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This class is a critical examination of how American film portrays various aspects of family life. 
The transition from the modern to the postmodern era and family theories will be the basis of 
the analysis as we observe family structure, gender roles, sexual behavior, gender orientation, 
issues of race/ethnicity, social class, family values, family crisis, and family violence. 
 
Course Description from HSU Catalog 
This class examines how the American family has been portrayed in American films during the 
transition from a modern to a postmodern society. Family theories will be the basis of analysis 
as we observe family structure, gender roles, sexual behavior, issues of race/ethnicity, social 
class, family values, family crisis, and family violence as portrayed in these films. 
 
Course Objectives 
Upon completion of this course, students will be able to: 

1. Describe the major ideas of modern and postmodern theory. 
2. Describe the major ideas, concepts, and terms related to major theories of the family. 
3. Understand the relationship between film as a narrative device describing cultural 

themes, social institutions, history, societal norms, social behavior, and cultural myths. 
4. Describe how the depiction of family life has changed in American film from the 1940s 

to the present.  
 
Important Note: The films used in this course have been selected as representative portrayals 
of family life in American cinema. Many of the films we watch have received a rating of “R.” 
Mindful that we are a Christian institution, I will screen the films to edit the most explicit 
expressions of nudity, violence, and sexual expression. However, sometimes, I will not be able 
to screen all of these elements out, or if I think they add to our analysis of the movie I may not 
censure everything. I cannot guarantee that someone will not be offended at some time. Please 
feel free to let me know if at any time you become uncomfortable. A student’s choice to 
remain in this class upon receipt of this syllabus constitutes the student’s informed consent 
to view this material.  If you would like more information on the content of these films, please 
ask me. 



Text 
Exploring Family Theories, 3rd Edition by Suzanne R. Smith and Raeann R. Hamon; published in 
2012 by Oxford Press. 
 
ISBN 978-0199860012 
 
Grading & Assignments 
 
There will be no exams in this class.  Instead, your grade will be based on papers, classroom 
attendance/discussion, and a final project 
 
Attendance (65 points): 
I expect you to attend class every day.  I will not allow you to miss a day simply because you 
have seen the film before, or because you plan on watching the film on your own.  These are 
not grounds for excused absences.  For every class you miss, I will subtract 15 points from your 
attendance grade. 
 
HSU policy states that you cannot miss more than 25% of classes, excused or not, or you will fail 
the course.  Because we have 14 class days, you will fail if you miss 4 classes. 
 
Discussion (75 points):  
You will be expected to participate in class discussions.  This involves more than simply sharing 
your opinion of the film being discussed.  It involves relating the film to your reading for that 
class day, and relating the film to the patterns and themes of postmodern film in general.  
Those of you who have a difficult time speaking in class due to shyness must try to overcome 
that anxiety as best you can. 
 
Daily Papers (210 points): 
You will be expected to write seven (7) 3-5 page papers over the films we watch.  Each of these 
papers will discuss the ways that the film: a) relates to the themes of postmodern films in 
general, and b) relates to the family theory that has been assigned for that particular film.  
These papers must give several specific examples from the film.  They will be turned in through 
Safe Assign on blackboard.  Each paper will be worth 30 points, and will need to be uploaded to 
blackboard before 8:00 AM on the date they are due. 
 
Final Paper / Presentation (150 points): 
You will choose 1 postmodern film that deals substantially with family life or with romantic 
relationships (it cannot be a film that we have watched in class).  If you have trouble deciding 
on a film, I will post a list of ideas for you on blackboard.  You will write a 7-10 page paper on 
this film, and will give a 10-15 minute presentation on the film at the end of the semester.  In 
both the paper and the presentation, you will: 

a. Describe the plot of the film 
b. Explain how the film relates to the transition from modernity to postmodernity. 
c. Relate the film to TWO of the family theories we have discussed in class. 



 
The paper must be 7-10 pages long, with a reference list of at least 5 sources.  It must be 
double-spaced, 12 point font with 1 inch margins on all sides.  Like the daily papers, it will be 
turned in through blackboard. 
 
The class presentation will be a summary of your paper.  It will be 15-20 minutes long, and you 
will need to show a 5 minute scene from the movie that illustrates either the film’s relation to 
postmodern film, or its relationship to one of the family theories.  The scene can be on YouTube 
or Netflix, or you can bring in a DVD for me to use.  You are responsible for making this scene 
accessible either through the internet, or through DVD. 
 
If you are personally offended by violent or sexual content, you are responsible for ensuring the 
content of the film you select.  I cannot vouch for the content in the film you select, as I may 
not have ever seen the film.  If you fear that the scene you are planning to show the class may 
be too offensive for some, let me see it before class so that I can approve it. 
 
Your grades will be calculated accordingly: 
450-500 points  A 
400-449 points  B 
350-399 points  C 
300-349 points  D 
 
 
Classroom Conduct 
There are a few classroom rules which I expect students to follow. 

• Please feel free to interrupt me at any time if you have any question about the material.  
If you do not understand something, speak up-- chances are other people have the 
same question.  If you are having trouble with the material, see me as soon as possible. 

• Disruptive talking during lectures or during the films will not be tolerated; this includes 
talking amongst your selves while I am lecturing, answering a question, or showing films.  
Be considerate of your classmates, socialize elsewhere.   

