Family Communication through the Lifespan
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Instructor: Dr. Jessica Rick
Pronouns: she/her/hers
Student Hours: Mondays & Wednesdays 12:30 – 1:30 and by appointment 
Email:  
Online Meeting: https://illinoisstate.zoom.us/my/jmrick
Office Number: Fell 424 



This course examines family as a communicative process rather than a fixed structure. Guided by the premise that family is not something we simply inherit; it is something we continuously create through communication, this senior-level course explores how family relationships are formed, maintained, challenged, and transformed across the lifespan—from adolescence and emerging adulthood to midlife and older adulthood.

The course centers family communication theories as tools for understanding how meaning, identity, power, culture, and connection are negotiated within families over time. Students will engage with theory as both an analytical framework and a reflective lens, considering how their own family experiences shape who they are and how their identities, in turn, shape family relationships. Through in-class activities, exams, theory-based analysis, creative and visual projects, and a culminating theory-building assignment, students will move from learning existing theories to constructing an original, integrative theory of family communication grounded in both scholarship and lived experience.

By the end of this course, students will be able to:
1. Explain and apply major family communication theories to understand relational processes across the lifespan.
2. Analyze how family communication shapes identity and how identities (e.g., age, gender, race, culture, class, sexuality, health) influence family relationships.
3. Critically evaluate differing definitions of family, recognizing the social, cultural, and communicative processes through which families are constructed.
4. Demonstrate theoretical understanding and analytical skill through written exams that assess comprehension, application, and synthesis of course concepts.
5. Apply theory to lived experience through written and visual assignments that connect academic frameworks to personal and relational narratives.
6. Synthesize multiple theoretical perspectives to develop an original, coherent theory of family communication.
7. Communicate complex theoretical ideas clearly and effectively in written, visual, and oral formats appropriate for senior-level communication study.
Prerequisites: COM 111 and COM 297 or concurrent registration

Land Acknowledgement
Illinois State University was built on the land of multiple native nations. These lands are the traditional birthright of Indigenous people who were forcibly removed and have faced centuries of struggle for survival and identity in the wake of dispossession and displacement. I would like to acknowledge that our campus sits on the lands that were once home to the Illini, Peoria, and the Myaamia, and later due to colonial encroachment and displacement to the Fox, Potawatomi, Sauk, Shawnee, Winnebago, Ioway, Mascouten, Piankashaw, Wea, and Kickapoo Nations. I also express honor to those Indigenous people who we may have excluded in this acknowledgement due to erasure and historical inaccuracy. These Nations remain in relationship with these lands, and as beneficiaries of this land we have a particular responsibility to acknowledge these relationships and our duty to help facilitate their restoration.

Communication Guidelines
Constructive Conversations 
In this class, we’ll be talking about big ideas — and sometimes that means people will have different opinions. That’s totally okay. In fact, it’s part of what makes class interesting. But it also means we need to be thoughtful about how we talk to each other.

Here are some simple ground rules we’ll follow to help keep our conversations respectful and meaningful:
· Keep it connected. Try to relate your comments to what we’re learning.
· Let everyone have a voice. Make sure there’s space for others to speak and be heard.
· Really listen. Don’t just wait for your turn to talk — try to understand what someone’s saying first.
· Challenge ideas, not people. Disagreeing is okay — just keep it about the topic, not the person.
· Respect privacy. If someone shares something personal, keep it in the room.
· Stay open. Be willing to hear different perspectives, even if you don’t agree at first.

The goal is to create a class where everyone feels safe and supported — and where we can all learn from each other, even when things get a little uncomfortable.

Communication Expectation
Office hours (a.k.a. student hours) aren’t just for when you’re having trouble! You’re welcome to stop by to ask questions, talk through ideas, get extra help with course material, or just chat about topics that interest you. I'm here to support you and enjoy hearing your thoughts—even when there's not a problem!
 
I’ll do my best to reply to emails within 24 hours during the week. That said, things can get busy, especially on weekends or holidays, so responses might take a little longer. I don’t check email after 5 p.m. or on weekends. If you don’t hear back from me within a day or so, feel free to follow up—your message might have slipped through the cracks.

Course Materials
You will be required to purchase or rent the following textbook:
Segrin, C., & Flora, J. (2026). Family communication (4th ed.). Routledge. 

