COMM 474: COMMUNICATING ABOUT RELATIONSHIP CHALLENGES

(a.k.a., THE DARK SIDE OF CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS)

FALL SEMESTER 2008
Dr. Jennifer Theiss

Office: 207 SCILS

Phone: 932-7500 x8143

jtheiss@rutgers.edu
Office Hours: Monday & Wednesday 3-4 (or by appt.)

COURSE OVERVIEW

Close friendships and romantic relationships can bring us a great deal of joy and happiness. Unfortunately, our intimate bonds with others can also be sources of frustration, conflict, and pain. Negotiating the start of a relationship raises uncertainty. Maintaining close relationships requires a lot of hard work and effort. Terminating a relationship results in hurt and sadness. What causes relationships to deteriorate? How do people manage the stress associated with their close relationships? In this course, we identify some of the challenges that people face in their relationships. In addition to experiences that are often characterized as the “dark side” of close relationships, we will also discuss several events that are less “dark” but are challenging to negotiate nonetheless. We also explore the ways in which communication influences and sometimes resolves turmoil within relationships. By the end of the semester, you should be able to: 
1. Identify some of the challenging experiences that emerge in close relationships and explain the circumstances surrounding these events and the role of interpersonal communication in resolving those events. 
2. Demonstrate an ability to assimilate readings from class and to write in a manner that is appropriate for the social sciences. 
3. Demonstrate an ability to use communication concepts to analyze human behavior and to apply those concepts to improve social and professional life. 
4. Demonstrate competency in library research and an ability to integrate resources to understand a relational phenomenon.
REQUIRED READING

Spitzberg, B. H., & Cupach, W. R. (2007). The dark side of interpersonal communication (2nd edition). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

There are also several journal articles on electronic reserve at the library. The specific articles that are required are listed in the class schedule. All readings should be completed prior to class time on the day that they are assigned in the syllabus.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS

Participation: 50 Points

Your attendance and participation during class meetings is encouraged and expected.  You are expected to respond to course material and to complete and discuss exercises that are conducted during class.  Thus, 25 of your participation points will be awarded based on your engagement in the material and your contributions to conversations during weekly class meetings.

To earn the remaining 25 participation points, students will also be asked to participate in “Minute Responses” at the beginning or end of many class periods, which are designed to give students an opportunity to reflect and write about many of the ideas that have been covered in class.  These Minute Responses are graded on a credit/no credit basis and account for 25 of your participation points.  You MUST be in class to complete these assignments.  There are no “make-ups” under any circumstances. 

Reflection Papers: 300 Points

You will be asked to choose three units that we are covering this semester on which to write a reflection paper. At the end of the units you select, you will be asked to submit a 6-8 page reflection paper in which you assimilate the material from the readings and lectures on that topic and offer your own commentary on these challenges in relationships. In your commentary, you may critique the ideas from the readings, discuss your own experience with these relationship phenomena, describe how you see these relationship events manifested in our community, or pose rhetorical questions about the circumstances surrounding these situations. It is not necessary to include additional resources in your summary of the course material, but you may reference outside research if you wish. Each individual paper is worth 100 points for a combined total of 300 points. 
Group Paper and Presentation: 150 Points

At the beginning of the semester, you will be put into a group with 2-3 classmates who share a common interest in one of the topics we will be covering in class. At the end of the semester your group will submit a research paper and give a 15-20 minute presentation on your chosen topic. The paper will include a literature review on your given topic that describes the prevalence, characteristics, and circumstances of the relationship experience you have selected, as well as a summary of research that highlights the role of communication in shaping or responding to this relationship experience. The paper is worth 100 points. Your group will also give a class presentation that presents the findings in your research paper and facilitates a class exercise to help students understand the scope of that event. The presentation is worth 50 points. Because the group project requires cooperation from all group members to be successful, each person in the group will submit a critique on the day of your presentation evaluating the effort put forth by each of the group members for the final product. If the individual evaluations show clear consensus that any of the group members were not “pulling their weight” that individual will incur a penalty that appropriately reflects their reduced contribution to the group’s final outcome.