• No food is allowed in the Skiles building.  Not even popcorn and junior mints.  The only 
allowed drink is water in a clear container. 

• I never want to see your cell phone.  Please do not text during my class. 
• Laptops are not allowed. 

 
 
Academic Integrity Policy 
Please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy found in the 2014-2015 Undergraduate Catalog as 
well as the Student Handbook; both can be found on the HSU website.  The student should 
become familiar with the policy and its terms.  The policy applies to all assignments and tests in 
this class. 
 
 



Attendance Policy 
For class attendance policy, refer to the Attendance Policy in the 2014-2015 Undergraduate 
Catalog.  “Accordingly, absence from more than 25 percent of class meetings and/or laboratory 
sessions scheduled for a course (including absences because of athletic participation) is 
regarded as excessive, and a grade of F may be assigned as deemed appropriated by the 
professor.”  Excused absences are still counted in the total number of absences.  The fact that 
an absence is excused means only that the student has the opportunity to make up the work 
missed during the absence without penalty to his/her grade.  It is the responsibility of the 
student to make arrangements with the professor to complete the work in a time frame 
agreeable with the professor.  Additional specific policies might be included in individual class 
settings by the professor. 
 
University Policy on Students Regarding Disabilities 
Any student with a professionally diagnosed learning disability and/or other professionally 
diagnosed disability that may affect course performance may choose to seek accommodation.  
Eligible students seeking accommodations should contact the Office of the Director of 
Undergraduate Advising and Disabilities as soon as possible in the academic term for which 
they are seeking accommodations. The Director shall prepare letters to appropriate faculty 
members concerning specific, reasonable academic adjustments for the student. The student is 
responsible for delivering accommodation letters and conferring with faculty members. Please 
refer to the 2014-2015 Undergraduate Catalog for the complete policy.  (Lindsay Boynton, 
Director of Undergraduate Advising and Disabilities, SM-209, Phone # 670-5842) 
 
University Policy on Electronic Devices in Class 
“Use of electronic devices in the classroom is permitted only with consent of instructor. 
Disruption of class by the sounds of cell phones and paging devices or by texting is forbidden. A 
student facing the possibility of receiving an emergency message by one of these means may 
leave the device turned on during class, but the student must inform the professor of that 
possibility at the beginning of class. Unless facing an emergency message, the student must 
turn the device off at the beginning of class and turn it back on only after the class has been 
dismissed. Routine work related calls/messages are not considered emergencies nor are 
personal calls/messages from friends or business associate.” Online Student Handbook 
 
Official University Communication 
The official avenue for the University, its faculty and offices to communicate with students is 
the students’ HSU email address.  It is the responsibility of the student to check his/her HSU 
email address regularly for official university communication.  Failure of the student to regularly 
check his/her HSU email address will not excuse the student from his/her responsibility for 
complying with any actions indicated in the university emails. 
 
 
 
 
 



IMPORTANT DATES 
May 12, 2015: Registration Day, Classes begin, and last date to register for May Term 
May 14, 2015: Last Date to Drop/Withdraw from Classes with a Grade of W 
May 22, 2015: Last Date to Drop/Withdraw from Classes 
May 25, 2015: Memorial Day Holiday  
May 29, 2015: Final Exams for May Term 
 
 
Tentative Course Outline (subject to change) 
 
Tuesday, May 12 
 Syllabus 
 Watch film: The Grapes of Wrath 
 
Wednesday, May 13 
 Discuss transition from modern to postmodern film 
 Watch film: Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner 
 Write paper over film and Structural Functionalism 
 
Thursday, May 14 
 Discuss Guess Who and Structural-Functionalism 
 Watch film: Kramer vs. Kramer 
 Write paper over film and Family Stress Theory 
 
Friday, May 15 
 Discuss Kramer and Family Stress Theory 
 Watch film: Boyz in the Hood 
 Write paper over film and Conflict Theory 
 
Monday, May 18 
 Discusss Boyz and Conflict Theory 
 Watch film: American Beauty 
 Write paper over film and Social Exchange Theory 
 
Tuesday, May 19 
 Discuss American Beauty and Social Exchange Theory 
 Watch film: Boyhood 
 Write paper over film and Family Development Theory 
 
Wednesday, May 20 
 Discuss Boyhood and Family Development Theory 
 Watch film: Silver Linings Playbook 
 Write paper over film and Family Systems Theory 
 



 
Thursday, May 21 
 Discuss Silver Linings and Family Systems Theory 
 Watch film: Friends with Kids 
 Write paper over film and Feminist Theory 
 
Friday, May 22 
 Discuss Friends with Kids and Feminist Theory 
 Watch film: Her 
 Write paper over film and Symbolic Interactionist Theory 
 
Monday, May 25 
 Memorial Day Holiday 
 
Tuesday, May 26 
 Discuss Her and Symbolic Interactionism 
 Watch film: The Tree of Life 
 
Wednesday, May 27 
 Discuss The Tree of Life and family violence 
 Watch film: The Kids are All Right 
 
Thursday, May 28 
 Discuss The Kids are All Right and Same-Sex Families 
 Watch film: Little Miss Sunshine 
 
Friday, May 29 
 Discuss Little Miss Sunshine 
 Presentation of Projects 


