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Ohio University-Zanesville
Communication Studies Department

COMS 422 Family Communication

FACULTY INFORMATION

Instructor: Sheida Shirvani, Ph.D.

Office Hours:  M-W 5:00 -5:30 pm other times by appointment

Office: Elson Hall Room 170-D

Phone: 740-588-1499 

E-mail: shirvani@ohio.edu (

Course Website:  www.shirvani.com
“We all know what the American family is supposed to look like.  The striking point, in the face of all the propaganda, is how few Americans actually live this way.”  Louise Howe, American Writer (1972)

Description

This course addresses communication concepts basic to understanding interaction in the family and provides a framework for analysis of family communication.  It explores communication issues and theories related to family interaction, including role, rule, conflict, power, intimacy, and the development of relationships.  A model of effective communication in the family is built.  Consideration of verbal and nonverbal communication behaviors are key components. 

“We are born into a family, we are socialized and within a family, we mature from a family using information and behaviors learned from a family, and, when enculturated we die, we diminish a family.  Families surround us, contribute to our destiny” --- Judy Goldberg, family therapist.

Course Objectives

As a result of this course, students will …

· Develop an understanding of the ways in which members in the family system interact verbally and nonverbally to influence each other.

· Develop a communication perspective on the family.

· Understand the major theoretical perspective underlying the area of family communication.

Textbook

Turner, L. H. and West. R. (2006).  Perspectives on family communication. (Third Edition) Boston:  McGraw-Hill.

Course Guidelines

· Attendance is essential and required.  Please come to class each day and on time each day.  Your absence will be felt in a class on this nature.  If you cannot make a class or will be late, please notify me by phone or e-mail.  This is a simple common courtesy.  Two points will be deducted from the earned point total for each class period missed. 

· The instructor will make good use of class time.  Every student is expected to be prepared for each class by having all assigned readings assignments and come to class with questions to ask and discuss the topics.

· All assignments must be completed for a passing grade in this course.  Every assignment must be submitted on or before its due date.  No late assignments or reports will be accepted.  In other words, all points are lost on any assignment not submitted by the due date.

· Please respect other peoples' opinions and viewpoints.  If something offends you, please speak up.  If something agrees with your viewpoints, share that as well.

· Plagiarism and other acts of academic misconduct will result in a failing grade for this course and will be reported to Assistant Dean for further action.  See Ohio University Student Handbook for details.

· Turn your cell phone off in the class. 
· If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please make an appointment with Mrs. Liesta Walker as soon as possible.  In order for special accommodation to exist, you must be registered with the LAC (Learning Advance Center).

· If you are a graduating senior this Spring, be especially conscious of “seniorities”, It comes with no forewarning and can make even the most conscientious student become anxious and unsettled!!

· To receive a passing grade in this class, you must complete all assignments.  If you do not submit a required and graded assignment on time, please don’t bother providing excuses.  Unfortunately, (perhaps I have been a bit tarnished over the years), I have heard students blame their printers, their family, their employment, and even their neighbors!!! I have being so demanding, but my goal is for each student to be treated fairly and equitably and therefore, personal excuses simply won’t do.

· This course requires participation.  If you are apprehensive or anxious about participation, ease into the class discussions/activities.  We do want to hear your impressions and experiences.  If you feel that you cannot speak in front of the class or choose not to speak, the implications of this decision are inferred in the participation grade.  There is an ethical responsibility to participate in this course and this expectation seems especially important to address in a COMMUNICATION course.

· Despite the expectation outlined in the previous requirement, you should ensure that you do not become the “talkaholic”; others may want “the floor” to offer their thoughts.  Do not presume that high self-disclosure yields appropriate self-disclosure.  Be judicious and avoid the “Jerry Springer” mentality.

Course Requirements

“Reel Families” Analysis Paper  

This course requires an analysis of a movie that is rooted in family communication.  The movie for analysis will be seen in class on  April 14, 2008; you should NOT plan on missing that class since the movie may not be available in a local video store.  Instead of a traditional research paper, I believe this assignment is more interesting and appropriate.  Your goal is to write a thoughtful and thorough paper which demonstrates your understanding of family communication via the media.  I hope to receive papers that reflect an integration of the movie’s language (e.g. dialogue, scene set-up, etc.) as well as family communication research and concepts from the book.  You should not try to write a paper that is full of dialogue with little application of the dialogue to family communication; your paper should not, conversely, have little movie integration and be rich with family communication terms.  Strive for a balance.  Your own thinking and intuition should guide you.

Your paper should reflect your own creativity, however, let me provide a general outline:

First Section:  This should set up the movie.  You should present a few paragraphs explicating the gist of the movie.  Don’t go into too much detail.  I know the movie.  You should simply remind me about the move’s overall plot and the principle characters.  This section should conclude with your thesis (statement of intent) and preview (paper’s organization structure).

