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Television Criticism and Theory 
 

 

English/Film Studies 391 
Spring 2019, Jan. 22-May 9 
Class Time: Tues/Thurs, 9-10:50am 
Classroom: Curtin 104 

Instructor: Jessica Johnston (she/her) 
Email: johnst84@uwm.edu 
Office: Curtin 417 (and Library Grind) 
Open Hours: Tues, 11am-1pm & by appt.

 
Course Description 

 
This course expands on concepts from the introductory television studies course to explore the evolution of 
television as a form of art and entertainment and on television as an industry. Special attention will be paid 
to the ways television has changed in recent years, from three networks watched in the home to the advent 
of cable channels to streaming platforms and web content. We will examine who makes television through 
a focus on showrunners, producers, and writers. Finally, we will examine how these industrial and 
technological developments reshape the way television stories are told and what kinds of audiences they 
address. Readings will draw from scholarly works within the fields of television and media studies to 
introduce you to different theoretical methods, as well as articles in trade and popular publications like 
Variety or Broadcasting and Cable. 
 
 

Course Materials 
 
All readings are posted to D2L. You are required to bring readings to 
class, but it is your choice to do this digitally or on paper. All screenings 
will be done in class unless otherwise stated. It may be useful to have 
access to a streaming platform like Netflix or Hulu if you wish to re-watch 
episodes again for your screen responses and other research. 
 
**Content Advisory** From time to time, we may watch and discuss 
screenings that feature objectionable language, sexual content, violence, 
and other situations that some may find offensive. I expect all screenings 
to be treated with serious academic decorum and all discussion to 
maintain a tone of impartial courtesy. Additional warnings may be 
provided prior to a screening. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 2 

Course Work 
 

Participation & Attendance (10%) – Participation and attendance are crucial to your overall success in 
this course. I will take attendance at the start of every class. One tardy or early departure will be excused; 
however, any more than this and I will deduct percentage points from your final grade. I will only excuse an 
absence if you notify me in advance (e.g. if you’re sick, your car breaks down, etc.). All course materials 
will be posted to D2L, so please check there to see what you may have missed or ask a classmate for their 
notes. Students who miss more than 4 class periods should not expect to pass the course.  
 
This portion of your grade will also depend on your active engagement in class. This means that you 
should complete the readings before class, bring copies with you, participate in class discussion, ask 
questions, and respond to classmates in small group exercises. Participation is not only important to your 
comprehension of the course materials; it is important to the operation and community building of our 
classroom. An engaged class makes for a more productive class.  
 
Reading and Screen Responses (15%) – Three times this semester, you will be asked to produce a 1-2 
page response to one of the required readings and screenings from each unit. The semester will be 
divided into three units: (1) The Evolution of Television and TV Studies, (2) The Television Industry, and (3) 
Reception and Audiences. Each response paper should include a summary of the reading, a summary of 
the relevant screening from class, and at least two paragraphs using the author’s claims and ideas to 
further analyze the screening. Each response is worth 5% of your final grade. These short assignments will 
not be accepted late (due dates are found in the class calendar on pages 5-9).  
 
Midterm Project: Industry Analysis (30%) – For the 
midterm, you will complete a 5-7 page research paper 
analyzing the evolution of a television network or 
television production/distribution company over a brief 
time period (e.g. the rise of ESPN in the 1980s). Your 
paper should not merely be a listing of facts on your 
topic. Rather, you need to make a clear 
thesis/argument about the strategies, choices, or 
developments of your network/company and explain 
how and why these developments happened as they 
did. The primary sources of your project should come 
from the media industries trade press and business-
oriented popular press (e.g. Advertising Age, 
Broadcasting & Cable, Variety, The Hollywood Reporter, etc.); you may also rely on scholarly, peer-
reviewed sources from class or from your own independent research as you find helpful (but this is not 
required). The paper should include a minimum of 4 sources, but you are welcome to use more than this. 
Projects are due Thursday, March 14 by midnight. Late papers will not be accepted unless you have 
spoken to me in advance about an extension. 
 
