Syllabus: COM 410 – Seminar in Family Communication: (Re)Making Family
Tuesday, 6:30-9:20
 (
Professor: 
Lindsey J. Thomas, PhD (she/her)
• 
Department:
 School of Communication, FEL 434
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• 
Office: 
FEL 464 (come on in during 
your
 hours!)
•
 
Email: 
ljthom3@ilstu.edu (best way to reach me)
)Fell Hall 116

COURSE DESCRIPTION
Advanced examination of theories and research in family communication.

The purpose of this course is to examine the place and purpose of communication in a variety of familial relationships and contexts. As communication scholars, we foremost take a constitutive approach to family by exploring the ways in which communication (de)constructs and (de)legitimates families. Thus, the course prompts critical consideration of the ways some relationships are readily recognized as family while others struggle to garner consideration (or receive mostly negative recognition). This class utilizes readings, discussion, and written assignments to explore and engage theory and research of family communication and relationships.
Note: This course might engage reading and discussion of “dark side” relational phenomena including abuse, estrangement, health issues, and traumatic experience sensemaking.
Goals
1. Critical thinking: Think “outside the box” about family communication and relationships
2. Cognitive complexity: Explore and practice varied approaches to garnering and producing knowledge
3. Writing & speech skills: Develop and defend graduate-level written and oral arguments/positions
4. Knowledge production: Produce original family-focused communication research, including reviewing extant literature, designing and implementing appropriate methods of data collection and analysis, reporting results/findings, and integrating and advancing scholarship via written and oral discussion.
5. Style: Execute APA writing style/guidelines
6. Ethics: Gain insight into and appreciation for the numerous ethical considerations in relationships and research
7. Discussion: Practice being an integral part of your and others’ learning about family communication via respectful interactions

[bookmark: _Hlk140839868]If you would like assistance outside of class with achieving these goals, I welcome you to attend my office hours or make an appointment to meet with me (in person, virtually, or by phone [OK, I’m a *geriatric* millennial, so preferably not that last one]).
REQUIRED TEXTS:
Baxter, L. A. (Ed.). (2014). Remaking “family” communicatively. Peter Lang.

Additional required readings will be posted on Canvas. You will find it much more difficult, if not impossible, to excel in this course if you do not keep up with the readings.
OPTIONAL TEXT:
American Psychological Association. (2020). Publication manual of the American Psychological Association (7th ed.). APA.

COURSE WEB PAGE:
https://canvas.illinoisstate.edu/ -- Remember to check regularly for readings and announcements
COURSE PERFORMANCE & REQUIREMENTS:
Please keep in mind that you are not “given” a grade. Rather, you earn a grade that is based on performance in seminar and on assignments. All coursework will be graded using a points-based system (detailed below). Please keep track of your own grade and standing in this course.
COURSE EVALUATION:
	Participation, etc.	  			  10 points
	Class Leadership & Translation			  15 points
	Take-home Exam				  20 points
	Original Research Project
		Statement				  10 points
		Prospectus				  15 points
Presentation				     5 points
  		Manuscript			 	  25 points                                    _
				               	               100 TOTAL POSSIBLE POINTS
Grading Scale
Generally in the course, excellent/outstanding work earns “A” grades, good work earns “B” grades, average work earns “C” grades, below average work earns “D” grades, and unacceptable work earns an “F” or “0” grade. There may be opportunities for extra credit, but you should not rely on it. The grading scale is as follows:
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]> 90-100% = A; 80%-89.99% = B; 70-79.99% = C; 60-69.99% = D; below 60% = F

Attendance, Participation, and Possible Smaller Assignments (10 points; 10% of total grade)
Because this course is a graduate seminar, participation is essential. Attendance, demonstration of having read the material, asking questions to extend the thinking of the class and instructor, contributing relevant examples, and demonstrating respect for the contributions of classmates comprise participation. You are expected to participate in discussion, participate in oral/written critiques of readings, listen to fellow classmates, actively contribute to the collaborative learning environment, and possibly complete additional activities/exercises/quizzes both inside and outside of class. Come to class on time, prepared to talk about the assigned readings for the week and engage in class activities and discussions. Simply attending discussion section without actively contributing is not “participation.” Please read and do your best to understand the main ideas in the assigned texts before attending class so that we are able to discuss them. Truly, a graduate seminar “makes or breaks” based on discussion! Here are my ground rules for productive class discussion:
· Talk!
· Talk with each other and with me, rather than talking exclusively to or through me
· Make arguments grounded in your reading and thoughtful reflection about your reading
· Don’t be afraid to disagree with me or with each other
· Be open to others’ opinions
· Strive for topical coherence—don’t engage in topic shifts whenever there’s a change in the speaker floor
· Brevity and clarity are desirable —try not to ramble, repeat yourself unnecessarily, or speak vaguely
· Enjoy yourself! (or not, but it seems like you might as well, given that we’ll be spending about two full days of our lives together)
I expect you to bring at least one question to each session for which readings have been assigned. This question should be discussion-provoking, not yes/no or one that has one obviously “correct” answer. I typically will select one student at random at the beginning of each class session to kick off discussion for the day. Come prepared.

