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Carleton university 

 

 

Visual Media and Communication 

“The only thing worse than being blind is having sight but no vision.” 

-Helen Keller 

 

 [Semester 2, 2016] 

 

 

 

Instructor:   Dr. Michael Ryan Skolnik 

Office Hours:  TBD 

 

Teaching Asssistants:  TBD 

 

Grading:   Letter, option of S/U if applicable 

 

I. Rationale:   
 

This introductory course provides a framework in which students can develop critical 

vocabularies and methods for the analysis, criticism, and production of (visual) media. 

 

It examines the role of media in everyday life, and the changing relationships between media, 

culture, politics, and society. 



2 

II. Course Aims and Outcomes:   
Aims 
This course is designed for students to develop the following transferable knowledge and skills: 

 

- An understanding of the importance of visual elements in communication. 

- An understanding of the relationships between media, politics, and culture. 

- An informed and well-researched critical voice, using analytical concepts and 

frameworks. 

- A sense of the social and ethical responsibilities involved in creating media artefacts. 

- Research and argumentative writing techniques. 

 

Specific Learning Outcomes: 
By the end of this course, students will:  

 

- Develop the following key skills through assessment tasks: 

o Research skills: Students will learn to find, evaluate, and cite research sources 

in an in-class assignment in Week 3, and throughout the course’s written 

assessments. 

o Presentation skills: Starting in Week 4, students will present once on a weekly 

theme and facilitate a class discussion. 

o Written communication skills: Students will develop their argumentative 

writing style through a critical review of a course reading, and the final essay. 

 

- Develop the following course content-knowledge: 

o The importance of visuality in media, and the role media plays in politics, 

culture, and society. 

o Critical analysis techniques for media, including: semiotics, critical 

perspectives (Marxism, feminism, post-colonialism, etc).  

o The role of technology in changing media/social/political discourse (e.g. 

television, social media, etc.). 

o The process of media production and distribution. 
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III. Format and Procedures:   
 

The course’s structure comprises a weekly 1-hour lecture and 2-hour discussion group session.  

 

Students are assumed to have read the readings before the lecture so that they can ask insightful 

questions during it and get more out of the experience. Students are expected to have read the 

weekly readings before the discussion group sessions in order to be able to meaningfully 

contribute to them.   

 

The general structure of the lectures will cover some of the main ideas in the weekly readings, 

and apply these ideas to case studies.  

 

The discussion sections will allow students to explore the ideas covered in the lecture in critical 

and experimental ways, facilitated by their teaching assistants. In addition to reading the course 

material ahead of the discussion groups, students and teaching assistants are expected to foster 

and maintain an atmosphere where complex and controversial ideas can be debated with respect 

and without personal attacks. Students are expected to attend all discussion group sessions, and 

missing more than 3 sessions will result in reductions to the participation segment of the overall 

grade.   

IV. Course Requirements:  
 

1. Class attendance and participation policy:   

 

Attendance will not be taken at lectures and lectures will be accessible online through the 

Blackboard Learning Management System for students to be able to catch up if they miss 

the scheduled lecture time. 

 

Attendance will be taken during group discussion sections, and the students’ degree of 

participation noted. Missing more than 3 sessions without prior permission or 

medical/compassionate grounds will result in penalties to the participation section of the 

final course grade. 

 

2. Assessment Tasks 

 

1. In-Class Research Training Assignment – 500 words, Due Week 4 (15%) 

The group discussion sessions will meet at the library during Week 3 (so don’t miss 

class this week!), for a short research and referencing workshop with a reference 

librarian. Afterward, students will be tasked with using the methods learned in the 

workshop to find 3 sources about a set topic, and to write a 500-word report 

evaluating these sources’ respective usefulness, with proper referencing. After 

completing this assignment, students will be prepared for the major essay later in the 

semester, and equipped with useful research skills for the rest of their university 

career. 

 

2. Critical Review of a Reading (10%) – 300 words, Due Week 6 (10%) 

Students will choose one of the readings from Weeks 1-5 and write a 300-word 

critical review of its main ideas/arguments. Students are expected to engage with 

these ideas/arguments in some depth, bearing in mind the small word count: If you 

agree/disagree with the argument, why is it convincing or not? Students should also 

pick an example of their own choosing and apply their argument about the reading to 
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it. This assignment serves as preparatory argumentative writing ahead of the analysis 

of a media text and the major essay. It also gives students room to be creative in 

voicing their opinions, and will accustom students to feedback. 

 

3. In-Class Presentation – Weeks 4-12. 10-15 minute presentation, leading a 10 

minute class discussion, copy of presentation materials with complete 

referencing for any sources used. (20%) 

In Week 2, a presentation schedule will be set up in the group discussion sessions. 

From Weeks 4-12, each week, 2-3 students, working alone or in a group, will deliver 

a presentation on the week’s theme, focusing it on applying the week’s 

theme/ideas/reading to an example of their own choosing. Students are advised to use 

audiovisual media to support their presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi) and to 

foreground/contexutalize their examples (YouTube clips, images, etc). Including a 

brief summary of the reading is welcome, but students are advised to keep it short in 

order to minimize repetition. This assignment is a more elaborate version of the 

critical review of the reading that is centered on developing presentation and 

leadership skills in the classroom. 