Second Section: This should be the bulk of the paper.  It is an analysis of the movie and how it relates to family communication.  Be sure to couple description with analysis; there is a difference between the two.  For instance, writing”  “Susan began to tell her mother that she hated all children” is description.  However, writing:  “Susan began to tell her mother that she hated all children.  This self-disclosure was important, since her mother was a child care worker.” The entire section of the paper should have dividers/subheadings so that I have some sense of your arguments.  Your analysis is entirely arbitrary; some people will spend time on the entire movie, others will concentrate on a few parts of the movie.  Decide what works best for you.

Third Section:  This is the conclusion of your paper.  You should reiterate your thesis and do not bring any new ideas into this part of the paper.  The paper should conclude with an overall rating of the movie and why it did/did not appeal to you.  

Things to Consider, or How to Make Your Paper Really Good:

· Do not use the Internet for any reason

· First person is very appropriate and encouraged

· Only use the text in your analysis; Sources are not encouraged or needed

· 5 pages in length; April 21 2008
· Use a cover page which contains a creative written title and your name, course, and date

· Use standard fonts and margins; no funky or creative artwork in paper

· Use the writing tips when proofreading your final submission

· Use the text supplement when preparing your paper.

The family Communication Debate

In this course the debate and preparing for it will occupy a great deal of your time.  Of course, I will give you class time to meet with your groups, however, you should also be prepared to work out an arrangement to work outside of class.  Using email may facilitate the group work.  But please be patient with those classmates who are not yet fully immersed in the tech-world.

The debates will take place on May 28, June 2, and June 4, 2008. Your goal should NOT be to “win” the debate as much as it should be an opportunity to thoughtfully craft a response to a family communication topic.  You should aim to refine your communication skills and your abilities to creatively and critically think about a topic that you may not have thought about before this course.  The format of the debate is as follows:

A. Opening Statements:  Each group will be allowed 15 minutes to provide its views (without interruption) on the topic.  At this point, feel free to provide as much logic and evidence as possible.  Remember, during this time, the opposition will be frantically writing down everything you say and will be having a small group decided how to undermine it. The affirmative team will be presenting its opening statement first and the negative team will follow.  You should plan on using all or nearly all of the allotted time in your opening statement.

B. Rebuttals:  After the second opining statement has been provided, the negative team will begin to rebut any/all of the comments offered by the affirmative.  A 10 minutes time limit will be in place.  Following the negative’s rebuttal, the affirmative will offer its rebuttal to the opening statements of the negative team.  

C. Secondary rebuttals:  A secondary rebuttal will be allowed.  This means that the affirmative may argue against the negative’s rebuttal and the negative team may argue against the affirmative’s rebuttal.  There will be a dialogue between the teams.  The audience may pose questions to each side and there will be no time maximum in place.

 As mentioned previously, a strict time constraint is in place to ensure equity in time distribution.  I encourage each team to designate one or two people who will serve to listen for rebuttal purposes; this is a challenging part of the debate.  I will ask someone who is not debating to serve timekeeper or myself keep the time.

Leadership/participation/attendance (25 points)
The success of this course is based on your leadership and willingness to participate in course activities.  Crucial to the success of this class is your motivation, willingness to be present, conscious participation, meaningful comments and observations, and bringing to class relevant and insightful experiences and examples.  You can earn 25 points of your grade by your efforts in these areas.  

Absences, general drowsiness (communicating to me a lack of interest and or motivation), talking to your friends in class, and lack of participation in activities, discussions and exercises will be reflected in your final grade.  Essentially, a positive attitude is an essential part of your demonstrated leadership in this class.  

You will have many opportunities to demonstrate your leadership, including assignments built into the course which provide opportunities for leading class discussions, reporting your knowledge on a family topic, and debating opposing viewpoints on family and communication issues.  Your leadership/participation grade will be assessed each day of the quarter.  I am not asking you to simply fill a seat in class.  I require a great deal of participation in the class itself.  Books and articles are easily accessible to you; we really do not need to use class time to discuss them.  Instead, we will discuss topics which help us understand the family.  Bottom line:  come prepared to discuss the topics.

Class room discussion
· Every week you must communicate with other classmates in the class.

· Keep your comments professional (absolutely no personal attacks)

· You get full points on classroom discussion if your comments are logical, well organized, thoughtful, and you make comments in every class.
· You are expected to contribute a new thought or view in each class.
· Use personal experience as appropriate in sharing your thoughts.
Non-graded course activity (0 point)
The class welcomes your stories and/or jokes related to issues of family communication or specifically to one of your readings. You will have the opportunity to share a story or joke with the class on a day you select (sign up for a day the first week of class).  (Note:  You will not be penalized if no one laughs at your joke!)