Class Leadership & Translation (15 points; 15% of total grade)
You will take turns leading a day of seminar and providing to classmates and the instructor original translations (see Psychology Today or NCA’s Communication Currents for examples) of an additional recently published (2017 or later), scholarly reading related to that day’s topic and the course overall. You will: identify an appropriate scholarly reading and translate it from “academic-” to “lay-” speak (i.e., you’ll summarize the main points of the article in a couple/few easy-to-process pages). Distribute the translation and article to your classmates and instructor via Canvas (Discussions) no later than the Friday before your leadership day. On your leadership day, you will lead the half day of class related to your topic, including assembling discussion questions, preparing to be an “expert” on the readings and able to provide clarification/answer questions, tying the topic and content to broader discussions of family and communication, implementing activities if appropriate to advancing learning, etc. If you would like ideas for additional scholarly articles, PLEASE ask your instructor. I basically created this assignment because I couldn’t choose just a couple of articles for each topic! I’m happy to advise/assist!

Take-home Exam (20 points; 20% of total grade; complete independently, as an individual academic)
The two take-home essay exam prompts are: (1) What “alternative” (i.e., non-nuclear) family form has the greatest discursive burden and why? (2) What “alternative” family form has the least discursive burden and why? You should work on your exam responses independently, without peer feedback, and your final submission should not exceed 5 double-spaced pages, excluding References. An excellent paper will be a well-written display of thoughtful reflection on course material, demonstrating a clear position and argument supported by evidence drawn from course readings. References should be in APA Style.  

ORIGINAL RESEARCH PROJECT (FOUR STAGES/ASSIGNMENT PARTS; solo authored or two co-authors):

1) Statement, CITI Training Certificate, & IRB Application/Approval (10 points; 10% of total grade)
This is a written overview of the original research project you (or you and your partner, if coauthoring) plan to complete. In approximately two pages, state what kind of non-nuclear/marginalized/alternative family form interests you and what about communication interests you in the context of this family form (i.e., state what you are going to do and the broader scholarly conversation in which the project will fit). You must have a minimum of 5 research citations for your proposal to document that you have engaged in some relevant reading. This will largely be based on my assessment of how much thought you have put into the project and how focused you are. You will next work on the prospectus and the project as a whole. 

Please also turn in a copy of your completed, current CITI Training Certificate. If you have not completed the CITI Training or need to update your certification, you can find instructions for registering for the Human Subjects Research training here: https://research.illinoisstate.edu/ethics/training/human-subjects/ (while registering, use your best judgement, and choose: “No” for CE credits; “Student Researcher – Graduate” for Role In Research; “Basic Human Subjects – Educational, Social, and Behavioral Focus” for Which Course Do You Plan To Take?). Complete all modules. After passing the quizzes for all modules and completing the course, print/save your certificate and passing scores – this is what you will turn in for credit.

You should also be well on your way to garnering IRB approval for your study. Please describe where you are in this process, even if you believe your project is exempt/falls outside the purview of human subjects research (e.g., you are writing an autoethnography, examining publicly available data, studying media).

2) Research Project Prospectus (i.e., Front-end Draft) (15 points; 15% of total grade)
Submit a draft of the Literature Review, culminating with your specific RQ(s)/H(s), and Methods (e.g., Sample, Data Collection, Data Analysis) sections (i.e., front-end/rationale) of your original research project. This prospectus will largely be assessed by how well-argued and planned your project is. The prospectus should be approximately ten pages, excluding References.

