
Comm 365 Digital Media and Culture 

 

Tuesday/Friday 2.30 to 3.45 pm | MCK T01 
 

Instructor 

Saif Shahin, Ph.D.  
Office: MCK 324  
Office Hours: Tuesday 12.30 to 2.30 pm, or by appointment 

Phone: 512.299.6145 (text preferred)  
Email: shahin@american.edu 
Twitter: @shahin_saif  
Website: saifshahin.com 
 

Teaching Assistants     
Asvatha Babu (read profile) Olivia Williams (read profile) 
        

Email: ab3416a@american.edu Email: ow5541a@american.edu 
        

 

Course Description  

This course examines the role that digital media technologies play in culture and 
society. It presents historical and contemporary theories about how digital media enable 
practices through which individual identity is formed, social relations manifest, political 
discourse occurs, and economic power flows. It also provides hands on experience in the 
use of tools and techniques for analyzing digital media.  

The class meets twice a week. Tuesdays are Lecture Days, meant for discussions of 
weekly readings. Fridays are Lab Days, meant for discussions/debates/activities based on 
weekly readings and related assignments. You will also be conducting activities on your 
own time related to weekly lectures and labs. 
 

Course Outcomes  

By the end of the semester, you should be able to:  

▪ Understand key issues that have emerged or intensified in the wake of 
digital media;  

▪ Understand important debates surrounding the social and 
political implications of digital media;  

▪ Apply major theories about the cultural significance of digital media; 
▪ Apply techniques for empirically analyzing digital media.  

 

Ground Rules  
This course will take the form of structured classroom discussions. To ensure that 

these discussions are open and vibrant but also safe for everyone to participate in, please: 

▪ Come to class meetings on time;  
▪ Complete weekly readings before the Tuesday lectures; 
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▪ Complete weekly writing assignments a day before the Friday labs; 
▪ Turn off or silent your mobile phones inside the classroom;  
▪ Be willing to discuss your take on the readings with the rest of the class; 
▪ Treat your peers with respect;  
▪ Pay attention to your peers when they speak, ask questions and 

challenge me and each other — but in a civil manner; 
▪ Don’t record class conversations in audio/visual formats;  
▪ Don’t quote class conversations outside the classroom without the 

permission of the speaker. 
 

Readings and Requirements 

▪ Digital Media and Society by Simon Lindgren (Sage Publication, 2017)  
▪ Additional readings are available online or through the library 

▪ Accounts on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Netlytic.org 

 

Assignments and Grading  

Assignments must be turned in on time to receive full credit. There is a 10% 
penalty for every day an assignment is late. Please submit all assignments on 
Blackboard unless otherwise noted.  

All written assignments must be submitted in MS Word, double-spaced and 
using 12-point Times New Roman or another common font, 1” margins, and 0.5” 
paragraph indent. Headings should be flush-left and bold in the same font. Your 
name should be in the header at the upper-left, assignment name/number in the 
middle, and page numbers at the upper-right.  

If you have a problem with your grade, you have one week after it is posted to 
appeal it. Grading issues will not be discussed during class time. Your question or appeal 
must be stated, in writing, sent by email, citing your position, and why you feel the 
grade is unjust. Please include the grade you believe you deserve as well. 
 

Attendance and Participation (20% of final grade)  

Class attendance and participation in classroom discussions and activities is 
essential. You are allowed two unexcused absences for the semester, after which points 
will be deducted from your participation grade. Excusable absences include infectious 
illness, catastrophic injuries, deaths in the family, and other unexpected and unavoidable 
emergencies. They do not include jobs, other recurring commitments, or non-emergency 
travel. Please contact me asap if you experience an emergency event. Chronic lateness 
will also count against your participation grade. 
 

Short Lab Assignments (3% X 10 = 30% of final grade)  

For 10 weeks of the semester, you have to engage in activities related to weekly 
readings on your own time outside the classroom. You will then submit a 1-2-page report 
(250-400 words) based on these activities by Thursday 8 pm—that is, the evening 
before the Friday Lab—in each of these weeks (some weeks also require supplementary 
materials). Your grade will be based on evidence that (1) you carried out the activity as 

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/digital-media-and-society/book245737


 

required; (2) you were able to self-reflect on your experience (when relevant); (3) you are 
able to connect your experience and reflections with class readings, especially of the 
week; and (4) writing quality, including spelling, grammar, and clarity of expression. 
Specific instructions for each week are on the Course Calendar. These activities will 
typically form the basis of your in-class Friday Lab work. 
 