Final Project: Television Pilot (45%) – For the final, you will create a television pilot and pitch it to the 
class, who will decide whether or not to pick up and/or how many episodes to order. You will also serve as 
an executive from a network or streaming platform and decide which pilots are appropriate for your 
channel. This project will put into practice our readings and research while giving you the opportunity to 
step into the role of television producer and executive. I will grade your projects in two parts: 
 

Pilot Pitch: Working in a group, you will create a description for an original television pilot. You will 
determine whether your series is a comedy or a drama and for network, cable, or streaming. You 
will also include some ideas for casting and production. Next, your group will pitch your pilot to the 
class, who will serve as executives from various television networks and streaming platforms. Your 
group will then turn in a 1-2 page outline of your pitch to me. The outline is due on the day you sign 
up for your pitch (May 7 and 9). Additionally, you will write a 2-3 page research summary and 
statement as an executive of a network explaining why you are picking up your chosen pilots for 
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your target audience; this part of the activity is due Thursday, May 16. The outline, presentation 
pitch, and executive write-up are worth 20% of your total grade. 
 
Pilot Development: The next step of this project is to outline a few ideas for stories your series will 
tell, who will be cast in your series, what the production needs of your series are, etc. Basically, 
you’re creating on paper what you might create on camera and in spreadsheets if you were really 
developing a series. Your group will turn in your development plan, which should be the equivalent 
of 7-10 pages of written material, accompanied by a 1-2 page reflection from each group member 
that describes their contribution to the project. The development plan is worth 25% and is due on 
D2L on Thursday, May 16 after the last week of class. FINAL PROJECTS WILL NOT BE 
ACCEPTED LATE. 

 
I use the following grade scale for your semester grade: 
 

A 95-100 
A- 90-94 
B+ 87-89 
B 83-86 
B- 80-82 
C+ 77-79 
C 73-76 
C- 70-72 
D+ 67-69 
D 63-66 
D- 60-62 
F 0-59 

 
Contacting Me 

 
For any questions or concerns, you can reach me via email 
(johnst84@uwm.edu) or during my “open” hours on Tuesday 
11am-1pm or by appointment. My official office is Curtin 417, but 
you can find me in the Library Grind during this time. I set aside 
these hours each week to answer any emails or visit with students, 
so please use them if you need them! I’m usually very prompt 
when responding to emails outside of this time frame, but please 
give me up to 24 hours to reply before emailing me again. You can 
also just address me as Jessica; I’m a 4th year PhD Candidate in 
Media, Cinema, and Digital Studies, so I’m not a Dr. or Professor 
yet. 

 
Other Course Policies 

 
Plagiarism: All work in this class must be your own. Any material or ideas taken from another person must 
be appropriately cited and contextualized. Failure to do these things will be considered an act of plagiarism 
and will lead to failure in the class.  Plagiarism is a serious offense under UWM's code of ethics and has 
serious consequences. For more information and additional university policies, go 
here: http://www.uwm.edu/Dept/SecU/SyllabusLinks.pdf.  
 
Add/Drop Policies: The last day to add a class or change a section is Monday, February 4th. The last day 
to withdraw without a “W” on your transcript is Monday, February 17th. The last day to withdraw from 
classes is Sunday, April 7th. 
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Incompletes: A notation of "incomplete" may be given in lieu of a final grade to a student who has carried 
a subject successfully until the end of a semester but who, because of illness or other unusual and 
substantiated cause beyond the student's control, has been unable to take or complete the final 
examination or to complete some limited amount of term work.    
http://www4.uwm.edu/secu/docs/other/S31.pdf  
 
Technical Problems: If you encounter technical problems with D2L, you should notify me right away – not 
after a deadline has passed.  I may not always be able to help with technical problems.  Your best option is 
to contact the IT Help Desk at http://www4.uwm.edu/technology/help/campus/gettechhelp.cfm or (414) 
229-4040. 
 
