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Course Description  
 
New media is everywhere. It seeps into our personal relationships, shapes our social obligations, 
informs our imaginations, and constructs our identities. In recent years, academics have cobbled 
together relevant methods and social histories in the hopes of better understanding contemporary 
media culture. However, while learning these methods is certainly important, there are also very 
good reasons to begin critically engaging with media through experience. To that end, our course 
focuses on applying approaches derived from experience as a way of coming to terms with the 
complex media environments in which we live. Readings and weekly topics have been selected 
to directly address your experience, while course assignments invite you to develop critical 
perspectives on the social practices of digital culture. 
 
Calendar Description  
 
An introduction to media studies that starts with students’ own experiences of contemporary 
media. It seeks to give students an understanding of these media and how they emerged. Leads 
into second-year courses in the history and theory of media, in changing media practices, and in 
digital culture.  
 
Course Format 
 
One two-hour lecture and one, one-hour seminar weekly. 
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Lecture (TSC 1.22): Wednesday, 5:00PM-6:50PM 
Tutorial W01 (CCN K1): THU 6:00PM-6:50PM 
Tutorial W02 (CCW A1): THU 11:00AM-11:50AM 
Tutorial W03 (CCW A1): THU 10:00AM-10:50AM 
Tutorial W04 (CCW A1): THU 9:00AM-9:50AM 
Tutorial W05 (ESC B203): THU 2:00PM-2:50PM 
Tutorial W06 (OCA 221.6): THU 4:00PM-4:50PM 
Tutorial W07 (ESC B203): THU 3:00PM-3:50PM 
Tutorial W08 (CCN K1): FRI 4:00PM-4:50PM 
Tutorial W09 (CCN I1): MON 10:00AM-10:50AM 
Tutorial W10 (CCN I1): MON 9:00AM-9:50AM 
 
Texts and Materials 
 
McLuhan, Marshall (1967) The Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects. This volume is 
available at the Trent Bookstore.  
 
Other required texts are available for free on Blackboard, online, or through Trent Library’s 
online resources, as indicated.  
 
Learning Objectives 
 
Upon completing the class, you will be able to: 
 
• Develop critical perspectives on digital media, particularly social media.  
• Evaluate the way in which new media informs your perceptions of time and space.   
• Enhance your writing skills by providing summaries and convincing arguments.  
• Test your speaking and presentation skills.  
 
Evaluation 
 
Your grade for this course will come from the following: 
 
Attendance (lecture)   
Ongoing 
10% 
 
Media Ecology Response Paper    
Fri Jan. 31 on Blackboard  
20% 
 
Semiotics (In-class Seminar Assignment)   
Week 5 and 6 in Tutorial  
5% 
 
Social Media Group Project    
Fri Mar. 10 on Blackboard  
25% 
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Final exam       
To be announced   
30% 
 
Participation (tutorial)      
Ongoing    
10% 
 
1. Attendance (lecture)   
 
Due Date: Ongoing  
Weight: 10% 
 
Attending lecture will enhance your grades overall and ensure that you are plugged into course 
material throughout the term. You are permitted to miss 2 lectures without penalty. Beyond that, 
weekly attendance will account for 1% of your final grade. Your attendance is also required in 
seminar, but will be monitored and recorded by different means.  
 
2. Media Ecology Response Paper  
 
Due Date: Friday Jan. 31 on Blackboard 
Weight: 20% 
 
In this assignment, you are required to write an analytical paper based on your reading of 
Marshall McLuhan’s The Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects. As you will notice, 
this book is a little unusual. The challenge to you, the reader, is to make sense of this material in 
your own words. Consider the following questions (or make up your own): What do you think is 
McLuhan’s overall thesis (as, for example, compared to the film McLuhan’s Wake)? Why did 
McLuhan choose to convey his thesis in such an odd way, and is it effective? Is McLuhan’s work 
still relevant, despite the fact that it was written in the 1960s? Consider these and other questions.  
 