Discussant Duty (10% of final grade)  

Every Tuesday, 2-3 students will serve as Discussion Leaders of the week. In this 
role, you will start the class discussion by (1) identifying 3 key points from the week’s 
readings and (2) posing 3 questions to the class, each based on a key point you have 
identified, and conducting the class discussion. You will have 15-20 minutes to do so. I 
expect you to think critically about the readings, and pose questions that not only 
challenge ideas but also the stance of the authors you are reading.  

Each student will do Discussant Duty only once during the semester. We 
will determine the roster in the first week of class. You will receive a zero for 
failing to turn up for Discussant Duty, even if it is an excused absence. 
 

Mid-term Exam (15% of final grade)  
In this take-home exam, you will assess a facet of digital society using ideas and 

theories encountered thus far. The response is due March 3, 11.59 pm. 

 

Final Project (25% of final grade)  

You have two options for your final project: 
▪ A research paper of about 2,500-3,000 words that draws on 

concepts/theories learned during the semester to analyze digital data; or 
▪ A long-form journalistic article of about 1,500 words related to some aspect 

of digital society, featuring at least three interviews of relevant sources. 
Submit two different ideas for the project in a 2-page proposal by Week 8. The 

final paper is due on April 28, 11.59 pm. 
 

Grading Scale 

 

A 95-100% 

A- 90-94% 

B+ 87-89% 

B 84-86% 

B- 80-83% 

C+ 77-79% 

C 74-76% 

C- 70-73% 

D+ 67-69% 

D 64-66% 

D- 60-63% 

F Below 60%  



  
Course Calendar 

 

Date Reading / Lab Work Assignment 

Week 1. Welcome 

01/14 Introductions and overview 
of syllabus/assignments 

Carefully read the syllabus and be ready to ask questions on 
Friday about anything you’re not clear about. 

01/17 Group Discussion/sign up 
for Discussion Duty 

 

Week 2. Digital Society and Social Media 

01/21 DMS 1-2 Identify 2 major news events of the week. Then go on at 
least 2 websites and 2 social media platforms to learn about 
them. Write about how your “interaction” with news varied; 
focusing on why you chose particular sites/platforms, what 
you “did” once you got there, what were the differences in 
the kind of information you gained, and what kind of 
information were you more likely to trust. Due 01/23, 8 pm. 

01/24 Group Discussion  

Week 3. Cyber Debates 
01/28 DMS 3 

 
How Technology is 
Hijacking Your Mind 
 
Trump trolls, Pirate Parties 
and the Italian Five Star 
Movement 
 

Are you a cyber-optimist or a cyber-pessimist? Take a 
position and argue your case, drawing on this week’s 
readings as well as your own life experiences. Due 01/30, 8 
pm. 

01/31 Class Debate on the motion 
“This house believes that 
digital media are bad for 
society.” 

 

Week 4. Interaction and Identity 

02/04 DMS 4 
 
On the Internet, nobody 
knows you’re a dog 
 
The lies we tell on dating 
apps to find love 
 

Find two friends who have used online dating services (you 
can use yourself as one if you qualify). Ask them to describe 
their best and worst experiences. What were the key 
moments that took place online? Did they or their 
connections misrepresent themselves online—either in 
descriptions or photographs. Write a report interpreting 
their actions and experiences. Due 02/06, 8 pm. 

02/07 Analyzing YouTube  
Week 5. Communities and Networks 

02/11 DMS 5 
 
Can your Facebook friends 
influence your decision to 
buy a house? 
 
Escape from the matrix 
 

Get in touch with 2 people you have only met online and 
2 others who know you in person (and ideally meet you 
regularly). Ask them what they think about you and your 
personality—and why they think so. Write about their 
views of you and how you think differences in face-to-
face and mediated communication has affected your 
relationships with them. Due 02/13, 8 pm. 

02/14 Analyzing Twitter  

Week 6. Digital Visuality and Visibility 

02/18 DMS 6 
 

Search for #selfie on Instagram and identify 2 that you find 
unusual or offbeat. Write about why you consider them to 
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What Makes A Meme Go 
Viral? 
 
The Truth about Selfie 
Culture  
 

be unusual/offbeat and how many photos you scanned 
through before finding them. Paste the two photos in your 
file. Due 02/20, 8 pm. 

02/21 Discussion on Final Project 
expectations 

 

Week 7. Feeling Digital 

02/25 DMS 7 
 
Fear, more than hate, feeds 
online bigotry and real-
world violence 
 
The anti-social side of social 
media 
 

Go through your Facebook “Activity Log” of the past few 
months. Look at the last 100 times you have "reacted" to 
posts. Make a note of the number of times you have used 
each available reaction (“like” “love” “anger” etc.) and 
create a graph in Excel. Write about what types of posts 
elicit your most common reaction (other than “like”), what 
type of posts elicit your least common reaction, and what 
type of reactions are also likely to be accompanied by a 
comment. [If you don't use Facebook so much, do this 
exercise with the help of a friend from outside this class 
who does use Facebook.] Due 02/27, 8 pm. 
 

