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Culture Essay

Assignment: Choose one specific trend or phenomenon in American popular culture (your LENS) and explain what it reveals about some broader aspect of American culture (your SUBJECT). For example, you could look at the SUBJECT of the American family through the LENS of the game show “Family Feud” – what portrait does the show paint of American families? Why is this appealing? What does its appeal say about what we think of families? How did we get to this point? 

You must include: 

· Some history of similar cultural trends or phenomena (example: what did we used to think of the American family? How have other TV shows portrayed it?)

· Specific examples and details about your LENS

· Reference to the thinking of two other writers about your topic. These references must be to ideas and theories, not facts. For example, if you are writing about “Family Feud” and the American family, you would read essays from people who are thinking about what role family plays in our culture or how TV shows have reflected changing cultural norms; essays that merely cited facts and statistics about families would not count. 

· Your own independent theory about what the LENS reveals about the SUBJECT.

· A Works Cited page that follows MLA style in listing the works you used to prepare your essay. In-text citations should also follow MLA style. 

It’s important to get thinking about it this and write your thoughts down, so that you have time to start, do a little research, do a little writing, stop, curse yourself, start over, do some more research, do some initial writing,  and write a draft about a topic important to you in time to revise and submit the final draft. 

Student Name: 



 

TOPIC/LENS:





Culture Essay Rubric 

	Trait
	A
	B
	C
	D

	Ideas

· Main idea

· Evidence
	Essay focuses on a complex main idea and supports it with specific, detailed evidence; shows the writer understands nuances of the topic and how the lens illuminates it
	Essay has a clear main idea that is supported with adequate evidence; shows writer understands a main idea the topic raises and how it connects to the lens


	Main idea may be overly broad or evidence may be lacking; writer may not totally understand the ideas of the topic or how the lens relates to it
	Idea difficult to ascertain or woeful lack of evidence; writer misunderstands one or more piece of evidence. 

	Organization

· Lead

· Body

· Conclusion
	Essay is organized in a way that adds to the content; intro establishes main idea and grabs attention; points in body build on each other; conclusion extends argument or explains its importance


	Clear, logical organization
	Organization gets in the way of content in some places
	Organizational problems make essay hard to read

	Word Choice

· Clarity

· Precision
	Word choices are precise, vivid, and clear
	Word choices generally clear, could be more precise or vivid
	Some vague word choices; writing needs to be more precise, vivid
	Word choices often make meaning difficult to discern



	Voice

· Personality


	Personality of writer is evident from the essay
	Personality of writers shows up occasionally 
	No personality shows up
	Writing problems make voice impossible to ascertain

	Sentence Structure

· Variety

· Complexity
· Clarity
	Sentence choices are clear, varied, and complex
	Sentences are clear, with room for either more variety or complexity


	Sentences are in need of more complexity or variety 
	Sentences need both much more variety and much more complexity

	Mechanics

· Citations

· Usage
	Textual citations formatted correctly; few if any basic usage errors
	A few errors in textual citation or basic usage
	Errors in textual citation or usage get in reader’s way
	Errors in textual citation or usage make meaning hard to discern


COMMENTS:

Brainstorm To Explore Ideas That Intersect With Your Life

	Argumentation Topics
	Summer Reading Topics
	On the board on Monday
	Other Arising Big Ideas (in this class or just this year)

	Honesty

Consumerism

Grading

Technology in Education
	Coming to America 

Race In America 

Being Female in America 

Being Poor in America 

Being Different in America 

Eating in America


	Music     Religion      Sports

Film    Food        Social media

Viral videos    Advertisements

Video games     Current events

something else

TV (It’s an old term that doesn’t cover stories that play out over seasons that you can watch online. Maybe you can think of this as episodic or serialized stories.)


	


I. Choose Something

Take a look back over that list above, and choose one of the ideas/topics that intersects with your life in some way. You need to have a personal connection/interaction with this concept, so, if you don’t like any that are listed there, pick something similar to it but that you do like.
II. Brainstorm
In detail, write about how the idea/topic shows up in your life. Write about the abstractions, but also make sure to write about the day-to-day manifestations of it. Perhaps it is embodied in a person or activity that you encounter frequently. Maybe it is on your mind regularly because of an important experience you’ve had. Give as much detail as you possibly can, even if you think it isn’t useful or interesting.
III. Free-Write
After you’ve written and written about this in your Brainstorm, cataloging both what you think is really important and what is routine or mundane about it, choose one of the following for your free-write.

Option A – What questions come up for you about this topic/idea? What are you reluctant about? What might you be thinking but are hesitant to say? Does it make you doubt something about yourself? What do you consciously assume about it? What do you, now that you are reflecting upon it, sub-consciously assume? What do you wish you knew more about it? What rumors have you heard that you don’t know whether to believe? Why?
Option B – What really makes you excited/angry about this idea? What do you hate about it? What do you absolutely reject? Or, why are you drawn to it? What is it that you think you know? What judgments have you formed already? Why?

Two things to note before you begin: 

Scene – When answering either A or B, try to come back to the details of it. Write a nonfiction scene in which this is coming up. Was it last week? Who was in the room? What are the details? 
Voice/Tone – Also, write about this as if you are confiding in a friend rather than arguing a point or trying to be impressive. There’s no need for voluminous confession, but write about it honestly. (One of the ways you can think of as the difference between confiding and confessing is that, in a confession, you’ve already processed it and decided that something is wrong. When confiding, you’re sharing ideas that aren’t yet fully formed. You aren’t out to win an argument. You’re trying to work through some thoughts.)