All other materials (like articles, videos, book chapters, etc.) will be available on Canvas or through Milner Library — so everything else you need will be easy to access.

Assessments 
To get credit for this course, you must complete all assignments—no skipping! Due dates might change if needed, and if they do, I’ll let you know by email and on Canvas.
 
Before turning in any written work, make sure to proofread carefully—check your grammar, spelling, and APA style. Sloppy mistakes can seriously hurt your grade.

Participation & Daily Work (20% of final grade):
Since this is a seminar-style course, your participation really matters. This class depends on everyone showing up, being prepared, and joining the conversation — that’s what makes it work!

Here’s what good participation looks like:
· Coming to class on time and ready to go
· Doing the reading ahead of time and showing that you understood the main ideas
· Asking thoughtful questions or offering examples that connect to what we’re learning
· Listening respectfully to your classmates
· Being part of the conversation, whether it's in discussions, activities, or group work
· Completing any extra assignments, activities, or quizzes inside or outside of class
· Staying off of unnecessary technology

🚨 Just showing up without contributing doesn’t count as participation.

Part of your participation grade will be small reflection or homework activities. All details will be posted on Canvas and discussed in class.

Exams (25% of grade):
As part of your final grade, you’ll complete two written exams during the semester. The exams will be a combination of multiple choice, matching, true/false, and short answer/essay questions. The exams will be completed in person. These will cover what we’ve read, talked about, and done in class — so staying engaged throughout the course will really help you feel prepared.

I’ll give you a heads-up on the format and what general topics to expect ahead of each exam, but I won’t be handing out detailed review sheets. That means it’s important to take notes on the readings and in class so you’re ready when the time comes.

Group Theory Presentations (15% of grade):
Students will work in small groups to research and present two family or interpersonal communication theories during the semester. Each presentation (25–30 minutes) should provide a clear overview of the theory, illustrate its application through at least two peer-reviewed academic journal articles, and include an interactive activity designed to help classmates understand and apply the theory. Groups will also create a one-page handout that summarizes the theory’s key concepts, assumptions, and real-world implications.
These presentations are intended to deepen theoretical understanding, strengthen scholarly research skills, and support collaborative learning by positioning students as both learners and teachers of family communication theory.
Creating a Theory of Family Communication (35% of grade):
This project is a semester-long, scaffolded assignment designed to help you move from learning existing family communication theories to developing your own. Guided by the premise that family is not something we simply inherit; it is something we continuously create through communication, this project invites you to integrate scholarship, reflection, and creativity to articulate how you understand family communication.

The project unfolds in six connected components:
· Research Jigsaws: In this collaborative activity, you will become an “expert” on a peer-reviewed family communication research article and teach its key ideas to your classmates. Through shared discussion, the class will build a collective understanding of how family communication theories are applied in scholarly research. (25 points each; three times throughout the semester)
· Family Culture Reflection: You will reflect on your personal family experiences to start thinking deeper about the role of communication in our families. (50 points)
· Defining Family Reflection: You will develop and refine your own definition of “family,” drawing on course theories, cultural contexts, and lived experience. (50 points)
· Visual Representation of Family: You will create an artistic or visual representation that illustrates how you conceptualize family relationships, identities, and communication patterns. (25 points)
· Journal Entries: You will compile and annotate scholarly, peer-reviewed sources that inform and support your emerging theory of family communication. (50 points)
· Personal Theory of Family Communication: As the culminating component, you will synthesize course theories, research, and personal insight to create and articulate your own original theory of family communication. (100 points for the paper; 50 points for the presentation)

Together, these assignments are designed to deepen your understanding of family communication theory, strengthen your ability to apply theory to lived experience, and develop advanced critical and creative thinking appropriate for senior-level communication study.

Grading Methods 
You don’t just get grades—you earn them. Think of each assignment like starting from zero and building up points by working hard, revising, and sharing thoughtful ideas. It’s important to start putting in the effort from the very beginning—not waiting until the end of the semester. Also, there won’t be any extra credit or make-up assignments.
 
I’ll grade your work within one week after it’s due. If you have questions or concerns about a grade, please make an appointment to talk with me in person—no emails or quick chats before or after class. You need to wait at least 24 hours after getting your grade before reaching out, and make sure you contact me within one week. After that, I won’t be able to discuss the grade.
 