02/28 Group Discussion  

Week 8. Mid-term 

03/03 No Class Exam due 03/03, 11.59 pm 

03/06 No Lab Final Project proposal due 03/06, 11.59 pm 

Week 9. Spring Break 

Week 10. Digital Citizenship 

03/17 DMS 8 
 
The rise of citizen 
journalism 
 
‘Citizen Journalism’ Is a 
Catastrophe Right Now, and 
It’ll Only Get Worse 
 

Choose a political issue you care deeply about. Contact at 
least 3 elected representatives who represent you at some 
level (neighborhood, city, state, country, global) via email, 
Twitter, Facebook or another digital platform. Inform them 
of your feelings on this issue and ask them for detailed 
information about their position and policy intentions. 
Record their responses and consider whether you feel more 
informed and more empowered than you did before these 
exchanges. What other effects, if any, have you seen from 
the interaction? Were you added to a mailing list or invited 
to a social media group? Were you asked for money? Did 
anyone offer to let you volunteer? Due 03/19, 8 pm. 
 

03/20 Group Discussion  

Week 11. Digital Power and Exploitation 

03/24 DMS 9 
 
Digital connectivity is a 
force for social good. 
Charities must harness it 
   
The price of public shaming 
in the Internet age 
 

Identify 2 organizations/groups/companies that are using 
digital media for what you think is (1) a good cause and 
(2) a bad cause, respectively. It is up to you to decide what 
cause is good or bad. Write about why you chose those 
examples, what these entities are doing well and not-so-
well in terms of their digital media use, and based on 
these examples, how you assess digital media's potential 
for positive social change. Due 03/26, 8 pm. 

03/27 Guest Speaker: Olivia 
Williams 
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Week 12. Digital Activism 

03/31 DMS 10 
  
Connective action: the 
public’s answer to 
democratic dysfunction 
  
Brave New World of 
Slacktivism 
 

What do you think is the more significant consequence of 
digital media: cyberactivism or slacktivism? Take a position 
and argue your case, drawing on this week’s readings as well 
as any personal life experiences (or those of people you 
know). Due 04/02, 8 pm.  

04/03 Class Debate on the motion 
“This house believes that 
digital media are a boon for 
social activism.”  

 

Week 13. Mobile Culture 

04/07 DMS 11 
 
Cell phone culture: How 
cultural differences affect 
mobile use 
 
WhatsApp can be dangerous 
 

Use Screen Time or a similar app to monitor your use of 
different services/apps on your mobile phone. In addition, 
keep a log of the first and last things you do on your phone 
every day. Write about what types of services/apps you 
spend most of your time on, and whether you think you 
need to change your mobile use habits? Due 04/09, 8 pm. 

04/10 Group Discussion  

Week 14. Software, Algorithms & Data 

04/14 DMS 12 
 
Machine Bias 
 
Moral Technology 
 

 

04/17 Class Discussion  
Week 15. Meetings 

04/21 One-on-one meetings  

04/24 One-on-one meetings  

Week 16. Exam Week 

Final Project Due 04/28, 11.59 pm 
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Policies and Practices of American University, SOC, & the Department 

 

Academic Integrity  

This class follows the Academic Integrity Policy at American University, which 
holds students accountable for the integrity of the work they submit. Students should be 
familiar with the Policy http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.cfm and 
know they are responsible to learn about instructor and general academic expectations 
with regard to proper citation of sources in written work – APA citation. Be mindful that 
any violations of the Academic Integrity policy will be taken to the AIC Administrator. It 
is not permissible for any student to submit the same material, with substantially the 
same style, structure, or wording, to instructors in two or more courses. 
 

Religious Observances  

American University’s religious observances policy, found at 
http://www.american.edu/ocl/kay/About-Us-Religious-Holy-Days-Policy.cfm. Students 
are provided an opportunity to make up any examination, study, or work requirements 
that may be missed due to a religious observance provided they notify their instructors 
before the end of the second week of classes – please send this notification through email 
to the professor. 
 

Use of Student Work (FERPA)  

The professor will use academic work that you complete this semester for 
educational purposes in this course during this semester. Your registration and 
continued enrollment constitute your permission. 
 