Summary of Class Activities


Midterm




80 points

Final





80 points
Movie Analysis 




30 points

Debate
(instructor and group evaluation)
    
60 points
Class participation and attendance

25 points



Stories and jokes



  0 points but appreciate
Total





250 points
Course Outline Grading

Your final grade will be determined from the following chart.

A   100%-95%  

A-   94%-92%
B+  91%-89%

B   88%-85%

B-  84%-82%

C+   81%-79%
C   78%-75%
      
C-  74%-72%

D+  71%-69%

D    68%-65%
D-  64%-62%

F    61% and below

Class Assignments (subject to change)
	Date
	Title 
	Chapter

	
	Introduction to the course – Over view of the syllabus
	

	
	Definition of Family

Providing a theoretical Framework
Debate topics are due
	Chapter 1

Chapter 2

	
	Telling stories, making meaning, creating family identity
Finalize the debate topic
	Chapter 3

	
	Communicating roles and rules
	Chapter 4

	
	Movie

	

	
	Communicating Conflict and power and violence
	Chapter 5

	
	Movie Analysis is due
Finish materials left from previous chapters – Review for Midterm
	

	
	Midterm
	

	
	Communicating intimacy
	Chapter 6

	
	Family Communication, stress and stressors


	Chapter 7

	
	Societal influence on the family
Last day to drop the course
	Chapter 8

	
	Practice and work as group for the Debate
	

	
	Work on Debate  -- There is no actual class but you need to attend in your group and work on your debate
	

	
	Work on Debate  -- There is no actual class but you need to attend in your group and work on your debate
	

	
	Managing challenging dialogues
	Chapter 9

	
	Conclusions and reflection on family communication
Class evaluation
	Chapter 10

	
	Memorial Day No Class
	

	
	Debate in Class
	Group one

	
	Debate in Class
	Group Two

	
	Debate in Class
	Group Three

	
	Final   5:30-7:20 pm 
	Over Chapters 6-10


Debate Groups
The following readings will expand your vision and knowledge regarding family communication and relationship.  This is not required reading but is suggested for your own improvement.

· Anthony Caroline (1989). Family Portraits:  Remembrances by twenty distinguished writers. Doubleday.

· Baxter, L. (1993).  Dialectical Perspective.  IN M. Griffin's A First Look at Communication Theory (pp. 206-217). McGraw Hill.

· Bernard, J.  (1972).  Pages 5-53 in The future of marriage. Bantam.

· Brubaker, T.  (1990).  An overview of family relationships in later life.  In T. Brubaker (Ed.).  Family relationship in later life (pp. 13-26).  Sage.

· Duck, S. (1994).  Human relationships:  "Relationships with Relations:  Families and Socialization."  Chapter 4, pages 103-145.

· Hauser, Joyce (1993).  Communication in nontraditional family:  Transitions bring challenges.  In L. Arliss and J. Borisoff (Eds.)  Women and men communication:  Challenges and changes (pp. 102-121). Harcourt Brace.

· Hochschild, Arlie (1989).  The second shift.  (chapters 1-3 + Appendix).

· Rubin, N.  (1989, March).  A recipe for rituals.  Parents, 64, pp. 6, 105-9.

· Sillars, A., & Wilmot, W.  (1989).  Marital communication across the life span.  In J.F. Nussbaum (Ed.), Life-span communication:  Normative processes (pp. 225-253). Lawrence Erlbaum.

· Stinnett, N., Sanders, G., Defrain, J., and Parkhurst A.  A nationwide study of families who perceive themselves as strong.

· Tannen (1986). Talk in the intimate relationship:  His and hers (Chapter 8 in That's not what I mean!). William Morrow.

· Wolin, S., and Bennett, L. (1984).  Family Rituals.  Family process, 23, 401-420.

Exercises

These exercises have been adapted from instructor’s manual perspectives of family communication by Candice Thomas-Maddox

Picture:  Defining the family through pictures

Large sheet of paper 

Colored markers, pencils or crayons

Draw a picture of how you view your family.  You need to include any persons considered part of your family.  In this exercise you need to visually depict the communication which occurs in the family.  You may do so using lines connecting various family members.  For example dotted lines to indicate difficult communication, absence of a connection to indicate no verbal communication and so on.

Family Types in the Media

Instruction:  Identify as many examples as you can of television shows, feature films, books or other print materials that portray each of the family types listed below.