If you want to appeal a grade, write a short explanation about why you think you deserve more points and back it up with reasons. We’ll talk more about this during the semester.

Want a Do-Over?
Sometimes assignments don’t go the way you hoped—maybe you misunderstood the instructions, were short on time, or just had an off day. Whatever the reason, you have the chance to re-do one written assignment this semester.

Here’s how it works:
· I’ll give you detailed feedforward (tips for improving your work).
· You can revise your assignment using that feedback and submit it again.
· Your new grade will replace the old one.

Important: You must re-submit your revised assignment within two weeks of getting your first grade. You cannot re-do your final theory paper as it is due the last week of the semester.

Criteria for Grades:
Here’s a quick breakdown of what the letter grades mean so you know what to aim for:
A – You went above and beyond! Your work is excellent, thoughtful, and shows strong understanding and creativity with the course material.
B – Great job! You met all the requirements and even went a little further in some areas.
C – You did what was asked. It’s solid, average work that meets the basic expectations.
D – Some parts of the assignment are missing or not fully developed. It doesn’t quite meet the minimum requirements.
F – The assignment is incomplete, very late, not turned in, or includes plagiarism. It does not meet the basic requirements.

Grading Scale:

	
	A
	B
	C
	D
	F

	Points
	900-1000
	800-899
	700-799
	600-699
	599 >

	Percentage
	90-100%
	80-89.9%
	70-79.9%
	60-69.9%
	Below 60%




Course & University Policies
Attendance, Care, and Access
This course is designed with the understanding that students bring different lived experiences, responsibilities, and challenges into the classroom. Your well-being matters, and access to learning—not punishment—is the goal of this policy. At the same time, our class relies on shared presence, dialogue, and community engagement, which is why attendance is connected to participation.

You may miss a few class sessions without any impact on your participation grade. Participation is only affected when absences become more frequent:
· More than 2 absences during the semester → participation grade is capped at a B
· More than 3 absences → participation grade is capped at a C
· More than 4 absences → participation grade is capped at a D
Presence includes being able to meaningfully engage. Arriving late, leaving early, or stepping out for an extended period can limit access to shared learning experiences. For this reason, every two instances of tardiness or early departure will count as one absence.

If you are navigating health concerns, caregiving responsibilities, accessibility needs, or other personal circumstances that affect your attendance, I encourage you to reach out. I am committed to working with you—when possible and appropriate—to support your learning while also honoring fairness and transparency for everyone in the course.

Late Assignment Policy
Unless otherwise specified, all assignments will be turned in via Canvas. Please be aware that I do not accept assignments by email unless we have made a specific agreement ahead of time. Any assignment turned in after the due date and time will be considered late and will receive one letter grade off the assignment for each day it is late (starting with the day it is due). Only arrangements made with me prior to the due date, or arrangements made in response to documented emergencies, will be exempt from this policy. Talking Points may not be turned in late.

Life happens—sometimes you need extra time, and that’s okay. If you think you’ll need an extension, just let me know at least 24 hours before the due date. I’ve never said no to an extension request. I’d much rather you take an extra day or two and turn in your best work than rush through and submit something you’re not proud of. Since this is an advanced-level class, I trust you to plan ahead and communicate like the professional I know you can be.

Written Work
Assignments must be submitted on Canvas before the start of class, the day they are due. All written assignments need to be typed following APA standards. Failure to follow these guidelines will result in a loss of points.
 
The quality of your written work signifies the time and care in which it was prepared. Though content is more important than quality, university standard writing is expected for all assignments. In other words, errors in spelling, grammar, typography, and punctuation can significantly reduce your overall grades for your assignments.

Diversity
ISU remains committed to creating and maintaining a learning environment that is welcoming, supportive, respectful, inclusive, diverse and free from discrimination and harassment. University classrooms are perhaps the most diverse learning environment in which you have ever been. We will most often be speaking across differences—sex, gender, sexuality, race, nation, economic class, religion, age, ability, political views, and more. This diversity will be an asset to our discussions and other learning experiences in this course. I encourage you to consider the experiences of your classmates to be equally valuable as your own.    

Academic Integrity
You are expected to be honest in all academic work, consistent with the academic integrity policy as outlined in the Code of Student Conduct and any additional syllabus language. All work is to be appropriately cited when it is borrowed, directly or indirectly, from another source. Unauthorized and/or unacknowledged collaboration on any work, or the presentation of someone else’s work as your own, is a form of academic dishonesty under the Code of Student Conduct. 