Final Grade

Your final grade will be determined by summing scores on all assignments completed this semester.  Final grades will be assigned according to the following scale:

A      (93-100%)       
=    465-500 Points


B+    (88-89.9%)     
=    440-464 Points

B      (80-87.9%)     
=    400-439 Points

C+    (77-79.9%)     
=    385-399 Points

C      (70-76.9%)     
=    350-384 Points

D      (60-69.9%)     
=    300-349 Points

F      (00-59.9%)     
=    000-299 Points

All grades are final.  Please do not ask to have your grade changed for reasons other than mathematical error.  Applying subjective standards after the fact invalidates the standards applied to the entire class and is unfair to every student.

COURSE POLICIES

1. Classroom Climate: Given the sensitive nature of topics we are covering in class, you might hear class members share information that is quite personal and private. Please, respect your fellow students during class discussion. Remember that any personal information that is revealed during class should be kept private and not shared with people outside of our class. 

2. Attendance: I will not be taking attendance during every class period. As adults I believe that you are capable of making responsible choices about where you need to be. Keep in mind, however, that you are being graded on participation, which is difficult to do if you aren’t in class. Also, minute responses cannot be made-up if you miss them. Please make every effort to attend class and be prepared for discussion.

3. Late Work: All written work is to be handed in on the due date stated in the syllabus.  Papers submitted past the deadline will be deducted 10% of the total point value of the assignment for EACH day that it remains late.  Extensions on papers are rarely granted, but if you feel that you have a valid reason for an extension it is essential that you discuss this with me BEFORE the paper is due. Papers will NOT be accepted over email. 


4. Email: I frequently use email as a means for getting in touch with the entire class; therefore it is important that you have a working email address that you have on record with the university and check on a regular basis. Also, with a class this large, I request that you don’t send me copies of papers to review over email.  I am more than willing to talk about your writing with you, but I prefer to do it during office hours when we can talk face to face about what you can do to improve your writing.  I feel strongly that such discussions are more beneficial to you as a student and more enjoyable for me as an instructor.  

5. Exams: There are no exams in this class, because I believe that your knowledge on these topics is better displayed through writing and reflection. However, if I perceive that students are not completing the assigned readings, I reserve the right to throw a pop-quiz. If you come prepared to class, this sanction should be unnecessary.

6. Academic Integrity:  Dishonesty of any kind is unacceptable in this course. Dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, plagiarism, fabricating information of citations, facilitating acts of dishonesty by others, submitting work of another person or work previously used, or tampering with the academic work of other students.  Academic dishonesty will result in academic sanctions and may result in automatic failure of the course.

7. Access: Please come to my office hours or make an appointment to speak with me if you are having trouble in this class.  I am more than willing to help students who are open about their needs.  If you are having trouble understanding the material or if you have issues in your personal life that are impeding your ability to perform in this class as you normally would it is vital that you speak to me about it before you begin to fall behind.  I never like to see students slip through the cracks if it can be prevented.  So please see me the moment you feel you need some help. 

COURSE SCHEDULE

Sept. 3

Introductions & Discussion of Syllabus


Characteristics of Intimacy

Sept. 8

Defining the “Dark Side” and Relationship “Challenges”
Dark Side Ch. 1: Disentangling the Dark Side
PURSUING RELATIONSHIPS

Sept. 10
Self-Presentation 



Dark Side Ch. 4 – Manipulation of Self in Cyberspace



Whitty (2004). Cyberflirting…
Sept. 15
Unrequited Love



Bratslavsky, Baumeister, & Sommer (1998). To love or be loved in vain…


Cupach & Spitzberg (2004). Unrequited Lust.



Baumeister, Wotman, & Stillwell. (1993). Unrequited love: On 




heartbreak, anger, guilt, scriptlessness, and humiliation.

Sept. 17
Fatal Attraction



Felmlee. (1998). “Be careful what you wish for…”: A quantitative and qualitative




investigation of fatal attractions.

Sept. 22
Obsessive Relational Intrusion & Stalking



Cupach & Spitzberg (1998). Obsessional relational intrusion…


Alexy, Burgess, Baker, & Smoyak. (2005). Perceptions of cyberstalking among




college students.



Reflection Paper on Unit 1 Due

Sept. 24
Group Assignments and Group Work
DEVELOPING RELATIONSHIPS

Sept. 29
Managing Boundaries 


Petronio. (2002). Overview of communication privacy management.



