Sequencing for Cultural Critique Research Essay

Time frame: 3-4 weeks (Note: You can expand the amount of time you spend working on any of the following, if you have time. You can also add more workshops or do several rounds of conferences.)

WEEK ONE: Introduce the Assignment and look at some Cultural Critiques

Hours 1 and 2: As an assignment to be brought to class for the first day, divide students into four groups and ask each group to review one chapter of The Botany of Desire. They will be discussing what surprised them, what they found out about the history of X that they did not already know. Also, what are Pollan's sources, what seem to be his best sources? How does he establish his ethos? What is his argument? How does he build it? 

Here are specific questions geared towards each chapter. Students could be assigned to work on these at home and then bring their answers to class for small group and large group discussion. If you prefer, you could assign select questions to the entire class. 

Chapter 1 Desire: Sweetness / Plant: The Apple

1. What was your understanding of Johnny Appleseed before reading this chapter?  Where did your picture of Johnny Appleseed come from?  After reading this chapter, what do you think about John Chapman (the real-life Johnny Appleseed)? What surprised you? What intrigued you? What disturbed you? What other folk figures do you wonder about now that you have read this chapter?

2. What sources did Pollan use to write this chapter? (Hint: see the list of sources starting on pg. 247.)  What would you say is Pollan’s best source? Why? How does this source contribute to his exploration of the relationship between apples and humans? What did Pollan have to do to use this source?  Where did he find it?  What did he have to do to get it? What does this suggest to you about how research is conducted?  

3. How was the advertising slogan “An apple a day keeps the doctor away” (50) designed to change people’s perception of the apple? What does this anecdote suggest about the role of advertising in our lives? Can you think of any products that particular slogans or commercials convinced you to buy? 

Chapter 2 Desire: Beauty / Plant: The Tulip

4. Pollan writes that the tulip could “make a powerful statement” in Holland during the 1634 to 1637 period of “tulipomania” (86).  “To make such statements—about one’s sophistication, about one’s wealth—has always been one of the reasons people plant gardens” (86). How do people make statements about their sophistication and wealth today—inside their yards or gardens, and otherwise?

5. Pollan observes that “tulipomania in France and England never reached the pitch it would in Holland,” and asks, “How can the mad embrace of these particular people and this particular flower be explained?” (85).  Think of a fad that you have observed in your lifetime. Were you caught up in it or not? If so, how did you get interested in it? How can you explain the fad’s effect on yourself or those around you? Do you know whether this fad was local or widespread? You might want to do some research into the origins, length, and scope of this fad. 

Chapter 3 Desire: Intoxications / Plant: Marijuana

6. Why does Pollan include his own experiences with growing and using marijuana? How does his inclusion of these personal stories affect his ethos (credibility) on this subject? (I think this would be good to discuss as some students may have personal experience with the cultural phenomenon they want to discuss. They should think about if and how to include their experiences.)

7. On pg. 148, Pollan introduces Richard Dawkins’ concept of “’memes,’” or “unit[s] of memorable cultural information” (148).  What are some examples of memes that have entered the culture you live in during your lifetime?  How were you introduced to this meme? What has your experience with it been like? OR, interview someone from your parents’ or grandparents’ generation and write about a meme that came into being before you were born. 

8. What argument(s) is Pollan making about marijuana? Use evidence from the chapter (quotations) to support your answer. 

Chapter 4 Desire: Control / Plant: Potato

9. This chapter is organized differently from the other three chapters. Pollan uses dates to begin new sections of the chapter. Look back through the chapter, noticing these dates. Why do you think Pollan uses dates in this way? How do the dates structure the chapter? What is gained by this approach?  How does the potato famine in Ireland relate to Pollan’s investigation of modern-day potato-growing methods? 

10. Pollan investigates three methods of growing potatoes: planting genetically-modified pest-resistant potatoes, treating the soil and plants with chemical pesticides, and using organic farming methods. Does Pollan go into this study with a preconceived idea about which is best? Do Pollan’s ideas about the best way to grow potatoes change at all over the course of his study? What argument, if any, does Pollan ultimately make about how potatoes should be grown? Use evidence (quotations) from the chapter to support your answer. 

11.  On pg. 226, Pollan writes that in the battle over how potatoes are grown today, “all of us are implicated, not just farmers and companies by Monsanto.”  What does he mean by this?  Do you feel implicated in any way? Why or why not?

In class hour 2:

35 minutes: continue Pollan discussion

15 minutes: introduce research project assignment

HW for hour 3: Pg. 314: 1-page response to Reflecting on the Reading bullet #1—Gibson's work is what we would call a cultural study—a study of a cultural artifact, event, or phenomenon. Based on what Gibson does in this piece, what do you think the goal or purpose of this kind of cultural analysis might be? 

Hours 3 and 4: For these hours, students will read “Paintball as a Combat Sport” in WRA (295-314). 