3) Presentation (5 points; 5% of total grade)
Prepare a single-page handout and brief (not to exceed 5 minutes) verbal overview of your original research project (think high-density conference paper panel format). Set the class up to give you feedback that you need/want as you move toward submission of your full manuscript.
4) Manuscript (25 points; 25% of total grade)
This final course project is a full research study. The study must be data-based, in the broadest sense of that term; thus, you are responsible for garnering IRB approval/exemption and collecting data. The APA-style manuscript will likely be around 20-30 pages, inclusive of abstract and references, and should contain all of the sections one would expect in a paper of this kind, including:
· Title page
· Abstract page
· Manuscript body
· Literature review: frame the scholarly conversation(s) in which the paper participates to create an argument for your study’s importance
· Introduction: overview the study and its significance
· Relevant extant literature related to topic (often by sub-section)
· Theoretical framing
· State RQ(s)/H(s)
· Methods: description of participants and procedures
· Data collection procedures, including sampling
· Data analysis approach(es)
· Results/Findings: straightforward presentation of analysis product(s)
· Discussion: position results/findings in broader scholarly conversation(s)
· Brief summary
· Scholarly, practical, theoretical, and/or methodological contributions
· Limitations and future directions
· Conclusion (main take-aways)
· References
· Appendices (optional)

Please note on the course schedule the dates on which prospectus drafts are due as well as the dates for project presentations and final manuscript submission.

Note: Assignments in this course are flexible to allow for tailoring to each student’s interests and to enhance students’ abilities to make decisions throughout research and writing processes; assignments are intentionally less specific than those which you might have in other courses. Please consider the APA Manual and related materials posted on Canvas to be extensions of the assignment criteria above. I also encourage students to refer to published journal articles as examples/models of what completed research papers might look like. If you would like more guidance regarding assignments, it is your responsibility to work with the instructor. If you do not appreciate the intellectual freedom granted to you in this course, remember that you have a variety of seminar options available to you.

I DO NOT ACCEPT LATE WORK. Please reference the tentative schedule for all due dates. All assignments are due by the start of class, via Canvas assignment drop, APA style (12 pt. TNR, double spaced, black font, 1” margins; ONLY the full research project manuscript requires a title page and abstract), and error-free (PROOFREAD) unless otherwise noted. If you cannot turn something in when it is due, you must arrange (i.e., request and garner approval from the instructor) an alternate submission date before the due date. You are always welcome to turn assignments in before the deadline.
It is impossible to make up a missed graduate seminar; thus, you should do your best to attend all classes. If you are unable to attend a class, it is your responsibility to a) attain notes and information you missed from a fellow student and b) contact me about questions (not content of whole classes) that you have regarding the material. If you are seeking an approved/excused absence, please e-mail me before the absence or, in the event of an emergency, as soon as possible.

ADDITIONAL COURSE POLICIES & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:
[bookmark: _Hlk92027814]Each of the following are intended to enhance your educational experiences, inside and outside of the classroom.

Equity
We will strive to ensure that individuals from all diverse backgrounds and perspectives be well served by this course, that students’ learning needs be addressed both in and out of class, and that the diversity that we all bring to this class be viewed as a resource, strength, and benefit. It is my intent to present materials and activities that consider and respect: race, gender, class/socioeconomic status, sexuality, ability, age, health, ethnicity, and culture (examples are not exhaustive). Education is ongoing, and your suggestions are both encouraged and appreciated. If you have the energy, ability, and willingness, you are always welcome to share ways to improve the effectiveness of the course for you personally or for other students or student groups. 

All people have the right to be addressed and referred to in accordance with their personal identity. In this class, we will indicate the name that we prefer to be called and, if we choose, identify pronouns with which we would like to be addressed. I will do my best to address everyone accordingly and support class members in doing so as well.

If any class meetings conflict with your religious events, please let me know so that we can make arrangements.

DEIA resource starting points:
Illinois State University - https://illinoisstate.edu/diversity/
School of Communication - https://communication.illinoisstate.edu/about/anti-racism/

Access and Accommodations
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 350 Fell Hall, (309) 438-5853, or visit the website at StudentAccess.IllinoisState.edu.

Land Acknowledgement
Illinois State University was built on the land of multiple native nations. These lands were 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. We acknowledge that our campus sits on the lands that were once home to the Illini, Peoria, Myaamia and later, due to colonial encroachment and displacement, the Fox, Potawatomi, Sauk, Shawnee, Winnebago, Ioway, Mascouten, Piankashaw, Wea, and Kickapoo Nations. We also express honor to those Indigenous people who we may have excluded in this acknowledgement due to erasure and historical inaccuracy.

