
INSTRUCTOR: Erin Copple Smith (Erin is fine)
OFFICE: Ida Green A114
CLASS MEETS: Monday & Wednesday, 11am-12:20pm in Moody Science 128
OFFICE HOURS: Monday & Wednesday, 1:30-3pm or by appointment
EMAIL: ecsmith@austincollege.edu

COURSE GOALS

According to Richard Dyer, one of the founders of star studies, “stars matter because they act 
out aspects of life that matter to us; and performers get to be stars when what they act out 
matters to enough people.”  In this class, we’ll be exploring that very idea—what makes a 
person a star?  Why do stars matter?  What do our stars say about us and the society in which 
we live?  Over the course of the semester, we’ll be looking at many stars, investigating how 
each star was produced, received, and remembered.  We will study stars as both semiotic and 
sociological constructions—as images that can be “read” and deconstructed, but also as 
manifestations of specific cultural moments.  Stars don’t just appear, they are made.  This class 
will teach you how, and why, that phenomenon exists.

REQUIRED TEXTS

Paul McDonald, The Star System: Hollywood’s Production of Popular Identities. Wallflower 
Press, 2000.

Richard Dyer, Stars (2nd edition).  British Film Institute, 2008.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AT A GLANCE

15% Participation & Homework/Activities 25% Star Profile Presentation
20% Reading Questions 40% Final Star Study (Multiple Parts)

All assignments will be discussed in detail before we come to them, and assignment details will be 
handed out to you in a hard copy, and will be available digitally on Dropbox. Once over the course 
of the semester, you will be responsible for putting together useful notes on one of our required 
screenings; you will distribute these Screening Notes to your classmates prior to the screening via 
the class blog.  Responses to Reading Questions will be due throughout the semester, depending on
which group you are assigned to, and will require you to respond to questions on our course blog.  
For the Star Profile presentation, you will briefly present on the history, performances, and 
promotion of a particular star as a case study related to the topic of the day.  Your Final Star Study 
will constitute your synthesis of the class; you will choose one star/celebrity and perform an 
extensive study and reading of his/her image, cultural significance, and overall “meaning.”

POLICIES & EXPECTATIONS
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Screenings:  Familiarity with the materials (films, TV series, interviews, etc.) that contribute to 
stars’ identity is crucial to an understanding of how stardom operates.  Thus, this course 
includes a handful of required screenings.  Some screenings will be shown in a group setting, at 
dates/times to be determined by popular vote.  If you are unable to attend these screenings, 
you are responsible for watching the films on your own time.  All films screened outside of class 
are on reserve in the library.  Keep in mind that you must remain in the library to view them, so 
plan accordingly.  Screenings listed for specific dates in the syllabus and marked with “(Blog)” 
must be completed on your own time before class begins on the day they are listed.  Links to 
these screenings will be available on the course blog and via email the week before they are 
due.

Attendance: There are no attendance guidelines for the class.  This is not to say that your grade 
is not dependent upon your attendance in the classroom—if you attend class, you will do better 
in the course, both in terms of your comprehension of the material and in terms of your grade
for participation.

Participation: Discussion will be integrated into the daily schedule of the course, so you will also 
be encouraged and expected to make thoughtful contributions to classroom conversation.  See 
the handout “Qualities of Successful Class Participation” for more details.  Frequent 
participation will be both remembered and well rewarded.  There’s a fine art to participation, 
and honing your skills in this area will help you throughout your life—this course should help 
you refine those skills.  Please understand that these are points that you earn through 
thoughtful and frequent contributions in class—simply coming to class every day without 
actively engaging will result in a grade of D for participation.  In addition to participation in 
class, active use of the course Facebook group and the class blog (beyond the use already 
required) will be considered in determining your participation grade.  If you’re absolutely not 
comfortable with talking in class, please come meet with me during office hours, and we can 
arrange for an alternate means of participation.  

Written Work: All assignments to be handed in should be typed (12-point font, no crazy fonts, 
please), double-spaced and stapled.  They should have proper headings including at minimum
your name, the course name/number, and the date.  Late assignments will generally not be 
accepted.  When accepted, late assignments will be penalized by a loss of 10% of the 
assignment value for each 24 hours of lateness.  If you know in advance that you will have 
trouble completing an assignment on time, please talk with me and I will do my best to work 
with you.