Writing Center: This is a great resource that provides 
one-on-one tutoring for students in any discipline. They 
are excited to help you with all stages of the writing 
process, from brainstorming to drafting to revising. 
Please use these tutors! They are trained, experienced, 
talented, and wonderful. To make an appointment, visit 
www.writingcenter.uwm.edu, call 414-229-4339 or stop 
by Curtin 127 or the East Wing of the Golda Meir Library 
to schedule in person or do a walk-in appointment. 
Special note: Please keep in mind that this place gets 
VERY busy towards the end of the semester. I advise 
making appointments well in advance if you plan to use 
their services. 
 
Accessibility Resource Center (ARC): If you are concerned that you might have a learning disability, visit 
the ARC office in 116 Mitchell Hall or call 414-229-3800. For further information, check out the webpage: 
http://uwm.edu/arc/  
 
Counseling/Psychology/Substance Abuse Services: If you ever feel overwhelmed, overly stressed, or 
are experiencing extreme life difficulties, you are always welcome to come talk to me. I can help you find 
appropriate resources at UWM to help even the most complicated life situations. Additionally, Norris Health 
Center on campus is a great, budget-friendly resource for medical attention and counseling. You can check 
them out here: http://www4.uwm.edu/norris/  
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Course Calendar 
*Syllabus is subject to change with notice* 

 
Unit One: The Evolution of Television and Television Studies 

 
 
In this unit, we will acquaint ourselves with some of the milestones in television history. We will especially 
investigate how these milestones are understood, theorized, or critiqued by television studies scholars. Our 
study will draw upon several different methodologies: feminism, critical race theory, Marxism, industrial, 
and textual analysis. 
 
 Tuesday 

 
Thursday 

Week 1 – Jan. 22 & 24 
“Introduction” 
 

- Course Introduction, Syllabus 
- Assessment Quiz 
 
Screening: The Good Fight, 
“Inauguration” (CBS, S01E01, 
2017) 
 
 

- Intro to TV Studies Overview 
 
Reading: Jonathan Gray and 
Amanda Lotz, “Why Television 
Studies? Why Now?” (In 
Television Studies) AND Horace 
Newcomb, “The Responses to 
Television” (In TV: The Most 
Popular Art) 
 

Week 2 – Jan. 29 & 31 
“The 1950s-60s” 
 

Reading: Lynn Spigel, “Domestic 
Ideals and Family Amusements: 
From the Victorians to the 
Broadcast Age” (In Make Room for 
TV) 
 
Screening: Father Knows Best, 
“Father is a Dope” (CBS, S02E10, 
1955); I Love Lucy, “Job Switching” 
(CBS, S02E01, 1952) 
 
 

Reading: Daniel Bernardi, “Star 
Trek in the 1960s: Liberal-
Humanism and the Production of 
Race” 
 
Screening: Star Trek: The 
Original Series, “The Paradise 
Syndrome” (NBC, S03E03, 1968) 
 
Homework: Watch The Seventies 
Episode 1 “Television Gets Real” 
(41 min) on Netflix 
 

Week 3 – Feb. 5 & 7 
“The 1970s-80s” 
 

Reading: Bonnie Dow, “1970s 
Lifestyle Feminism, the Single 
Woman, and The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show” (In Prime-time 
Feminism) 
 
Screening: The Mary Tyler Moore 
Show, “Love is All Around” (CBS, 
S01E01, 1970); Maude, “Maude 
Meets Florida” (CBS, S01E03, 
1972) 

Reading: Horace Newcomb, 
“Magnum: The Champagne of 
TV?” AND Amanda Lotz, “The 
Cumulative Narrative of the 
Cumulative Narrative of Television 
Studies” 
 
Screening: Magnum, P.I., “Home 
from the Sea” (CBS, S04E01, 
1983) 
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Week 4 – Feb. 12 & 14 
“The 1990s-Early 
2000s” 
 

Reading: John Thornton Caldwell, 
“Excessive Style: The Crisis of 
Network Television” (In 
Televisuality: Style, Crisis, and 
Authority in American Television) 
 
Screening: Twin Peaks, “Zen, or 
the Skill to Catch a Killer” (ABC, 
S01E03, 1990) 
 