Content generated by an Artificial Intelligence third-party service or site (AI-generated content) without proper authorization and attribution is a form of academic dishonesty. If you are unsure about whether something used in your work requires attribution, please reach out to me to discuss it as soon as possible. Allegations of academic dishonesty will be referred to Student Conduct and Community Responsibilities, for review under the Student Code of Conduct. Students found responsible for academic dishonesty may also be assigned a grade penalty by the instructor. 

Generative AI Use
In this course, students may use generative AI tools (such as ChatGPT or Adobe Firefly) only with instructor guidance and permission and only for specific, limited purposes. Any use of generative AI must be responsible, ethical, and properly disclosed through in-text citations, quotations, and references, following APA guidelines or the style manual appropriate to the discipline.

AI is not allowed on exams under any circumstances.

Outside of exams, generative AI may be used as a support tool, such as to:
· Brainstorm ideas
· Clarify or refine your own arguments
· Assist with grammar, organization, or APA formatting

Generative AI may not be used to write or generate content for graded assignments. This includes, but is not limited to:
· Journal entries
· Presentations
· Reflections
· Papers or written assignments

All submitted work must reflect your own thinking, analysis, and writing. You may not use AI to write your papers for you. Any use of generative AI must also comply with privacy laws and research requirements; students are responsible for ensuring they have appropriate permission before entering any data or information into an AI tool. If you are unsure whether AI use is appropriate for a particular task, ask the instructor before using it.

Use of AI beyond these guidelines will be treated as a violation of academic integrity.

Student Access and Accommodation Services
Any student needing to arrange a reasonable accommodation for a documented disability and/or medical/mental health condition should contact Student Access and Accommodation Services at 308 Fell Hall, (309) 438-5853, or visit the website at StudentAccess.IllinoisState.edu.

Title IX, Sexual Assault, and Gender Violence Policy 
Illinois State University’s Title IX Coordinator is available to assist students with coordinating specific actions, including reasonable modifications, to ensure equal access due to pregnancy or related conditions. This applies to pregnancy, childbirth, termination of pregnancy (either naturally or through medical means), lactation, and conditions related to or recovery from pregnancy, childbirth, termination, and lactation. The Title IX Coordinator can be reached in the Office of Equal Opportunity and Access at (309) 438-3383, EqualOpportunity@IllinoisState.edu, or by mail at Campus Box 1280, Normal, IL 61790-1280.

Religious Observance
The University provides reasonable accommodations for students’ sincerely held religious beliefs or practices except where such an accommodation would fundamentally alter the curriculum or academic program.  Students seeking religious accommodations should submit a completed request for accommodation form (available on the SAAS website) to Student Access and Accommodation Services.  10 days’ notice prior to the proposed start date for the requested accommodation is requested.

Preferred Pronoun/Names
To provide an optimal learning environment for all students, creating a safe space is imperative. If you identify with a particular pronoun/name not represented on the class roster, please feel free to send me an email or come and discuss it with me in-person so I can be sure to recognize this. Your learning and identity are important to me.

Course Materials 
My lectures and course materials, including presentations, tests, exams, outlines, and similar materials, are protected by copyright.  I am the exclusive owner of the copyright in those materials I create.  I encourage you to take notes and make copies of course materials for your own educational use. However, you may not, nor may you knowingly allow others to reproduce or distribute lecture notes and course materials publicly without my express written consent.  This includes providing materials to commercial course material supplies such as Course Hero and other similar services.  Students who publicly distribute or display or help others publicly distribute or display copies or modified copies of an instructor's course materials may be in violation of The Student Rights and Responsibilities: Code of Student Behavior. Similarly, you own the copyright in your original papers and exam essays.  If I am interested in posting your answers or papers on the course web site, I will request your written permission.

Recorded Class Sessions 
Students may not use phones, or other audio or video recording devices to record classroom lectures/class discussions or to take photographs except with an approved accommodation from Student Access and Accommodations Services. Violation of this classroom rule may result in referral to the Student Conduct and Community Responsibilities (SCCR) office for disciplinary action. 

Campus Safety and Security
Illinois State University is committed to maintaining a safe environment for the University community. Please download the SafeRedbirds app, the official safety application for Illinois State University.  Students should also consult information posted in each classroom about emergency shelters and evacuation assembly areas (both are indicated on stickers inside every classroom).