The assignment must be 1,500 words in length, not including bibliography. It MUST abide to the 
MLA citation style as found here: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/. Please 
note that MLA style includes in-text references, bibliography and formatting.  
 
3. Semiotics (In-class Seminar Assignment)   
 
Due Date: Week 5 and 6 in Tutorial 
Weight: 5% 
 
This assignment is intended for you to engage with the methods of visual interpretation offered 
in Week 5. It will be conducted in seminar and involve a short class presentation. Further details 
will be provided by your TA.  
 
4. Social Media Group Project  
 
Due Date: (Week 6 – Week 9) There are items due each week (see below). The reflection paper 
is due Tuesday, Mar. 10 on Blackboard.  
Weight: 25% (Reports 2 x 5% @ 10% + Reflection paper @ 15%) 
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In this ethnographic group project, you will create a Twitter account and “follow” or “add” your 
tutorial colleagues. Over a 2-week period (Week 7 and 8, respectively), you are required to 
exploit the platform in every way you can imagine possible — that means you must post 
messages, create hashtags, participate in private messages, interact with your peers, and use the 
analytics that are offered by the platform to your strategic advantage. In addition to this semi-
controlled lab experiment, you must complete two ethnographic reports and a reflection paper 
(details below).  
 
To be more specific: There are three (3) distinct requirements for successfully completing this 
assignment: 1) You must engage with the Twitter platform a minimum 80 times (or 40x per 
week). 2) You must complete two ethnographic reports (1x per week). 3) You must complete 
one reflection paper in which you blend your experience of the platform with critical 
perspectives drawn from a selection of required readings.  
 
Here is an outline of your weekly commitments:  
 
On Week 6: Create your Twitter account in seminar, and share a list of people to add.  
 
This part is self-explanatory. It’s essential that you complete this portion of the assignment 
before the following week. You may add whoever you like, but you MUST add your colleagues. 
Now you are ready to engage the Twitter platform.  
 
On Week 7: Create your Twitter account, produce 40 engagements & write your first 
weekly report. 
 
Although there are only a few features that you can use to develop your profile (i.e. profile image 
and cover image, a descriptor box, user name, etc.), try to be as creative as possible. The formal 
limitations of the platform can inspire an interesting experiment. To what extent (if at all) does 
your Twitter profile or personality reflect your own? During tutorial, your TA will create a list of 
colleagues to add on Twitter.  
 
On Week 8: Produce 40 more engagements, write your second weekly report, and prepare 
to write your reflection paper.  
 
This much is self-explanatory. For detailed instructions, see below.  
 
On Week 9 (i.e. Friday Mar. 10 on Blackboard): Submit your reflection paper.  
 
Final Due Date for all written materials: Friday Nov. 15 on Blackboard. Please include all 
materials (i.e. reflection paper and reports) in a single .doc or .docx Word file. No exceptions 
will be made. No PDFs. Also: do not delete your Twitter account until you have received a 
grade for this assignment.  
 
Here are detailed explanations of each task connected with this assignment:  
 
What is a Twitter “Engagement”?  
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What does “engagement” really mean? It means 1) posting original content (i.e. thoughts on 
your day, thoughts on the class readings, or posting on issues that are important to you, i.e. 
politics, sports, entertainment), 2) commenting on your colleagues’ postings, 3) reposting content 
with additional commentary. Engagements DO NOT include: likes or ‘hearts,’ simple retweets, 
or posting boring memes (try to avoid memes altogether, unless you have authored them 
yourself).  
 
Remember: You don’t have to be nice, but please avoid racist/white supremacist, misogynist, or 
violent language of any kind. Yes, these kinds of interactions do occur in the real world. But they 
will not be tolerated here. 
 
What is a Weekly Report?  
 
On Week 7 and Week 8 before seminar, you are required to write ethnographic reports detailing 
your experience on Twitter and post them onto a discussion board each week on Blackboard. 
Each report must have 4 components:  
 

• Date of entry.  
• Log – that is, a record of every single engagement that you make (total 50 per report). 