- Midterm Project Assigned 
 
Reading: Laurie Ouellette and 
James Hay, “Charity TV: 
Privatizing Care, Mobilizing 
Compassion” (In Better Living 
through Reality TV) 
 
Screening: Extreme Makeover: 
Home Edition, “Harper Family” 
(ABC, S02E15, 2005) 
 

Week 5 – Feb. 19 & 21 
“The Late 2000s-
2010s” 
 

Reading: Michael Newman and 
Elana Levine, “Another Golden 
Age?” (In Legitimating Television) 
 
Screening: True Blood, “Strange 
Love” (HBO, S01E01, 2008) 
 
 

Reading: Laurie Ouellette, 
“Branding Lifestyle” (In Lifestyle 
TV) 
 
Screening: Queer Eye, “To Gay 
or Not Too Gay” (Netflix, S01E04, 
2018) 
 
Homework: Watch a TV show of 
your choice and map its narrative 
 

 
Unit Two: The Television Industry  

  
 
In this unit we will study television as an industry. We will seek to understand how matters such as finance 
and labor shape what kinds of stories get told. We will think about how television transcends the time 
period and culture in which it is made through things like reruns and global formats. 
 
 Tuesday Thursday 
Week 6 – Feb. 26 & 28 
“Storytelling” 
 

Reading: Jason Mittell, “Narrative 
Complexity in Contemporary 
American Television” 

Screening: This Is Us, “Vietnam” 
(NBC, S03E04, 2018) 

 

Due: Reading & Screen 
Response 1 (by midnight on D2L) 
 
Reading: Jeffrey Sconce, “What 
If?: Charting Television’s New 
Textual Boundaries” (In Television 
After TV) 
 
Screening: The Good Place, 
“Everything is Great! (Part 1 and 
2)” (NBC, S02E01-02, 2017) 
 

Week 7 – Mar. 5 & 7 
“Labor” 
 

Reading: Michael Newman and 
Elana Levine, “The Showrunner 
as Auteur” (In Legitimating 
Television) 

Reading: Kristen Warner, 
“Casting as Cultural Production” 
(In The Cultural Politics of 
Colorblind Casting) 
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Screening: Grey’s Anatomy, “A 
Hard Day’s Night” (ABC, S01E01, 
2005) 
 

 
Screening: The Bachelorette, 
excerpts from Season 13 (ABC, 
S13E02, 2017) 
 

Week 8 – Mar. 12 & 14 
“Finance” 
 

Reading: Amanda Lotz, “Making 
Television: Changes in the 
Practices of Creating Television” 
(In The Television Will be 
Revolutionized) 
 
Screening: The Misadventures of 
Awkward Black Girl (Episodes 1-
3, 2011); Insecure, “Insecure as 
F**k” (HBO, S01E01, 2016) 
 
 

No Class Meeting – Class on 
D2L 
 
Due: Midterm Project (by midnight 
on D2L) 
 
Reading: Amanda Lotz, 
“Advertising after the Network 
Era: The New Economics of 
Television” (In The Television Will 
be Revolutionized) 
 
Screening: Watch commercial 
ads on D2L 
 
Homework: Watch reruns on TV 
over Spring Break 
 

Week 9 – Mar. 19 & 21 
Spring Break 
 

No Class 
 
 
 

No Class 

Week 10 – Mar. 26 & 
28 
“Syndication and 
Network Branding”  
 

Reading: Derek Kompare, “Old 
Wine in New Bottles: Broadcast 
Rerun Syndication since the 
1980s” (In Rerun Nation) AND 
Variety and Broadcasting & Cable 
articles 
 
Screening: Bojack Horseman, 
“Prickly-Muffin” (Netflix, S01E03, 
2014)  
 

Reading: Sarah Banet-Weiser, 
“The Nickelodeon Brand: Buying 
and Selling the Audience” (In Kids 
Rule!) 
 
