Images of Disaster in Film and Media

EADP 2700

Instructor: Dr. James Kendra



Office Location: WH 366C

Semester: Fall, 2005




Office Hours:  M 12:30-2:30 PM

Course Schedule:  M 3:00-5:50 PM


E-mail:  jmkendra@unt.edu

Course Location:  WH 222

Course Description:

This course will consider disaster as represented in film and in various media.  The emphasis is on understanding how the portrayals of disasters often depart from scientific understanding, and also on evaluating how the depiction of disasters in various media can shape both public and official awareness of the causes of, management of, and recovery from disaster. What do we learn about mitigation from popular portrayals of disaster? What do we learn about the management of complex crises? What do we learn about the interaction of people, technology, and the natural environment? Moreover, what should we know in order to evaluate the representation of disaster in film and other media, and to understand disaster causes and disaster management in real life?

Course Objectives

The course will prepare students to

1. Understand the portrayal of disaster in film and the mass media as sociological and popular culture phenomena;

2. Analyze the portrayal of disaster themes such as emergency management activities or collective behavior with respect to current scientific understanding;

3. Recognize how the persistence of disaster myths (e.g., panic) affects actual policymaking;

4. Compare media accounts of disaster with later scientific analysis; and

5. Understand how portrayals of disaster in film and other media can influence public understanding.

Course Texts:

Fischer, Henry W. III.  1998. Response to Disaster.  Fact versus Fiction & Its Perpetuation: The Sociology of Disaster. University Press of America: Lanham, MD.

A packet of readings is available at the copy center, and other readings will be distributed in class or downloaded from Internet sources.

Students should also stay informed about current disaster-related events and emerging debates related to disasters or other environmental issues. Useful resources include the print or online editions of The New York Times (www.nytimes.com) or The Washington Post (www.washingtonpost.com), as well as CNN (www.cnn.com), and FEMA (www.fema.gov).

Course Policies:

Attendance is required. 

Arriving late is strongly discouraged. 

Participation is recommended. 

Reading assignments is required. 

Showing respect to other students is required. 

Make-ups will be limited to special circumstances (and with prior notification only).

Extra credit assignments will not be given. 

Incompletes will be given according to department policy. 

Plagiarism and other forms of cheating will automatically result in a failing grade. 

Note: See the end of this syllabus for the university policy on the Americans with Disabilities Act, and the department policy on cheating and plagiarism. 

Grading

Grades will be based on response papers, a final examination, and attendance and participation.

Response Papers

Students will write four response papers evaluating a film or other media portrayal of disaster or emergency management that we consider in class. The response paper should analyze the subject with regard to the themes we will discuss in class, such as: representation of disaster myths; depiction of emergency management procedures; scientific content; relevance to current events; or educational potential. Each paper should be at least 2-3 pages in length in 12-point Times New Roman with 1-inch margins. References should be in the style used in International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters or Disasters. Careful consideration of the films or other sources is essential; papers will be graded on their presentation of well-considered observations and interpretations. Each response paper will be worth 10% of the grade.

Independent Media Review

On August 2, 2005, Air France Fight 358 crashed in Toronto. There were no fatalities in this very serious emergency. Examine a number of distinct, detailed, and substantive newspaper accounts and/or news broadcast transcripts, choosing sources that focus on evacuation behavior, coordination of resources, or other relevant aspects of emergency response. Write a review of this coverage. Some questions to guide your review include: How do these sources approach the crash as a “story”? What features of crisis were covered in your sources? How does the coverage correspond with, or conflict with, accepted scientific understanding of disaster? What understanding of the emergency would the audience of this news coverage come away with? The review should follow the format of the response papers and will be due November 7. It is worth 10% of the grade.

Final Examination

This will consist of a combination of true/false, multiple-choice, short answer, and essay questions covering the concepts presented in class and in the readings. This exam is worth 25% of the grade.

Projects

This project is worth 15% of the grade.  Students will assemble into groups and prepare a proposal for a disaster movie that will be both entertaining AND scientifically valid. Students will present the proposal to the class. Imagine that you are writers/directors and you are trying to sell your idea to a studio. You will select an appropriate disaster; outline a plot; emphasize its cinematic and scientific value (providing evidence for why you think this combination works); provide samples of engaging dialogue; and include other elements that you feel will make a persuasive case for making your film. Provide the instructor with a copy of your proposal, including Powerpoint presentations or video or audio segments, if any, bibliographic sources, and other documentation of your work. Projects will receive a cumulative grade. Include a description (signed by all students) of each student’s contribution to the project. Projects will be graded according to their imagination, originality, and incorporation of important disaster-related themes. Part of each student’s grade on this project (20% of the project grade) will be based on a peer review of group members’ contributions to the project that will assess participants’ attendance at group working meetings, submission of work as agreed, and useful insights or suggestions.

