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Public opinion is often shaped and influenced by the film industry.  This is certainly the case with regards 
to matters involving law, courts, and legal policy.  Most of us will spend very little time during our lives 
directly involved in legal matters.  Yet themes and issues involving law, justice, and legal rights -- and the 
layers and judges who are key actors in these matters -- are very frequently portrayed in popular culture.  
These accounts can have a profound impact upon people's view and understanding of the legal and 
political systems.   
 
In this course we will review and discuss significant films in which the movie industry has addressed 
important issues involving law, courts, and legal policy.  The four key objectives of this course are: 1) to 
foster and develop students’ critical thinking skills; 2) to educate students about important legal concepts, 
terms, and ideas; 3) to encourage students to have an understanding of how the legal, judicial, and 
political systems may be reflected by and/or   influenced by films; and 4) to expose students to classic 
and/or out-of-the-way films that they might not otherwise experience. .  
 
As part of the course-specific learning outcomes, this course will: 
1. Foster and develop students’ critical thinking skills by viewing and analyzing films that focus upon 
matters of justice via law and the legal process. 
2. Develop an understanding of how viewpoints about law, justice, and the legal system may be 
influenced by films 
3. Educate students about classic and/or influential films that may be part of a common human dialogue 
 
University Studies Learning Outcomes: After completing this course, students will be able to: 
1. Explain different perspectives on the nature of human relationships and how these relationships are 
evidenced in regard to the broader world via the legal/judicial system 
2. Recognize ethical issues in complex contexts and evaluate the ethical positions taken by themselves 
and others. 
3. Locate, analyze, summarize, paraphrase and synthesize legal/judicial film and related material 
4. Evaluate arguments made in support of different perspectives on judicial/legal questions and contexts 
 
REQUIRED TEXTBOOK READINGS & RESOURCE ACCESS 
•  Michael Asimow and Shannon Mader. Law and Popular Culture, 2nd edition (Peter Lang Publishing, 
2013)  ISBN-13: 978-1433113246 
•  Any additional readings as assigned and posted on the myCourses website 
•  You must use the course website on MyCourses for this class   
 
All course based activities that will be assessed for a grade will be via MyCourses.  Your user name and 
your password are the same as those you use for your UMass email account; your user id is the portion of 
your e-mail address before the @umassd.edu.  If you need help logging on or using MyCourses, check out 
the student help page at: http://instructionaldev.umassd.edu/mycoursesstudents/ 
If you need further assistance, please send email to mycourseshelp@umassd.edu, call the Student IT 
Service Center at 508-999-8884, or visit the library help desk.    
 
The course readings will be as follows.  All chapters refer to the Asimow and Mader book  (see above), 
except as noted): 
 
 Unit 1 – Chapter 1: Introduction to Law and Popular Culture 
  Chapter 2: The Adversary System and the Trial Genre  
  Chapter 3: Lawyers as Heroes 
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 Unit 2 - Chapter 3: Lawyers as Heroes 
  Chapter 9: The Jury 
  Chapter 8: The Criminal Justice System 
  READING AVAILABLE ONLINE: “Constitutional Rights in Criminal Cases” (see myCourses website) 
  
 Unit 3 - Chapter 4: Lawyers as Villains  
  Chapter 12: The Civil Justice System 
  Chapter 13: Civil Rights 
  Chapter 14: Family Law   
 
Other chapters in the book will not be covered in the course. 
 
The viewing of the assigned films is the bedrock component of this course.  Links to all the films are found 
in the course unit folders on the course web page.  The course units must be completed sequentially -- 
you will be able to view the unit 2 folder only after you have completed unit 1, and the unit 3 folder will be 
visible only upon completion of unit 2, etc.  The films are provided with permission for the duration of the 
course only and are subject to copyright violation if downloaded or disseminated beyond this course. 
 