10 minutes: In-class writing: adapted from #3 WRA, pg. 261: Write about what expectations you have when you know you are going to be reading for writing an academic research essay. What rules do you think a writer writing an academic research essay should follow? Why, and where did you learn this? Do you think there is something that might be the opposite of an academic research essay? If so, what would you call that kind of writing? What does academic research writing have to do with the world at large? Who benefits from academic research writing? (This question has been modified to ask students to focus on academic research writing)

10 minutes: list their definitions of academic research writing on the board

10 minutes: ask them how Gibson’s essay fits or does not fit the definitions on the board. 

HW for hour four: adapted from WRA pg.314 Informal Writing bullet #2: Identify something you think would lend itself to a cultural study or critique. How does this artifact or phenomenon seem to work or engage society? What sources might you use to research this artifact or phenomenon?

In class: 

15 minutes: in-class writing on Pg. 314 Understanding Rhetorical Strategies bullet #3: From where and how does Gibson gather his evidence? How many different kinds of evidence can you identify? Does this evidence seem appropriate for Gibson's argument? Where does the method (or methods) for gathering this evidence seem reflective or reflexive for the author? For us as readers? For the people Gibson observes and interviews? 

15 minutes: discuss their answers as a large group

20 minutes: what sources have they thought of for their cultural artifact/phenomenon? Does looking at Gibson’s sources give them any more ideas?

HW: Read Middleton’s “Boys Will Be Men” in WRA (112-143) and write a one-page response to Pg. 142 Understanding Rhetorical Strategies #3: This essay " reads" particular aspects of our culture, manhood and comic books, for instance. Manhood, in fact, is "read" and understood through comic books. Identify Middleton's strategies for doing this. How does he go about analyzing these comic books? What does he use for evidence and how does he present that evidence?

Hour 5 : For this hour, students will read Middleton’s “Boys Will Be Men” in WRA (112-143) 

10 minutes: put students in pairs and have them trade one-page responses and discuss their answers. Ask them to choose three main points they would like to bring to the group discussion.

15 minutes: Come back together as a large group. Ask one group to start with one of their main points, then ask other groups to bring up related points until all of the groups have shared. 

10 minutes: adapted from Pg. 547 #3: Middleton argues that superhero comics have something to do with the way men are socialized. Robinson argues that the original Rambo story is positive and healing for men. Gibson argues that paintball isn't just a harmless game but part of a larger warrior culture. All three, Rambo, paintball, and comic book superheroes shape men in some sense, according to these writers. What things, besides what is in these essays, do you think shape men and/or women in our culture?  (If students can brainstorm—beyond the essays in WRA even—what cultural artifacts and phenomena shape people, that would open up the discussion of more topics for cultural critique.)

15 minutes: Make two columns on the board, one for men and one for women.  Ask representatives from each group to come up to the board and add to a list of things that shape men or women in our culture. Then ask students which ones they think would make the best research paper topics (and why), circle those, and discuss them. 

HW: Ask students to choose a topic for their cultural critique (hopefully one they have come up with over the last week of class activities) and submit a one-page freewrite on it. What interests them about this topic? What sources do they think would be relevant?

WEEK TWO: Choose topic and begin research

Hour 6: In class, have students do “topic musical chairs” (everyone puts their topic on a piece of paper at their desk, and students move around the room, stopping at each desk to add questions or to suggest potential sources). Be sure the tell students to put their names with their suggestion.  Otherwise, someone will write, “My roommate is a paintball freak, you should interview him,” and the person will have no idea who wrote that. Students can help each other open up new avenues of thought. They also may know of people that others can interview. After everyone has gone around the room, have students quickly read through their papers. Then, go around the room, and have each student say what the best tip they got was or one question they have about what someone wrote on their paper. 

HW: Read RR: Read 118-122 on Using Rhetorical Reading to Conduct Research, and do the Prompts for Question Analysis on pg. 122. Also read pgs 155-157 in the handbook on using keywords to do research.

Hour 7:  In class: Refine questions and keywords before library visits.

10 minutes: ask students what keywords are (based on what they read in the handbook). Ask them why keywords are important.

10 minutes: do a mock keyword session as a large group, using Gibson’s Paintball essay as an example. Ask them to come up with as many words as they can: paintball, paramilitary, war games, combat sports, violent games, paintball guns, etc. 

10 minutes: have them work on key words for their own topics. They can consult with someone around them if they get stuck.

10 minutes: have one person share their list and put it on the board. See if the class can help that person find more related terms for their research.

10 minutes: briefly explain truncation and AND/OR using the student example on the board. Students are often confused by this during the library sessions, so hearing it several times will help them immensely. 

HW: read RR 117-123, 131-132 about keeping Research Logs. Ask them to keep Research Logs about sources and their progress. They should bring these to their conferences with the teacher (or turn them in beforehand if you prefer). Remind students that they will be meeting at the library and that they need to bring their keywords with them!

Hours 8 and 9: Library visits. Remind students to keep Research Logs.

HW: Ask students to write an introduction to their paper (including a working thesis statement) and bring it to class.

Hour 10: Work in class on openings and thesis statements. 

20 minutes: ask students what they think makes a good opening and thesis statement. What should openings and thesis statements do? What have people told them they should do (surface the dreaded funnel model, any thesis formulas)? Discuss the positive and negative aspects of these formulas. They can be a good starting place, but they can also be too limiting. 