Each item must be timestamped and presented in the form of a list. (N.B. Make the list in 
real time as you go, it will be easier). 

• Impressions – that is, a short paragraph (6-8 sentences) detailing your reactions for that 
week. Consider the following questions: Did your engagements make you feel happy? 
Alienated? Intellectually curious? Bored? Angry? Why or why not? 

• Plan of action – that is, a short paragraph (6-8 sentences) detailing your plan of future 
engagement. Consider the following questions: has your activity motivated you to act in 
particular ways for the following week (i.e. will you respond to a provocation, create a 
dialogue, try to strengthen or weaken a particular bond, etc.)? What specific mode (i.e. 
hashtag, PM, retweet with commentary, etc.) will accomplish these aims? Have your 
actions led to any material consequences IRL? 

 
What is a Reflection Paper?  
 
The reflection paper gives you an opportunity to look back on the project as a whole, and to start 
developing critical perspectives on your experience by using a selection of media theory and 
history. Your reflection paper will abide to the rigours and structure of formal academic writing. 
In other words, while you ought to summarize and conceptualize your experience with Twitter 
and the Twitter assignment as a whole, you are also required to incorporate the ideas or 
perspectives of THREE required readings from the following list: Jenkins, Pickard, Mirzoeff, 
Chun, Seaver, Warwick.  
 
Your choice of texts will be informed mainly by your area(s) of concentration. For example, you 
may choose to focus on the interpersonal issues that arose while interacting with your peers, or 
on technical issues, like the impact of algorithms and automation, or on political issues, like the 
potential (or lack thereof) offered by “spreadable” media. 
 
The assignment must be 2,000 words in length, not including bibliography. It MUST abide to the 
MLA citation style as found here: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/. Please 
note that MLA style includes in-text references, bibliography and formatting.  



6 
 

5. Final Exam 
 
Due Date: Held during Exam Period.  
Weight: 30% 
 
A final exam will be held during the Exam Period and be based mainly on required course 
readings. It will be comprised of three (3) sections: i) short definitions (2 sentences), ii) short 
answer (i.e. paragraph-length) questions, and iii) one essay question. The exam will be 2 hours in 
length. 
 
6. Participation 
 
Due Date: Ongoing 
Weight: 10%  
 
We all acknowledge that people learn differently. Some are more verbal than others. Some feel 
more entitled to speak than others. Having said that, this course includes a mandatory seminar, 
and its success is determined in large part by the everyone’s participation. Each week, you will 
be invited to make comments on each seminar on a sheet that will provided to you. This will be 
your opportunity to let your TA know i) whether you are satisfied with the discussion and your 
role in it, ii) ways to improve/feel included/feel safe.  
 
Delivering Assignments 
 
Each of the assignments included in this course are very different from each other, and therefore 
the method of delivering assignments will vary from project to project.  
 
Academic Integrity 
 
Academic dishonesty, which includes plagiarism and cheating, is an extremely serious academic 
offence and carries penalties varying from failure on an assignment to expulsion from the 
University. Definitions, penalties, and procedures for dealing with plagiarism and cheating are 
set out in Trent University’s Academic Integrity Policy. You have a responsibility to educate 
yourself – unfamiliarity with the policy is not an excuse. You are strongly encouraged to visit 
Trent’s Academic Integrity website to learn more: www.trentu.ca/academicintegrity.  
 
Access to Instruction 
 
It is Trent University's intent to create an inclusive learning environment. If a student 
has a disability and documentation from a regulated health care practitioner and feels 
that he/she may need accommodations to succeed in a course, the student should 
contact the Student Accessibility Services Office (SAS) at the respective campus as 
soon as possible.   
Complete text can be found under Access to Instruction in the Academic Calendar. 
 
Devices 
 
No mobile devices whatsoever; laptops are OK.  
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Late Penalties 
 
I will deduct marks at a rate of 5% per day (not including weekends) for late assignments, 
barring instances of verifiable illness or family emergencies. Each assignment is due at the 
beginning of class on the day specified in the section below. Except where otherwise noted, 
please bring hard copies. 
 