The movies viewed in this course are: 
 
UNIT 1 
------------------------------- 
1.1 –  Anatomy of a Murder 
1.2 – The Paper Chase  
1.2 – My Cousin Vinny 

 
UNIT 2 
------------------------------- 
2.1 – To Kill a Mockingbird 
2.2 – 12 Angry Men  
2.3 – And Justice For All 
2.4 – The Star Chamber 
 

 
UNIT 3 
------------------------------- 
3.1 – The Verdict 
3.2 – Erin Brockovich 
3.3 – Philadelphia 
3.4 – Kramer vs. Kramer 
 

 

  

COURSE PARTICIPATION & READINGS  
Attendance in this course will occur all online via watching the assigned films, viewing the post-film 
slideshow lecture, participating in a post-viewing online discussion, and completing the online quizzes.  
Students should read the applicable film introduction sheet (found in the course unit folder) for each 
movie before watching the film.  The introduction will provide context information and help you 
understand the film.  After viewing each of the films in each of the three units in the course, students 
must view the online discussion slideshow.  After the three films and lecture slideshows, students must 
then complete the unit quiz and participate in an online group discussion. STUDENTS MUST VIEW ALL OF 
THE FILMS ASSIGNED IN THE COURSE.  Student viewing of the films is monitored by the instructor’s 
control panel in myCourses.  EACH MISSED FILM WILL RESULT IN A REDUCTION OF THE STUDENT’S 
COURSE GRADE BY THREE POINTS.   This is the equivalent of the drop of a plus/minus in the final course 
grade -- i.e. a course grade of A would actually be A- if a student missed one film, B+ if they missed two 
films, etc.  Note: though they may not be discussed directly in the post-film slideshow, the course 
textbook readings will be covered on the quizzes.  
 
This is a SELF-PACED course.  The completion of various assignments, etc. is at the student's 
discretion.  Please note, however, that all work must be completed by the official end date of 
the course: July 8, 2020. 
 
 
GROUP DISCUSSIONS 
One of the course objectives is to increase your ability and willingness to think about the political process.  
Toward this aim, there will be topical discussion questions on the course website in each unit of the three 
units in the course.  Students must contribute AT LEAST THREE times to each of the THREE unit 
discussions (for a total of a minimum of 9 posts).   Follow-up posts to previous posts are certainly 
welcomed and encouraged, but posts that offer simple agreement with another message, or brief 
statements with no substantive contribution, do not count as a post — you have to express an informed 
opinion with some thought and care — not just a quick reply. Because people are often passionate about 
political topics, it is important to keep in mind some simple rules of courtesy and decency.  Please, 
address your comments to the ideas and concepts in the discussion and refrain from personal attacks or 
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insults.  In order to have access to the discussion boards you will need to act with civility in the online 
conversations. Uncivil behavior will result in being barred from participation in the online group 
discussions and a resulting decline in the student's grade. 
 
 
QUIZZES  
There will be 3 (three) online quizzes administered in the course.  The quizzes will be completed on the 
MyCourses web site.  There will be no make-up of quizzes unless the student gives the instructor 24-hour 
advance notice of a legitimate university function which prevents the student from taking the exam, or 
provides written documentation of a medical emergency which prevented the student from taking the 
exam. Students will receive a failing grade (i.e., zero points) for a missed quiz for which there is no 
adequate documentation.  
 
 
FILM REVIEW 
All students are required to write a brief film review.  You are free to choose a theatrical movie released to 
a general U.S. audience that you’d like to review, with the exception of those shown in this course.  You 
must receive prior approval from the professor of your proposed film – please email Prof. 
Manning with your proposed film title.  
 
The essay should discuss how the selected film addresses a key issue of U.S. politics or policy. Articulate 
what you think is the thesis of the film, and evaluate whether you think this thesis is sound or not. The 
goal of this exercise is to encourage you to develop your analytical skills in evaluating political films. The 
essay is NOT to summarize the movie. Rather, you should be analytical and critical: THINK about the 
messages(s) presented in the film. ANALYZE and CRITIQUE the work.  For an example of a film review 
that does much more than simply summarize, see the NY Times review of the classic film Star Wars 
(available via the MyCourses website in the link “Film Critique Essay Guidelines & Submission Link”).  Your 
film review must discuss the political element of your selected film; thus, this NY Times review is not an 
exact model for this assignment.  Still, it’s a good example of a film review that presents analyses and 
critiques of a movie, not just a summary of the movie. 
 
The review should contain at least 1,000 words.  You need to cite at least two sources (not including the 
course textbook) in the review. The two sources may include: 1) academic or professional publications in 
the area of politics and/or policy; 2) academic or professional publications in the area of film studies; 3) 
professional film reviews published in major news/current event outlets (i.e. NY Times, Washington Post, 
LA Times, The Atlantic, The New Yorker, etc.). Additional sources may be cited but at least two of the 
sources must be from the three categories listed here. 
 