 

4. Critical Review of a Media Text – 1000 words, due Week 9 (20%) 

This assignment is a longer-form analysis of a media text that the student chooses as a 

case study, that is not the same media text as was used in the presentation. Using 

one or more of the analytical perspectives covered in the course, students will analyse 

the case study, with emphasis on its visual elements, and mount arguments about the 

media text’s social, political, or cultural impact. 

 

5. Final Essay – 2000 words, due Week 13 (35%) 
For the final essay, students will analyze a technological media platform in terms of 

how it structures communication, and what effects the design of the platform has on 

the kinds of communication that take place on it. Platforms can include 

websites/social networks (Facebook, Reddit, 4chan, etc.), content services (YouTube, 

Twitch, Netflix, Pandora, etc.), mobile applications (Instagram, Snapchat, Tinder, 

etc.), multi-player online videogames (League of Legends, Hearthstone, Splatoon, 

etc.) and others. The essay must draw on at least 4 research sources outside of the 

course readings, and sources must be properly referenced. 

 

V. Academic Integrity 

Each student in this course is expected to abide by the University Code of Academic Integrity.  

Any work submitted by a student in this course for academic credit will be the student's own 

work. For this course, collaboration is allowed on class presentations, within the scope of 

presentation groups. 

 

You are encouraged to study together and to discuss information and concepts covered in lecture 

and the sections with other students. You can give "consulting" help to or receive "consulting" 

help from such students. However, this permissible cooperation should never involve one student 

having possession of a copy of all or part of work done by someone else, in the form of an e-

mail, an e-mail attachment file, a diskette, or a hard copy.  

 

Should copying occur, both the student who copied work from another student and the student 

who gave material to be copied will both automatically receive a zero for the assignment. Penalty 
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for violation of this Code can also be extended to include failure of the course and University 

disciplinary action.  

 

 

VI. Accommodations for students with disabilities 

 

In compliance with University policy and equal access laws, I invite students to discuss 

appropriate academic accommodations that may be required for students with disabilities. 

Requests for academic accommodations are to be made during the first three weeks of the 

semester, except for unusual circumstances, so arrangements can be made. Students are 

encouraged to register with Student Disability Services to verify their eligibility for appropriate 

accommodations. 

 

VII.  Inclusivity Statement 

 

We understand that our members represent a rich variety of backgrounds and perspectives. The 

Media & Communications department is committed to providing an atmosphere for learning that 

respects diversity. While working together to build this community we ask all members to: 

 share their unique experiences, values and beliefs 

 be open to the views of others  

 honor the uniqueness of their colleagues 

 appreciate the opportunity that we have to learn from each other in this community 

 value each other’s opinions and communicate in a respectful manner 

 keep confidential discussions that the community has of a personal (or professional) 

nature  

 use this opportunity together to discuss ways in which we can create an inclusive 

environment in this course and across the Carleton community  
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VIII. Tentative Course Schedule:  (May change to accommodate guest presenters & student 

needs) 
 

Date/Topic       Readings            Assignments   

Week 1 – Why Study 

Media?/How to be 

Successful at 

University 

No readings this week!  

Week 2 – Why is The Visual 

Important? 

Marshall McLuhan, “The 

Medium is the Message” 

 

Kayla Webley, “How the 

Nixon-Kennedy Debate 

Changed the World” 

In this week’s discussion 

group section, we will 

establish a schedule for in-

class presentations (Weeks 4-

12). 

Week 3 – How can we 

Interpret Visual 

Media? 

Daniel Chandler, “Semiotics 

for Beginners.” 

 

Stuart Hall, “Encoding / 

Decoding” 

In this week’s discussion 

group section, we will 

undertake research skills 

training.  

Week 4 – What is Culture 

and how do Media 

fit into it? 

Roland Barthes, “Toys” 

 

Dick Hebidge, “From Culture 

to Hegemony” and 

“Subculture: The Unnatural 

Break” 

500-word research write-up 

due. 

 

Presentations begin in this 

week’s discussion group 

sections. 

Week 5 – What are 

ideologies and 

how do Media 

interact with 

them? 

Antonio Gramsci, “History of 

the Subaltern Classes”, “The 

Concept of ‘Ideology’”, and 

“Cultural Themes: Ideological 

Material” 

 

Louis Althusser, “Ideology 

and Ideological State 

Apparatuses (Notes Towards 

an Investigation”  

 

Week 6 – What is identity 

and how do Media 

interact with it? 

Erving Goffman,  

 

danah boyd, “Identity 

Production in a Networked 

Culture: Why Youth Heart 

Myspace” 

Critical Review of a reading 

due this week. 

Week 7 – Theoretical 

Approaches: 

Postcolonialism 

  

Week 8 – Theoretical 

Approaches: 

Feminism 

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, 

“Intersectionality: The Double 

Bind of Race and Gender.” 
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Week 9 – Media from a 

Design Perspective 

Donald Norman, The Design of 

Everyday Things. 

 

Eli Pariser, “Beware of Online 

Filter Bubbles”. 

Critical Review of a media 

text due this week. 

   

   

  Presentations end this week. 

  Final Essay due this week. 

 


