texts Danesi, Chapter 5 

Oct 6 Applications: Clothing and 
Food; Police Reading the 
Streets 

Danesi, Chapter 7; Connie Fletcher. “The Semiotics of 
Survival: Street Cops Read the Street,. The Howard Journal 
of Communications  4. 1&2 (1992): 133-142. 

Oct 11  Humour Arthur Asa berger, “Signs of Humor: On the Structure of 
Laughter” 
http://scholar.googleusercontent.com/scholar?q=cache:tP
utODDytlQJ:scholar.google.com/&hl=en&as_sdt= 

Oct 13 1st Mid term  test  

Oct 18 Mythologies Barthes,  Mythologies, “Mythologies” 

Oct 20 Mythologies Mythologies, “Myth Today”; Julie Reid. “Mythological 
Representation in Popular Culture Today.” Communicatio 
33.2  (2007): 80-98. 

Oct 25 Hegemony CR 6-9 

Oct 27 Media  CR 83-96 

Nov 1 Media CR 70-82 

Nov 3 Discourse Henry Giroux.“Nymphet Fantasies: Child Beauty Pageants 
and the Politics of Innocence.” Social Text 57. 16 (1998):31-
53. 

Nov 8 Visual Semiotics CR 37-59 

Nov   10 Visual Semiotics CR 10-36 

Nov 15 2nd Mid term test  

Nov 17  Postmodernism Roland Posner. “Post-modernism, Post-structuralism, Post-
semiotics? Sign Theory at the fin de siècle. ” Semiotica 
183.1/4  (2011): 9-30. 

Nov 22 Baudrillard CR 60-69; Ron Bishop. “Stealing the Signs: A Semiotic 
Analysis of the Changing Nature of Professional Sports 
Logos.”  Social Semiotics  11.1 (2001):” 23-41. 

Nov 24 Contemporary Culture; 
proposal due 

Barry King.  “Stardom, Celebrity and the Para-confession.” 
Social Semiotics 18.2  (2008): 115-132. 

Nov 29 Contemporary Culture: Cinzia Bianchi. “Semiotic Approaches to Advertising Texts 



Advertising and Strategies: Narratives, Passion, Marketing.” Semiotica  
183.1/4 (2011): 243-271. 

Dec 1 Floating day  

Dec 5 Final Assignment due  English Department Drop Box 

   

 

 