Discrimination and Harassment (Title IX)  

American University expressly prohibits any form of discriminatory harassment 
including sexual harassment, dating and domestic violence, sexual assault, and stalking. 
The University is an equal opportunity, affirmative action institution that operates in 
compliance with applicable laws and regulations. AU does not discriminate on the basis 
of race, color, national origin, religion, sex (including pregnancy), age, sexual 
orientation, disability, marital status, personal appearance, gender identity and 
expression, family responsibilities, political affiliation, source of income, veteran status, 
an individual's genetic information, or any other bases under federal or local laws in its 
programs and activities.  

If you experience any of the above, you have the option of filing a report with the  

University Police (202-885-2527) or the Office of the Dean of Students  

(dos@american.edu or 202-885-3300). To file a Title IX complaint or for more information 
on your rights, contact the Title IX Program Officer (202-885-3373 or  
TitleIX@american.edu). Please keep in mind that all faculty and staff who are aware of or 
witness this conduct are required to report this information to the university, regardless  
of the location of the incident, with the exception of counselors in the Counseling Center,  
victim advocates in OASIS, medical providers in the Student Health Center, and ordained 

clergy in the Kay Spiritual Life Center. For more information, including a list of 
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supportive resources on and off-campus, contact OASIS (oasis@american.edu or 202-885-
7070) or check out the comprehensive list of resources to help you find support. 
 

Emergency Preparedness  

In the event of an emergency, American University will implement a plan for 
meeting the needs of all members of the university community. Should the university be 
required to close for a period of time, we are committed to ensuring that all aspects of 
our educational programs will be delivered to our students. These may include altering 
and extending the duration of the traditional term schedule to complete essential 
instruction in the traditional format and/or use of distance instructional methods. 
Specific strategies will vary from class to class, depending on the format of the course and 
the timing of the emergency. Faculty will communicate class-specific information to 
students via AU email and Blackboard, while students must inform their faculty 
immediately of any absence. Students are responsible for checking their AU e-mail 
regularly and keeping themselves informed of emergencies. In the event of an emergency, 
students should refer to the AU Student Portal, the AU Web site (www. prepared. 
american.edu) and the AU information line at (202) 885-1100 for general university-wide 
information, as well as contact their faculty and/or respective dean’s office for course and 
school/college specific information. This class will follow directions from the University – 
if campus is closed and classes cancelled, then this class will also be cancelled. 

 

Support for AU Students  

American University provides numerous services that help students 
maximize their academic success and social and emotional wellbeing.  

Academic Support and Access Center MGC 243, 202-885-3360 supports the 
academic development and educational goals of all AU students while also providing 
support to students with disabilities. We offer workshops on topics of interest to all 
students such as time management, note taking, critical thinking, memory skills, and 
test taking. Additional support includes free private and group tutoring in many 
subjects, supplemental instruction, The Math Lab and The Writing Lab.  

Counseling Center MGC 214, 202-885-3500 is here to help students make the most 
of their university experience, both personally and academically. We offer individual and 
group counseling, urgent care, self-help resources, referrals to private care, as well as 
programming to help you gain the skills and insight needed to overcome adversity and 
thrive while you are in college. Contact the Counseling Center to make an appointment in 
person or by telephone, or visit the Counseling Center page on the AU website for 
additional information.  

Center for Diversity & Inclusion MGC 201, 202-885-3651 is dedicated to enhancing 
LGBTQ, Multicultural, First Generation, and Women's experiences on campus and to 
advance AU's commitment to respecting & valuing diversity by serving as a resource and 
liaison to students, staff, and faculty on issues of equity through education, outreach, 
and advocacy.  

OASIS: The Office of Advocacy Services for Interpersonal and Sexual Violence 202-
885-7070 provides free and confidential advocacy services for anyone in the campus 
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community who is impacted by sexual violence (sexual assault, dating or 
domestic violence, and stalking).  

The Writing Center First floor of Bender Library offers free, individual coaching 
sessions to all AU students. In your 45-minute session, a student writing consultant can 
help you address your assignments, understand the conventions of academic writing, and 
learn how to revise and edit your own work. Hours: 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Monday through 
Thursday; 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Thursday. Call 202-885-2991 to arrange a session. Meanwhile 
find handouts, information, and a weekly writer's blog at the Writing Center website and 
on Facebook.  

International Student & Scholar Services, Batelle 4th Butler Pavilion, Room 410 has 
resources to support academic success and participation in campus life including 
academic counseling, support for second language learners, response to questions about 
visas, immigration status and employment and intercultural programs, clubs and other 
campus resources.  

Undergraduate Research Support American University offers undergraduates 
many opportunities to learn research methodology, present their findings at conferences, 
and compete for awards. 
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