Statement credit and further information - https://illinoisstate.edu/president/diversity-inclusion-advisory-council/land-acknowledgement/

Classroom Decorum
Debates and disagreements during class discussions foster the free exchange of ideas. It is expected that we all treat each other with respect when engaging in discussions and all other classroom interactions.

Technology
If you are accessing your newfangled technological devices while in class, use them for ventures related to the course. Do not distract your classmates or your instructor.

Academic Dishonesty (Cheating/Plagiarism)
Plagiarism (using the words or ideas of others and failing to acknowledge their contribution) will not be tolerated and may result in a failing grade. Examples of plagiarism include: using the work of other students, arranging for someone else to write your assignments, rephrasing a published review or essay and presenting it as your own work/ideas, copying a review word-for-word and presenting it as your own work, using unacknowledged sources on the Internet and World Wide Web, failing to use quotation marks where needed, failing to cite sources where needed, and “recycling” essays written by other students. If you have any doubts about how to acknowledge the work of others, please pose questions in class or during an office visit with us. Refer to the University Handbook for the plagiarism policy followed in this class. That said, I credit Dr. L. Baxter and Dr. A. Miller-Ott and thank them for their assistance/shared materials that contributed to this syllabus.

Never turn in a paper that you did not write yourself. Never turn in a paper for this class that you wrote for another class. Never collaborate on an exam or facilitate someone else’s efforts to do so. If I detect cheating or plagiarism, I will reduce the student's grade on the assignment or the course or assign an F for the course. Plagiarism or cheating will be reported to Community Rights and Responsibilities, and the instructor will meet with the student in person.

Grades
All evaluations will be graded using points; please keep track of these points so that you are aware of your standing in this course. In accordance with FERPA (Family Education Rights and Privacy Act) regulations, I will not post grades outside of the ISU System. Come to my office hours or make an appointment to discuss your grade(s).

I have a “24-7” policy for disputing assignment grades. This means that you must wait 24 hours before contacting me (aside from basic mathematical errors) to discuss/dispute an assignment, and you must contact me in writing within 7 days of the assignment being returned to dispute a grade. This policy ensures that you have time to process my feedback and that disputes take place in a timely manner. To dispute a grade, you must submit no more than a one-page argument that details your specific dispute(s) about the (in)appropriateness of the grade. I will review your request and re-grade the assignment, and we will have a face-to-face meeting to discuss our stances. Note: your grade can increase, stay the same, or decrease upon re-grading.
[bookmark: _Hlk535224419]
Permission to Record
No. Students must obtain written permission from the instructor if they wish either to photograph classroom lectures or discussions or to record them using audio or video devices. This restriction includes visual materials that accompany the lecture/discussion, such as lecture slides, whiteboard notes/equations, etc. Such recordings are to be used solely for the purposes of individual or group study with other students enrolled in the class. They may not be reproduced, shared in any way (including electronically or posting in any web environment) with those not in the class. Students with disabilities who need to record classroom lectures or discussions must contact Student Access and Accommodation Services to register, request and be approved for an accommodation. Students who violate this policy may be subject to both legal sanctions for violations of copyright law and disciplinary action under the University’s Code of Student Conduct.

Classroom Emergency Response
Please review University emergency preparedness and response procedures posted in classrooms.

Instructor Responsibilities
My job is to expand on ideas presented throughout the course and offer opportunities for discussions to take place about the material covered in readings and field experiences. Above all else, I am here to learn with you!  

Please feel free to e-mail me at any time if you have questions about course materials, assignments, or other concerns related to the course. However, please note: I will likely respond only during “regular business hours” (i.e., not 4:00 AM the Sunday before an assignment is due), so plan accordingly. Do not wait until the day before an assignment is due to seek assistance. You do not need to make appointments with me to attend my office hours, so stop on by!  I get lonely in there, and again, my job is literally to help you learn. Plus, there’s usually candy. If you are unable to attend office hours due to a conflict in your schedule, please set up a time to meet with me. I want you to succeed as much as you want you to succeed.