Technical Support
All students are encouraged to take the Introduction to Technology Quickstart Orientation.

Two software packages are available at no additional charge: Microsoft 365 (Word, Excel, PowerPoint, etc.) and Adobe Creative Cloud. Students can install these programs on their personal computers.

Students who do not have access to the technology they need to be successful in their coursework should contact the Technology Support Center to discuss options. This support service also offers hundreds of help articles on everything involving ISU technology, online chat, and phone support. Walk-up support and computer repair & purchases are available from TechZone located on the first floor of the Bone Student Center. 

Academic Support Services
How to Cite Sources (APA, MLA, Chicago, Turabian, etc.)
Milner Library APA Style Guide

Research Guides 
Research assistance, subject guides, and useful resources compiled by your friendly librarians. 
Communication Research Guide 

Mental Health Support
Life at college can get complicated. If you’re feeling stressed, overwhelmed, lost, anxious, depressed or are struggling with personal issues, do not hesitate to call or visit Student Counseling Services (SCS) at 320 Student Services Building, (309) 438-3655). SCS services are free and confidential.  

If you are worried about a friend, you can call SCS and ask to speak to a counselor for ideas on how to help. The Kognito simulation, available through SCS's webpage, can also help you learn how to assist your friend with connecting to services. 

Additional Student Resources 
The Student Navigator program is a student-led, peer-to-peer initiative in the Dean of Students Office designed to assist students facing economic hardships and basic needs crises. Referrals are available to resources for food, textbooks, housing, finances, health, and more. 

***Please Note: The syllabus is a guide to the course and is subject to change with reasonable advanced













Tentative Course Schedule

	Date
	Class Topic
	Reading (BEFORE class)
	Assignment (DUE DATE)

	1/12
	Welcome!
	 
	 

	1/14
	Defining Family
	Chapter 1
	 

	1/19
	No Class: University Closed (MLK Jr. Day)
	 
	 

	1/21
	Defining Family Communication
	Engaging Theories Chapter 1
	Syllabus Contract

	1/26
	Family Discourse & Identity
	Chapter 3
	 

	1/28
	Research Jigsaw: Family Culture
	Assigned Readings
	Jigsaw Handout

	2/2
	Family Communication Patterns
	Chapter 4
	 

	2/4
	Marriage and Committed Relationships
	Chapters 5 & 6
	Reflection Paper: Family Culture

	2/9
	Divorce & Stepfamilies
	Chapters 12 & 13
	 

	2/11
	Parent-Child Communication
	Chapter 7
	 

	2/16
	Children's Communication
	Socha & Punyanunt-Carter (2021)
	 

	2/18
	Sibling Relationships
	Chapter 8
	Theory Topic Proposal

	2/23
	Extended Family Relationships
	Chapter 9
	 

	2/25
	Movie: CODA
	 
	Midterm Reflections

	3/2
	Movie: CODA
	 
	 

	3/4
	Exam #1
	 
	Exam #1

	3/9
	No Class: Spring Break
	 
	 

	3/11
	No Class: Spring Break
	 
	 

	3/16
	Identity and Family Interactions
	Rittenour (2020)
	 

	3/18
	Research Jigsaw: Family Structures
	Assigned Readings
	Jigsaw Handout

	3/23
	Research Jigsaw: Identity in the Family
	Assigned Readings
	Jigsaw Handout

	3/25
	Models of Stress & Coping
	Chapter 10
	 

	3/30
	Normative & Nonnormative Family Stressors
	Chapter 11
	Journal Entries

	4/1
	Family/Work Interaction
	Buzzanell (2022); Explained Episode
	 

	4/6
	Defining Family Showcase
	 
	Reflection Paper: Defining Family

	4/8
	Family Communication & Health
	Chapters 14 & 15
	 

	4/13
	Family Violence & Abuse
	Chapter 16
	 

	4/15
	No Class: CSCA Conference
	 
	Group Member Evaluations

	4/20
	Family Theory Presentations
	 
	 

	4/22
	Family Theory Presentations
	 
	Family Theory Paper

	4/27
	Movie: The Farewell
	 
	 

	4/29
	Movie: The Farewell
	 
	End of Semester Reflection

	TBD
	Exam #2
	 
	Exam #2
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