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Abstract

This paper is derived from my experience in leaching "Urban Images in Media and Film" at
Columbia College Chicago. The course employs an interdisciplinary humanities approach to the
study of the city, analyzing not only how images and meaning are shaped by the media arts but
also how students can become empowered through everyday and media practice, The course,
therefore, facilitates a critical space for self-reflection on the teaching and learmning of media in
the urban setting and its relationship to the development of critical thinking skills in the liberal
education curriculum. The paper has two parts. In the first section, 1 explore the general
pedagogical issues in teaching Urban Images. In the sccond section, I explain the structure of one
unit of the course, emphasizing the pedagogical strategies for empowering students by cultivating
eritical, counterhegemonic antistic and cultural responses to mediated images.

An Overview of the Course and its Pedagogy

The catalog description of the course states that “Urban Images in Media and Film is a
survey of how metropolitan life is portrayed by film. lelevision, the press, and other
media. Students will discover how the city is depicted by artists, writers, and
filmmakers to convey a philosophy of urban life. Students will also leam to analyze
film and documentaries and discuss ethnicity, migration, crime, and fear of the city.”
Through their work in class discussion, short papers, cxamination, projects, and term
papers, students demonstrale success in meeting the following learning outcomes:
“Upon completion of the course, students should: demonstrate a base of historical and
sociclogical knowledge abowt urbanism; demonstrate familiarity with a core body of
film and video concerning the city; demonstrate the ability to offer informed and
compelling written and oral critique of urban issues in media: demonstrate knowledge
of and critical integration of a body of writing on urban issues,”

This paper, and the course, argues that it is the role of the liberal education teacher not only to
show students of arts and media that they are responsible for the images they create but to
provide the skills by which to understand and analvze their own practices of making meaning,
Whether or not students themselves hail from an urban center, the course conveys the central role
of such images in shaping public policy and opinion. Further, while the messages conveyed by
those cultural forms are not always consistent or uniform, the themes are largely negative
(Fischer, 1984). As the industrial city evolved, "it also emerged as a discursive construction..a
charged imaginative creation of fantasy, terror, and desire...[Tlhe city was cast as the NECESSATY
mirror or American civilization, and findamental categorics of American reality--whiteness,
heterosexuality, domestic virtue, feminine purity, middle-class respectability--were constituted in
opposition to what was said to exist in cites” (Orsi, 1999, p. 5). Therefore, we practice asking
guestions about the urban politics of images and representation. We investigate not only anli-
urban bias and urban stereotypes but also the strategies of resistance to these dominant YIEWS,
emphasizing our own political accountability as citizens and creators of culture. “Central to a
pedagogy of representation is providing students with the opportunitics to deconstruct the mythic
notion that images, sounds, and texts mercly cxpress reality™ (Giroux, 1994, p. 88). When we
study the urban politics of the popular media genre referred to as “Reality TV, smdents are faced
head on with their faith in the “real.™ The class session in which we study the production codes
and ideclogical values governing programs such as “Cops,” “America’s Most Wanted,” and the
various ubiquitous newsmagazines, is almost always a breakihrough moment for student self-
reflection, Stadents begin to uncover the ways in which video realism is a formalting strategy that

199

Academic Exchange — Spring 2004