Attendance and Participation

Attendance will be assessed at least once each class session and 10% of your grade will be determined by your attendance, active, thoughtful participation in class discussion and activities, and diligent completion of homework assignments. Students should be aware that a significant number of absences will make it difficult to pass the course since information from the lectures and films as well as from the readings may appear on the final examination.  Students who miss class will receive no participation credit for that day since they are not present to participate in the discussion. 

August 29

Introduction of course

September 5

Labor Day; no class

September 12

Quarantelli, E.L. 1980. The Study of Disaster Movies: Research Problems, Findings, and Implications. Disaster Research Center Preliminary Paper 64. Disaster Research Center, University of Delaware.

Fischer, Chapter 1

September 19

Fischer, Chapter 2

Film: Poseidon Adventure

September 26

Film: The Towering Inferno

Fischer, pp. 37-51
Response Paper 1 due

October 3

Fischer, pp. 52-87.

Quarantelli,  E.L.  1996. Local Mass Media Operations in Disasters in the USA. Disaster Prevention and Management 5: 5-10.

Film: The China Syndrome
October 10

Garner, A.C. 1996. Reconstructing Reality: Interpreting the Aeroplane Disaster News Story. Disaster Prevention and Management 5(3) 5-15.

Fischer, pp. 89-110

Film: Airport
October 17

Fischer, pp. 110-123

Mitchell, J., et al. 2000. Catastrophe in Reel Life versus Real Life: Perpetuating Disaster Myth through Hollywood Films. International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 18(3): 383-402.

Film: Volcano
Response Paper 2 due

October 24

Titanic

October 31

Twister
Webb, G., et al. 2000. Bringing Culture Back In: Exploring the Cultural Dimensions of Disaster. International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 18(1):  5-19.
November 7

Film: 9/11
Independent Media Review due

November 14

Discussion and Critique 

Couch, S. 2000. The Cultural Scene of Disasters: Conceptualizing the Field of Disasters and Popular Culture. International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 18(1) 21-37.
Response Paper 3 due

November 21

Film: The Price of Surprise

Reading: Barbera, J., Macintyre, A., Gostin, L., Inglesby, T., O’Toole, T., DeAtley, C., Tonat, K., and Layton, M. 2001. Large Scale Quarantine Following Biological Terrorism in the United States: Scientific Examination, Logistic and Legal Limits, and Possible Consequences. Journal of the American Medical Association 286(21): 2711-2717.
Glass, T.A., and Schoch-Spana, M. 2002. Bioterrorism and the People: How to Vaccinate a City Against Panic. Clinical Infectious Diseases 34: 217-223.

November 28

Presentations

Response paper 4 due

December 5

Review

December 14, Wednesday

Final Examination

WH 222 1:30-3:30

NB: This syllabus is subject to change depending on the emerging needs of the course.

UNIVERSITY AND DEPARTMENT POLICIES

Disability Accommodation

The Emergency Administration and Planning Program, in cooperation with the Office of Disability Accommodations (ODA), complies with the Americans With Disabilities Act in making reasonable accommodations for qualified students with disabilities. Please present your written accommodation request to the instructor within the first two weeks of the semester. Students registered with the ODA may present the Special Accommodation Request from that office in lieu of a written statement.

Cheating and Plagiarism

The UNT Code of Student Conduct and Discipline defines cheating and plagiarism “as the use of unauthorized books, notes, or otherwise securing help in a test; copying others’ tests, assignments, reports, or term papers; representing the work of another as one’s own; collaborating without authority with another student during an examination or in preparing academic work; or otherwise practicing scholastic dishonesty.”

Normally, the minimum penalty for cheating or plagiarism is a grade of “F” in the course. In the case of graduate department exams, the minimum penalty shall be failure of all fields of the exam. Determination of cheating or plagiarism shall be made by the instructor in the course, or by the department faculty in the case of departmental exams.

Cases of cheating or plagiarism on graduate departmental exams, problem papers, theses, or dissertations shall automatically be referred to the departmental Curriculum and Degree Program(s) Committee. Cases of cheating or plagiarism in ordinary course work may, at the discretion of the instructor, be referred to the Curriculum and Degree Program(s) Committee in the case of either graduate or undergraduate students. This committee, acting as an agent of the Department, shall impose further penalties, or recommend further penalties to the Dean of Students, if they determine that the case warrants it. In all cases, the Dean of Students shall be informed in writing of the case.

Students may appeal any decision under this policy by following the procedures laid down in the UNT Code of Student Conduct and Discipline.
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