Film review essays will be submitted via the myCourse website and analyzed via SafeAssign.  As a 
condition of enrollment in this course, you agree to allow submission of all writing assignments to 
SafeAssign, Turnitin, or similar anti-plagiarism service for textual comparison or originality review for the 
detection of possible plagiarism. All submitted assignments will be included in the dedicated databases of 
assignments at SafeAssign and/or Turnitin. These databases of assignments will be used solely for the 
purpose of detecting possible plagiarism during the grading process and during this term and in the 
future. 
 
 
COURSE GRADE 
The final course grade will be determined in the following manner:  
 Online Group Discussions = 20%  
 Film Review = 20% 
 First Quiz = 20%  
 Second Quiz = 20%  
 Third Quiz = 20% 
 -------------------------------  
 TOTAL = 100% 
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PROFESSOR CONTACT POLICY 
If you have questions or concerns about your performance in the course, please feel free to address these 
concerns to the professor.  Please note that I maintain an “online open door” policy in that I seek to be 
readily available to students for consultation.  Please contact the professor via regular UMass email at 
kmanning@umassd.edu - please do not attempt to contact me via office telephone.  MyCourses has an 
internal email system, but please do not use it. Please email my regular address: kmanning@umassd.edu  
I do not check my office telephone voice mail nearly as often as I do my email.  The best way to reach me 
is via email at kmanning@umassd.edu.  It may be the case that a phone call in some instances will be a 
better way to discuss course matters, but I prefer that the first means of contact occur via email at 
kmanning@umassd.edu since I check my email most frequently.  Students can expect an email reply to 
their inquiry within 24 hours, but I will typically reply much sooner than that.   
 
 
COURSE WITHDRAWALS & INCOMPLETES  
Any student wishing to withdraw from the course must follow the proper administrative procedures for 
withdrawal (i.e. withdraw via COIN). Students who discontinue their participation in the course without 
following the proper administrative procedures for withdrawal will be considered enrolled in the course, 
will not be automatically withdrawn, and will receive a course grade.  IF YOU WANT TO DROP THE 
COURSE, YOU MUST DO SO VIA COIN AND/OR THE REGISTRAR’S OFFICE!  Consistent with College of Arts 
& Sciences policy which discourages the assignment of a grade of “Incomplete (“I”) in a course, a grade of 
“I” will only be assigned upon approval from the Dean’s office and in exceptional circumstances typically 
resulting from late-semester emergency events.  
 
 
SCHOLASTIC DISHONESTY POLICY  
This can be summed up in two words: DON’T CHEAT.  The professor works diligently to create an 
environment which fosters intellectual honesty.  Any student who is found to be cheating in any way, 
including any and all forms of plagiarism, on any an exam, quiz, and/or assignment will receive an 'F' 
(Failure) FOR THE COURSE.  This is in accordance with the allowance of university policy; there will be NO 
negotiations on a "second chance."  The academic integrity standards from the university catalog can be 
found at: https://bit.ly/36EFsnk 
 
 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
The films reviewed in this course include some that have been rated “R” by the Motion Picture 
Association of America (MPAA).  By MPAA standards, R rated films may include offensive 
language, graphic violence, sexual situations, and/or nudity.   Students who do not wish to 
view such potentially objectionable material should not enroll in this course.  For more on the 
film ratings, see: filmratings.com 
 
If a student has a disability or special need that affects their ability in this class, please inform the 
professor of such need.  In compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, appropriate steps will be 
taken to make reasonable accommodations to assist you.  Proper documentation by the university’s 
Center for Access and Success is required for the recognition of eligible disabilities.  For more information, 
see: www.umassd.edu/dss/   The professor seeks to provide, in accordance with University of Massachusetts 
policy, equal educational opportunities without regard to race, color, religion, national origin, sexual 
orientation, age, handicap, or political affiliation.  Students are expected to conduct themselves in a 
manner that respects the rights and dignity of their fellow students and professor.  Any disruptive 
behavior that interferes with teaching and/or learning will not be tolerated and will result in an 
administrative withdrawal without refund.   
 
A course in politics covers sensitive issues and controversial material upon which many people have 
deeply held beliefs.  In the interest of promoting critical thinking, deep thought, and discussion, students 
should be prepared to have their views challenged by the professor and/or fellow students. Students who 
seek to only have their own viewpoints reinforced rather than challenged, or are easily offended by 
potentially controversial subject matters such as race, religion, reproductive rights, and/or sexuality (just 
to name a few), should not enroll in this course.  A more detailed description of these and other University 
policies and procedures can be found online at: https://www.umassd.edu/provost/resourcesforfaculty/syllabus-language/ 
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