10 minutes: look together at advice in handbook about creating a working thesis statement. 

20 minutes: have students work in groups of three on their openings and thesis statements. Circulate around the room and help them. 

HW: They should revise their paper openings after class and bring them to their conferences. Remind them to bring their research logs to their conferences as well. 

WEEK THREE: Conferences and Peer Review

Hours 11 and 12: Conferences on Research Logs and paper openings. 

Hours 13 and 14: Drafts and Peer Review. Ask students to bring a complete draft of their paper to class. Students can work on the peer review in class, finish at home, and then return on the next day (or continue in class), trade papers, have a conversation about the peer comments, and then finish by having a whole-class discussion about any problems they are experiencing. 

Hour 15: Paper due. To bring closure to the project, go around the room and have each student say the most interesting thing they learned during their research. Or, if you have more time (or the exam period), ask each student to prepare a brief (5-min) presentation on what they learned about their topic. 

Research Paper Assignment: A Cultural Critique

Length: 4-6 pages of writing plus a Works Cited page, double-spaced, 12-pt font

Due Dates: __________

Overview: This assignment asks you to use research to write a cultural critique—it could be the history of and/or an explanation of the effects of a cultural artifact (a food, a toy, a fad), or cultural phenomenon (an activity, such as paintball). The artifact or phenomenon you choose to write about can be something you have come in contact with or something that was popular in your parents’ or grandparents’ generation. Why are people attracted to or why have people been attracted to a particular artifact or activity—what do we get out of it or what are we led to believe we get out of it? For example, in The Botany of Desire, Pollan discusses the advertising campaign that marketed the apple as a healthy food with the slogan “An apple a day keeps the doctor away” (50). Pollan also writes about the cult of the tulip in the Netherlands.  In WRA, Gibson writes a cultural critique of paintball and Middleton writes a cultural critique about comic books.  Pollan and Gibson conduct interviews as part of their research. You may also want to conduct  interviews. 

During the process of reading, writing, thinking, and researching a cultural artifact or phenomenon, you will participate in a library component that will help you locate sources on your specific research topic. Since this writing project does involve research, your paper will need to include citations and references to specific research resources. 

Topic ideas: Beatlemania, Barbie, G. I. Joe, Cabbage Patch Kids, Rambo, FaceBook, female paintball players, specific comic book characters not mentioned in Gibson’s essay, designer dogs, horror movies, roller coasters, hanging out at the mall, driving the strip, victory gardens, earth shoes, folk figures other than Johnny Appleseed, etc.

What to Do:

1. During the classroom activities (including readings and in-class discussions), you should start thinking about a cultural artifact or phenomenon that grows out of your experience, or your observations of your friends’ or family’s experiences. For example, Barbie and Cabbage Patch Kids are cultural artifacts. They are both dolls, but they influence young girls in different ways. What cultural messages are being sent through these dolls? What values do they represent?

2. During and after the library instruction days, you will need to find a minimum of five sources on your topic, only one of which may be a website. You should aim for a variety of sources—books, articles, interviews, etc.  You will learn more about different types of sources during the library instruction.  Additional sources you may want to include in your paper are your own experiences and interviews you conduct.

3. The writing project itself will survey these five sources by allowing you to answer your (final) research questions (since research questions can change given the influence of the research you find) from a particular angle that you feel comfortable with after reading your sources. For example, let’s say your research question asked: How has Barbie (or Cabbage Patch Kids) influenced young girls’ understanding of their social roles? You would write a thesis statement that made specific claims about the doll’s influence on young girls’ understanding of their social roles. Then, you would review (summarize and analyze) each resource, explaining how it supports your claim. 

4. Your paper should integrate quotations and paraphrases from your sources (and you can include references to the readings in WRA, but they don’t count as part of your 5 sources; they’re just extra), along with the appropriate in-text citation format and a Works Cited page at the end. 

The Cultural Critique Research Essay encompasses many of the First-Year Rhetorical Competencies, and these in particular:

Research rhetorically, which means that students should be able to:

· Identify appropriate sources through databases (electronic and more traditional) 

· Evaluate sources for quality and appropriateness 

· Paraphrase and summarize materially accurately 

· Synthesize sources 

· Integrate quotations, visuals, etc. appropriately and with correct style and citations 

· Use attributive tags, in-text citations, documentation, and style sheets in appropriate ways 

· Understand plagiarism and its consequences 

In addition, the library unit focuses on these skills:

Freshman students should be able to:

· Contact a librarian for help

· Differentiate between the catalog of the library, a subscriptions research database, and the "free" web, and start to understand reasons to use each.

· Be able to construct a simple search using Boolean operators and synonyms, and broaden and narrow searches as necessary.

· Evaluate any resource using an established set of criteria.

Paper #3   Cultural Critique Grade Sheet


                       

needs improvement--------satisfactory-----good-----excellent

Introduction      

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Thesis
             

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Developed Ideas      

4
6
8
10
12
14
16
18
20

Organization            

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Variety of Sources   

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Use of Quotations    
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