What you end up writing about can be scandals or controversies, but it doesn’t have to be. The good thing about writing about scandals is that there will be plenty of immediate reporting of and reaction to what you want to write about. Some students are drawn to writing about things they think are important but others seem to have missed, and that can be a good start, too. 
You can choose a storyline within a TV series or an individual episode, character in a movie or similar characters that show up in a collection of movies. For instance, you might take on how 

 A key element of this is to connect it somehow to your life. It could be that you’re looking at a TV show and the connection to your life is that you enjoy it. An excellent premise from a few years ago was about the larger topic of the portrayal of teen pregnancy in popular culture, and the student wrote about how she used to love watching television with her mother until they started to watch The Secret Life of an American Teenager, in which a high-school girl gets pregnant. 

Ultimately, where you’re going with this is to find a question that’s interesting to you that involves treating what’s going on around us as a text. All that means for now is that you don’t have to know exactly what it is that you think about this idea. (In fact, it’s probably better that you don’t have a fixed opinion.) 
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Culture Essay: Proposal Worksheet
You’ve done some free-writing and reading. Now it’s time to take a first shot at proposing your Culture Essay. Work through these questions, and type up your responses for Monday. You are not writing this in blood. I just want to get an idea of what you’re thinking so far. We’ll talk about this more during the week.

I. TOPIC & LENS

The abstraction / general idea in American culture you hope to write about (your TOPIC): NOTE - Try to give me a real sense of how you are thinking about this. Give more information than simply, for example, “freedom.”
The specific cultural phenomenon or event through which you will view this topic (your LENS): NOTE: Be as specific as possible, naming names, dates, places, etc. For example, choosing a plotline a character follows on a TV show is much better than simply naming the show.
II. QUESTIONS, big and small
What are some of the driving questions you are starting with? What ideas are you trying to explore? What questions do you hope this essay will answer? If you already have a theory or two, state them in question form. Try to list more than 3.

Given those bigger, driving questions, what smaller questions do you think you need to find answers/responses to? What are the little things you need to get a handle on? What history do you need to know/review? What smaller but essential information do you need to gather? Be specific, and try to list more than 7.

III. SOURCES & CONTEXT (NOTE: You should have a minimum of 7 sources total, both on Progress Report and on Diigo. You should have 1 source for at least 3 of the 4 questions below, listed here, and bookmarked on Diigo.)
What preliminary sources about your TOPIC only?

What is some of the historical context for your TOPIC? 

What preliminary sources about your LENS? 

What is some of the historical context for your LENS? 
IV. WHAT NEXT?

What writing about your topic and/or lens could you look for to incorporate into your essay? What kinds of sources will you need to look for and then weave into your essay?

What problems do you foresee with this essay? 

Other comments/questions/concerns:

A few notes on research/context:
· Wikipedia or a Google search isn’t a bad place to begin thinking about your topic or lens. They are blunt instruments, though. Once you have a good idea of your driving questions, you’re better off looking at links to the footnotes for those Wikipedia entries and doing a targeted search for sources at a) http://www.eric.ed.gov/, b) http://scholar.google.com/, c) http://www.jstor.org/, and/or d) databases you can access through the NSHS library website. Do multiple searches with multiple combinations of terms, and find more resources than you could possibly use. That way, you can pick the best ones.
· You should have some sources that just deal with your topic. An academic or critic doesn't have to reference Rebecca Black specifically to discuss some big idea concerning the "Friday" kerfuffle, such as why we are drawn to something we like to characterize as bad. As a cultural critic, you will be the one making connections between ideas embedded in the topic and the details of your lens. 
· You should have a few hard news accounts of the event/moment that is your lens. It's okay to also have some gossipy commentary, especially if you are discussing how we reacted to certain events or the linking of one event to another, but this isn't a substitute for the blow-by-blow reporting of the events.
Culture Essay Rough Draft Checklist 
	Title

	
	**Indicates your TOPIC and LENS with a little creativity 


	Content 

	
	LENS – uses a cultural event, phenomenon, or trend to look at society



	
	LENS – 2-3 sources that report and/or comment upon it 



	
	TOPIC – a broader aspect of American society you are exploring 



	
	TOPIC – 2-3 sources that deal with it (historical perspective/context and at least 2 references to the writings of thinkers on this idea) 

	
	Integrates sources into essay – 4 minimum (more like 6 for the final)


	
	Asks Driving Questions – at least one idea you want to explore that links your LENS and your TOPIC that is the purpose of your essay 

	
	Provides your own independent comment on the LENS and your own theory about what your LENS reveals about your TOPIC 

	
	Contains no obvious unanswered questions



	Organization

	
	Introduction/Lead – 3-6 paragraphs to open in which you bring your LENS, TOPIC, and (at least 1) driving question(s) together  

	
	Explication of your LENS – details, names, dates, numbers, “Day One” accounts as well as “Day Three” follow-ups

	
	Discussion of the writings on your topic (“They Say” and “I Say”)



	
	An attempt to bring it all together at least at the end



	Voice

	
	Appropriate personality for the content



	
	Doubt/questioning of your own assumptions that points to the complexity of the issues and/or presence of non-obvious connections

	Mechanics/Format

	
	No bullet points



	
	Lists sources - for the final draft, this will need to be an MLA-formatted Works Cited page; for this draft, at least have the authors and titles of the sources 

	
	At least 80% of final draft length, which is 1,800 – 2,200 words




**(Bad Choice - “Culture Essay Draft”  Good Choice - “Haters Gonna Hate: Why TMZ Reveals Less About Justin Bieber and More About Itself (and Us)” “Dumbing Down the Big Screen: How Directors Changed The Hunger Games to Meet Social Norms” “A Winning Obsession: How ‘Words With Friends Cheat’ Uncovers the Desire to Win” (Use a colon, the most magical of the punctuation marks.)
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