Cutting You Some Slack:  College is one of the few situations in life where the expectations are 
clearly laid out and the consequences for meeting or missing those expectations is transparent. 



The grading system and workload has been designed to be as fair and straightforward as 
possible, allowing students to choose how to prioritize the class versus other obligations or 
interests. However, there may be times that things become challenging and you want to ask 
for some leniency. One time per semester, students may request to be cut some slack, 
resulting in a more flexible attitude toward grading or other policies. Simply type on an 
assignment, or send an email describing the request, with the phrase “please cut me some 
slack” – Dr. Copple Smith will adjust her expectations accordingly. Slack cannot be requested 
for the Star Profile or final project, nor after a grade has been given, nor will it apply toward 
cases of academic dishonesty.

In-Class Behavior: Cell phones are ubiquitous and amazing devices.  I love mine.  I’m sure that 
you love yours.  Nonetheless, you should NOT be using yours during class for any reason.  
Phones should be turned off (note: “vibrate” is not “off”) and put away by the time class starts.  
Please don’t make me take your phone away from you during class—this will make me cranky, 
and you don’t want me to be cranky.  Trust me.

Accessibility and Special Accommodations: It is important that the course be accessible to all 
students. Austin College seeks to provide reasonable accommodations for all individuals
with disabilities and will comply with all applicable federal, state, and local laws, regulations 
and guidelines. It is the responsibility of the student to register with and provide verification of 
academic accommodation needs to the Director of the Academic Skills Center as soon as 
possible. The student also must contact the faculty member in a timely manner to arrange for 
reasonable academic accommodations. For further information regarding disability services or 
to register for assistance, please contact the office at 903-813-2454 or visit the Academic Skills 
Center.

Academic Honesty: You may not turn in substantially similar work to two classes without the 
express consent of both instructors. All sources in your written work must be properly cited; if 
you have any doubts about correct citation while writing your paper, contact me or any of the 
many paper and online guides to academic citation. Plagiarism in any form will not be tolerated, 
and students found to have committed plagiarism, regardless of whether or not the plagiarism 
was committed intentionally and knowingly, will earn a grade of 0 on the assignment and will 
also be reported to the university to face further academic discipline. Foremost, you are 
responsible for having read and understood the College guidelines on plagiarism (you may 
download “The Environment” from:  http://www.austincollege.edu/Info.asp?835).



COURSE SCHEDULE
Subject to change at any point during the semester—
any changes will be announced in class and via email.

Items labeled “TSS” are in McDonald’s The Star System,
Items labeled “Stars” are in Dyer’s Stars,

those labeled “DB” are available on Dropbox.com

UNIT 1: INTRODUCTIONS

WEEK 1
February 4 Introductions

February 6 Who Are Stars?  And Why do They Matter?
Read: Dyer, “Heavenly Bodies” (DB);  

Petersen, “What We Talk About When We Talk About Brangelina” 
http://tinyurl.com/anmpnqa

Due: Test Blog Post

UNIT 2: STAR STUDIES

WEEK 2
***Screening This Week: Moguls & Movie Stars (2010)

February 11 Picture Personalities
Read: McDonald, TSS, Chapter 2, “Making the System”
Due: Reading Response (Group A)

February 13 The Star Emerges
Read: deCordova, “The Star” (DB)
Due: Reading Response (Group B)
Star Profile (Example): Mary Pickford

Using Dropbox.com
Go to Dropbox.com, and choose “Sign In” in the upper right-hand corner.  
Your login information is:
Email: copplesmithac@gmail.com
Password: mediastudies (case sensitive)
Once there, you will see a folder for this class.  Inside the folder are files for each of your non-
textbook readings for the semester.  You should download them and save/print them as needed.