 
Schedule and Readings 
 
Week 1: Introduction  
Jan. 8 
 
Required: Raymond Williams, “Communication” (pp. 72-73), “Culture” (pp.87-93), 

and “Media” (pp. 203-204), in Keywords. (Blackboard) 
 
 How to Email Your Professor (Without Being Annoying AF): 

https://medium.com/@lportwoodstacer/how-to-email-your-professor-
without-being-annoying-af-cf64ae0e4087 

  
Week 2: Culture and media 1 
Jan. 15 
 
Required: Start: Marshall McLuhan (1967) The Medium is the Massage: An 

Inventory of Effects. 
 
In Class:  Kevin McMahon and David Sobelman (2002) McLuhan’s Wake.  
 
Week 3: Culture and media 2 
Jan. 22 
 
Required: Finish: Marshall McLuhan (1967) The Medium is the Massage: An 

Inventory of Effects. 
 
Week 4: Reading (on) the internet  
Jan. 29 
 
Required:  N. Katherine Hayles, “How We Read: Close, Hyper, Machine.” 

https://goo.gl/6hPpEl 
 
Sherry Turkle, “Growing Up Tethered.”  
https://goo.gl/kqZIHc  

 
Week 5: Signs, audiences, images: Critical approaches to media messages  
Feb 5 
 
Required:  Thomas Seboek, Signs: An Introduction to Semiotics, Chapter 1. 

(Blackboard)   
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Stuart Hall, “Encoding/Decoding.”  
https://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/theory/SH-Encoding-Decoding.pdf    

 
Week 6: Politics and participation 
Feb. 12 
 
Required: Henry Jenkins, “Why spreadable doesn’t equal viral.” 

https://goo.gl/lfI6Cx  
 

Victor Pickard, “Media and Politics in the Age of Trump.”  
http://origins.osu.edu/article/media-and-politics-age-trump  
 
Nicholas D. Mirzoeff, “How Ferguson and #BlackLivesMatter taught us 
not to look away.”  
https://theconversation.com/how-ferguson-and-blacklivesmatter-taught-
us-not-to-look-away-45815 
 

In Class:   André Panisson, “The Egyptian Revolution on Twitter.”  
 
Reading Break 
Feb. 19 
 
Week 7: Privacy, community, ideology   
Feb. 26  
 
Required: Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, “The Leakiness of Friends, or Think Different 

Like Me.” (Blackboard)  
 
Week 8: Algorithms, automation, AI   
Mar. 4 
 
Required:  Nick Seaver, “Knowing algorithms.”  

https://goo.gl/bz1T3T  
 
Kevin Warwick, “The Philosophy of AI.” (Blackboard)  
 

Week 9: Technology, embodiment, resistance 1: Cyborg 
Mar. 11 
 
Required:   Steve Mann, “The Right to Think.” (Blackboard)  
 

Donna Haraway, “Cyborg Manifesto.” (first 5 pages) (Blackboard) 
   

In Class:   Peter Lynch (2001) Cyberman.  
 
Week 10: Technology, embodiment, resistance 2: Spatial media 
Mar. 18 
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Required: Paul Kingsbury, “Walter Benjamin’s Dionysian Adventures on Google 
Earth.” https://goo.gl/mGM6pF   

 
 de Souza e Silva and Gordon, “Net locality.” (Blackboard) 
 
Recommended:  Katherine Cross, “Augmented Reality games like Pokémon Go need a 

code of ethics—now.” https://goo.gl/3f3E92   
 
Week 11: Geopolitics, tech, labour  
Mar. 25 
 
Required:  Mark Pupo, “Animal House.” https://torontolife.com/tech/truth-tech-

insider-got/ 
   
In Class:   Franco Berardi, “After the Future” (video).  
 
   Tartelon Gillespie, “Custodians of the Internet” (video).  
 
   McKenzie Wark, “Hacker Manifesto” (video).  
 
Week 12: Teaching team roundup / term in review  
Apr. 1 
 