Final Thoughts
I have faith that you know what is expected of you as a graduate student: come to class; don’t cheat; meet deadlines; be respectful; and so on. All of this is important, and I assume that you already know it (if you didn’t before, you do now: you’re welcome). Equally importantly, though: Just don’t be a jerk. Be good to yourself, to your peers, to your instructors… to everyone. It will serve you well in the long-run. We all have stuff going on (believe me, I know that life gets really rough sometimes), and the only way to get through it is to be kind to one another. When you need help, talk with someone. Talk with me. When someone talks with you, be compassionate. We’re all in this together.
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A family is a unit composed not only of children but of men, women, an occasional animal, and the common cold.
Ogden Nash
TENTATIVE COURSE SCHEDULE
(Tentative schedule subject to change without notice as instructor deems necessary)

Week 1 (8/18) – WELCOME!
	Hello there! ~Course Introduction~
· Syllabus
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 1
Family Frameworks/Foundations
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 2
· Baxter et al., 2009 <skim>
· Hess, 2003 <skim>

Week 2 (8/25)
	(Meta)Theory in Family Communication Research (8/29)
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 3
· Deetz, 2001 <skim>
· Scharp & Thomas, 2019 <skim>
· Suter, 2016 <skim>
Childfree/Childless Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 8
· Steuber & Solomon, 2012
· Hintz & Brown, 2020

Week 3 (9/01)
Home & Homeless/Unhoused Families
· hooks, 2009
· Garrett, 2015
· Reppond & Bullock, 2020
Coparenting
· Russell & Beckmeyer, 2025
· Schrodt & Shimkowski, 2017
· Herrero et al., 2020

Week 4 (9/08)
Single-parent Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 5
· Elliott et al., 2015
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 1
Grandfamilies
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 6
· Erbert & Aleman, 2008
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 2
*Statement for Original Research Project due via Canvas assignments


Week 5 (9/15)
Stepfamilies/Blended Families
· Baxter (Ed.), Ch. 10
· Koenig Kellas et al., 2014
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 3
Queer Families pt. 1: LGB+ Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 4
· Baker, 2019
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 4

Week 6 (9/22)
	Queer Families pt. 2: Trans Families
· Norwood & Lannutti, 2015
· Alvarez et al., 2023
· Brown et al., 2020
	Queer Families Pt. 3: Poly Families
· Lannutti et al., 2021 <skim>
· Bloedel & Manning, 2017
· Ferrer, 2018

Week 7 (9/29)
Scholarly Research Manuscript Overview
· APA Style Manual

Week 8 (10/06)
Military Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 12
· Sahlstein Parcell & Maguire, 2014
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 5
Commuter Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 13
· Bergen, 2010
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 6
*Prospectus (Front-end Draft) for Original Research Project due via Canvas assignments

Week 9 (10/13)
Arranged Marriages
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 7
· Regan et al., 2012
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 7
Adoptive Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 9
· Suter & Ballard, 2009
· Translation of Scholarly Article
*Class Leadership & Translation 8

Week 10 (10/20)
Foster Care/Families
· Baxter et al., 2015
· Nelson & Horstman, 2017
· Thomas et al., 2017
(In)Voluntary Family?: Chosen Kin
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 11
· Braithwaite et al., 2010
· Taylor et al., 2022

Week 11 (10/27)
(In)Voluntary Family?: Family Distancing
· Thomas & Scharp, forthcoming
Estrangement
· Scharp, 2017
· Scharp & Thomas, 2016
Parental Alienation
· Aloia & Strutzberg, 2019
· Scharp et al., 2020
	
Week 12 (11/03)
Diasporic & Fragmented Families
· Baxter (Ed.) – Ch. 14
· Madianou & Miller, 2011
· Lee, 2021
Interracial Families
· Brummett & Afifi, 2019
· Cardwell, 2021
· Colaner et al., 2023
*Take-home exam due via Canvas assignments by 10:00 PM on Friday, 11/06

Week 13 (11/10)
Discuss Take-home Exam Positions; Course Wrap-up

Week 14 – NCA Annual Convention, New Orleans, LA (11/17)
I – and maybe you – will be attending this conference, so *unless we need to make up for a missed class somewhere*, we will not hold a regular class session this week. You might consider using this time to work on your original research presentation and/or manuscript. 

Fall Break (11/23-27)
No class!

Week 15 – Presentations (12/01)
*Present Original Research Projects

Week 16 – Finals Week (12/07-11)
*Manuscript of Original Research Project due via Canvas assignments by 10:00 PM on Tuesday, 12/08
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