WEEK 3
***Screening This Week: The Last Mogul (2005)

February 18 Stars & Ideology
Read: Dyer, Stars, 1-19 & 25-32
Due: Reading Response (Group C)

February 20 Star Production
Read: McDonald, TSS, Chapter 3, “Controlling the System”
Due: Reading Response (Group A)
Star Profile: Judy Garland

WEEK 4
***Screening This Week: The Lizzie McGuire Movie (2003)

February 25 A “New” System?
Read: McDonald, TSS, Chapter 4, “Rethinking the System”
Due: Reading Response (Group B)
Star Profile: Tom Hanks

February 27 Case Study: The Disney Tween Star Machine
Read: Hogan, “The Mouse House of Cards” (DB)
Due: Reading Response (Group C)

WEEK 5
***Screening This Week: Some Like It Hot (1959)

March 4 Star Images
Read: Dyer, Stars, 47-63
Due: Reading Response (Group A)
Star Profile: John Wayne

March 6 Star Study
Read: Dyer, “Monroe & Sexuality” (Excerpted) (DB)
Due: Reading Response (Group B)

Spring Break: No Class



WEEK 6
March 18 Promotion & Publicity

Read: Wolfe, “The Return of Jimmy Stewart” (DB)
Due: Topic Proposal

March 20 Scandal!
Read: McLean, “Introduction to Headline Hollywood” (DB)
Due: Reading Response (Group C)
Star Profile: Fatty Arbuckle

WEEK 7
March 25 Stars & Consumption

Read: Dyer, Stars, 35-46; Eckert, “The Carole Lombard in Macy’s Window” (DB)
Due: Reading Response (Group A)

March 27 Do TV Stars Exist?
Read: Bennett & Holmes, “The ‘Place’ of Television in Celebrity Studies” (DB) 
***Screening: Assorted episodes of Inside the Actors’ Studio (Blog)
Due: Reading Response (Group B)
Star Profile: Tina Fey

WEEK 8
April 1 Do Music Stars Exist?

Read: Buxton, “Rock Music, the Star System, and the Rise of Consumerism” (DB)
Due: Reading Response (Group C)
Star Profile: Justin Bieber

UNIT 3: MOVING FROM “STAR” TO “CELEBRITY”
April 3 Celebrity Industries

Read: Gamson, “The Assembly Line of Greatness” (DB); 
Due: Reading Response (Group A)
Bring: A celebrity/gossip magazine of your choosing

WEEK 9
April 8 From Magazines to Blogs

Read: Petersen, “Smut Goes Corporate” (DB)
Due: Annotated Bibliography & Outline



April 10 Celebrity Lives: Public?  Private?
Read: Petersen, “Celebrity Publicity vs. Privacy: The Eternal Debate” 

http://www.annehelenpetersen.com/?p=2418
Due: Reading Response (Group B)
Star Profile: Suri Cruise

WEEK 10
April 15 Scandal!  Again!  Still!

Read: Petersen, “Charlie Sheen: Still a Cog in the Gossip Machine” 
http://www.annehelenpetersen.com/?p=2381; 
Petersen, “TomKat: Six Ways to Breakdown a Breakup” 
http://www.annehelenpetersen.com/?p=3004

***Screening: Assorted Charlie Sheen Interviews, TomKat Coverage (Blog)
Due: Reading Response (Group C)
Star Profile: Lindsay Lohan

April 17 Celebrities & Identity Management in the Digital Age
Read: Marwick & boyd, “To See & Be Seen” (DB); 

Cohen, “When Stars Twitter, a Ghost May Be Lurking” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/27/technology/internet/27twitter.html?_r=0
Due: Reading Response (Group A)
Star Profile: Mindy Kaling

WEEK 11
April 22 Microcelebrity

Read: Bennett, “Architectures of Participation” (DB);
Mendelsohn, “Honey, Don’t Bother Mommy”

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/14/fashion/14moms.html?pagewanted=all
Due: Reading Response (Group B)
Star Profile: Heather Armstrong (Dooce.com)

UNIT 4: PRODUCING IDENTITY

April 24 Masculinity
Read: TBD
Due: Reading Response (Group C)



WEEK 12
***Screening This Week: Introducing Dorothy Dandridge (1999)

April 29 Femininity
Read: TBD
Due: Reading Response (Group A)

May 1 Sexuality
Read: TBD
Due: Reading Response (Group B)

WEEK 13
May 5 Race

Read: Mask, “Dorothy Dandridge’s Erotic Charisma” (DB); 
Mask, “Halle Berry: Charismatic Beauty in a Multicultural Age?” (DB);
Davis, “After Halle’s Oscar” http://tinyurl.com/bjbbeho

Due: Reading Response (Group C)

May 7 Wrap-Up

WEEK 14
May 13 No Class—Optional Writing Workshop

*Final Papers due to my office by 2:00pm on Thursday, May 16.
Note: NO late papers will be accepted for any reason.