Screening: Hey Arnold, “Arnold’s 
Hat/Stoop Kid” (Nickelodeon, 
S01E03, 1996); Clarissa Explains 
It All (Nickelodeon, S01E03, 
1991) 
  

Week 11 – Apr. 2 & 4 
“Formats” 
 

Reading: Ted Magder, “The End 
of TV 101: Reality Programs, 
Formats, and the New Business 
of Television” AND Albert Moran, 
“The Pie and the Crust: Television 
Program Formats” 
 
Screening: Clips from Big Brother 
and Bake Off global formats 
 
Homework: Watch Everybody 
Loves Raymond clips on D2L 
 

Reading: Jean K. Chalaby, 
“Drama without Drama: The Late 
Rise of Scripted TV Formats” 
 
Screening: Exporting Raymond 
(2011) 
 
Homework: Watch an hour of live 
TV 
 

 
 
 
 



 8 

Unit Three: Reception and Audiences 

   
 
In this final unit, we will examine how people watch television through studies into audience and reception. 
We will think about what kinds of messages or meaning television tries to convey and how audiences 
understand and respond to that meaning. Our readings will draw upon psychoanalysis, cultural studies, 
and fan studies. 
 
 Tuesday Thursday 
Week 12 – Apr. 9 & 11 
“How We Watch” 
 

- Final Project Assigned 
 
Reading: Raymond Williams, 
Excerpt from Television: Technology 
and Cultural Forum AND John Ellis, 
“Broadcast TV as Cultural Form” (In 
Visible Fictions) 
 
Screening: Atlanta, “B.A.N.” (FX, 
S01E07, 2016) 
 

Due: Reading & Screen 
Response 2 (by midnight on 
D2L) 
 
Reading: Mark Andrejevic, 
“Between the New Medium 
and the Old” (In The Work of 
Being Watched) AND Vogue 
article 
 
Screening: Vanderpump 
Rules, “Welcome to SUR” 
(Bravo, S01E01, 2013) 
 

Week 13 – Apr. 16 & 18 
“How We Interpret” 
 

Reading: Stuart Hall, 
“Encoding/Decoding” AND Garret 
Castleberry, “Understanding Stuart 
Hall’s ‘Encoding/Decoding’ Model 
through TV’s Breaking Bad” (In 
Communication Basics for 
Millennials) 
 
Screening: Breaking Bad, “Phoenix” 
(AMC, S02E12, 2009) 
 

Reading: Horace Newcomb 
and Paul Hirsch, “Television as 
a Cultural Forum” 
 
Screening: Father Knows 
Best, “Betty, Girl Engineer” 
(CBS, S02E30, 1956); Black-
ish, “Hope” (ABC, S02E16, 
2016) 
 

Week 14 – Apr. 23 & 25 
“How We Participate” 
 

Reading: Derek Johnson, “Inviting 
Audiences In: The Spatial 
Reorganization of Production and 
Consumption in ‘TVIII’” 
 
Screening: Supernatural, “Fan 
Fiction” (The CW, S10E05, 2014) 
 

Reading: Cory Barker, “Great 
Shows, Thanks to You”: From 
Participatory Culture to ‘Quality 
TV’ in Amazon’s Pilot Season” 
 
Screening: Excerpts from 
Amazon pilots for I Love Dick, 
Good Girls Revolt, and The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel 
 

Week 15 – Apr. 30 & 
May 2 
“How We Create” 
 

Reading: Aymar Jean Christian, 
“Fandom as Industrial Response: 
Producing Identity in an Independent 
Web Series” 
 

Student Selection – pick a 
reading & screening from the 
field of TV studies for the class 
to discuss 
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Screening: Sex and the City, “The 
Baby Shower” (HBO, S01E10, 1998); 
The Real Girls Guide to Everything 
Else (Episodes 1-3, 2010) 
 

Week 16 – May 7 & 9 
Presentations 

- Pilot Pitches Due: Reading & Screen 
Response 3 (by midnight on 
D2L) 
 
- Pilot Pitches 
- Course Evaluations 
 

 
***Pilot Development plans and Executive Write-Ups due to D2L no later than Thursday, May 16 at 
midnight*** 