Petronio. (1997). Privacy binds in family interactions: The case of parental 

privacy invasion. 

Oct. 1

Topic Avoidance and Secrets



Dark Side Ch. 3: The dark side and light side of avoidance and secrets.



Caughlin & Afifi (2004). When is topic avoidance unsatisfying: Examining 

moderators of the association between avoidance and dissatisfaction.
Oct. 5

Relational Uncertainty



Dark Side Ch. 2: The dark side of relational uncertainty.



Knobloch & Solomon. (2002). Information seeking beyond initial interaction: 




Negotiating relational uncertainty within close relationships.

Oct. 8

Jealousy



Guerrero & Andersen (1998). The dark side of jealousy and envy.


Guerrero, Andersen, Jorgensen, Spitzberg, & Eloy. (1995). Coping with the 




green-eyed monster: Conceptualizing and measuring communicative 




responses to romantic jealousy.

Oct. 13
Negotiating Sexual Intimacy



Spitzberg (1998). Sexual coercion in courtship relations.



Cupach & Metts. (1989). Sexuality and communication in close relationships.



Hughes, Morrison, & Asada. (1998). “What’s love got to do with it?”: 




exploring the impact of maintenance rules, love attitudes, and network 




support on friends with benefits relationships.


Reflection Paper on Unit 2 Due
MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS

Oct. 15
Relational Dialectics



Baxter (1990) – Dialectical contradictions in relationship….


Sahlstein (2004). Relating at a distance: Negotiating being together and being 

apart in long distance relationships.
Oct. 20
Relational Turbulence



Solomon & Knobloch (2004). A model of relational turbulence



Knobloch (2007). Perceptions of turmoil within courtship: Associations with 

intimacy, relational uncertainty, and interference from partners.
Oct. 22
Hurtful Messages



Dark Side – Ch. 5: Communicating Hurt
Vangelisti & Crumley. (1998). Reactions to messages that hurt: The influence




of relational contexts.


Young & Metts. (2004). Factors that influence recipients’ appraisals of 




hurtful messages.
Oct. 27
Misunderstanding


Sillars (1998). (Mis)Understanding (Split into Sillars A & B online)
Oct. 29
Conflict

Dark Side Ch. 6: “You’re bugging me!” Complaints and criticisms from a partner
Messman & Canary (1998). Patterns of conflict in personal relationships


Siegert & Stamp. (1994). “Our first big fight” as a milestone in the development 




of close relationships.
Nov. 3

Relational Transgressions



Dark Side Ch. 9: Responses to relational transgressions



Roloff, Soule, & Carey (2001). Reasons for remaining in a relationship and 

responses to relational transgressions.


Reflection Paper on Unit 3 Due
LOSING RELATIONSHIPS

Nov. 5

Infidelity

Dark Side Ch. 8: The dark side of infidelity: It’s nature, scope and communicative 

functions.
Barta & Kiene. (2005). Motivations for infidelity in heterosexual dating couples.

Vangelisti & Gerstenberger. (2004). Communication and marital infidelity.

Nov. 10
Revenge



Dark Side Ch. 10: The communication of revenge: On the viciousness, virtues, 
and vitality of vengeful behavior in interpersonal relationships.
Nov. 12
Codependence 

LePoire, Hallett, & Giles (1998). Codependence: The paradoxical nature of the 

functional-afflicted relationship.



LePoire (1994). Inconsistent nurturing as control theory: Implications for 

communication based research and treatment programs.
Nov. 17
Abuse

Dark Side Ch. 11: Communicative aggression: Toward a more interactional view 

of psychological abuse.


Dark Side Ch. 12: Explaining child abuse as a lack of safe ground.
Nov. 19
Breaking Up



Weber (1998). Losing, leaving, and letting go: Coping with nonmarital breakups.


Tashiro & Frazier. (2003). “I’ll never be in a relationship like that again”: 




Personal growth following romantic relationship breakups.



Reflection Paper on Unit 4 Due
Nov. 24
NO CLASS – NCA CONVENTION – SAN DIEGO, CA

GROUP PRESENTATIONS & WRAP UP

Dec. 1

GROUP PRESENTATIONS
Dec. 3

GROUP PRESENTATIONS

Dec. 8

GROUP PRESENTATIONS

Dec. 10
GROUP PRESENTATIONS