Nuclear family

Binuclear family:

Blended family:

Cohabiting family:

Gay and lesbian family:

Roles

Alvarez Family Worksheet

Carlos and Angelina are happily married with three children.  Carlos is employed at the local high school as the physical education instructor and football coach.  Angelina is a nurse at the local hospital.  Since Angelina’s schedule changes depending on the rotation schedule at the hospital, Carlos often takes responsibility for seeing that the house is cleaned, the meals are cooked, and the children are cared for.  However, whenever Angelina’s schedule allows, she tells Carlos that she wishes to take primary responsibility for these duties.  Due to the nature of Carlos’s job, he often has summers off.  Thus, he spends a lot of time with the children in the summer taking them swimming, to little league games and so on.  In fact, Carlos feels that he is better at childcare than Angelina -- however, Angelina sees herself as the better parent.  Angelina makes sure that she expresses to Carlos how much she appreciates the great job he is doing helping her out.  Angelina’s female friends also appreciates the great job he is doing helping her out.  Angelina’s female friends also point out how great it is that Carlos is able to take such an active role in raising the children.  

Recently, Carlos’s friends have started to tease him about how “domesticated” he is becoming.  After thinking about this, Carlos starts to feel uncomfortable.  He tells Angelina that he wants to be the primary “breadwinner” and that she needs to start spending more time at home with the kids.  Angelina replies that she worked a long to earn her degree and that she deserves to work outside the home just as much as Carlos does.  Carlos retorts that he never expected to be married to a woman who didn’t want to fulfill her roles in the household and with her children.  Angelina is angry and can’t believe Carlos could say such a thing.  Carlos storms out of the house.

Questions:

1. Discuss the role allocation that is present in the Alvarez family.  How does this role allocation make each family member feel?  

2. What are the role expectations that Carlos and Angelina have for one another?  For themselves?

3. How is role performance enacted in the Alvarez family?  What is the resulting role conflict?

4. Identify the interpersonal and intrapersonal conflict that occurs regarding the family roles.

5. If you were to offer advice to Carlos and Angelina regarding their difficulty in negotiating family roles, what advice would you give them?

Rules

Instruction:  Based on the age categories provided, indicate specific family rules that you can remember being established in your own family.  Next to each rule indicate the following:  

· Whether it is/was an implicit or an explicit rule.

· Whether it was a rule regarding what could be talked about, how it could be talked about, or who you could talk to.

AGE


RULES
EXPLICIT
WHAT /HOW/
META-RULES






IMPLICIT
       WHO

Earliest memory

to age 12

Ages 13-15

Ages 16-18

Age 19 to present

1. Describe the changes in rules as you grew older.  If you had siblings, were the rules similar for them at the specified ages?

2. Identify the guidelines that families need to take into account in establishing rules.

3. Discuss the ways in which you feel it is most effective for parents to communicate rules and expectations to children.

4. Are there any “rules about rules” that families establish?

Analyzing Conflict in Your Family

Instructions:  Recall a recent conflict that you experienced with a family member.  You must critically analyze the conflict and identify each of the following aspects:


Distal context factors contributing to the conflict


Proximal context factors contributing to the conflict


Conflict interactions


Proximal outcomes of the conflict


Distal outcomes of the conflict

Finally volunteer in sharing your analyses of the conflicts.  As we all discuss the benefits of identifying the context and outcome factors.

Disclose or Not to Disclose—That Is the Question 

Instructions:

Use the “To Disclose or Not to Disclose” worksheet attached.

Complete the worksheet individually.

Sit in-group of five in class and find the trends in the topics and targets of disclosures.  E.g., Do males and females differ in the types of things they are willing to disclose?  Are there sex differences in the targets of things you are willing to disclose?  Are there sex differences in the targets selected for disclosure?  Are there generational differences?

To Disclose or Not To Disclose

Please indicate in each box the number that most closely represents your feelings regarding discussing particular topics with specific family members.

5 = I would feel completely comfortable discussing this openly and freely.

4 = I would feel somewhat comfortable discussing this subject.

3 = I’m not sure if I would or would not discuss this topic.

2 = I would feel somewhat uncomfortable discussing this subject.

1 = I would not discuss this subject under any circumstances.

Topic






  Same
Other










   Sex

Sex
        Grand-



    

 Father   Mother
   Siblings
Siblings      Parent
    Friends

Sexual relations

Feelings about 

Your family

Most 

Embarrassing 

Moment

Getting arrested

At school for public

Public intoxication

The family’s financial 

Situation

Your most unhappy 

Moment in life

The most careless

Thing you have ever

Done

Problems you are

Having with a

Romantic interest

Your dissatisfaction with

Physical aspects of your

Appearance

Questions:

What kinds of secrets would be difficult to share with parent(s) family members?  Are there things that are easier to tell one family member over another?  Why?

Are there things that you would not expect your children to discuss with you?

What issues do cohabiting or gay/lesbian couples experience that may impact disclosures to family members?

