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Preface for Instructors

Since the 1994 publication of the first edition of Signs of Life in the U.S.A.,
a popular cultural revolution has taken place, a revolution that is easy to
take for granted but whose profundity demands the Kind of analytic atten-
ton that this book is designed to foster. That revolution, of course, involves
the explosive growth of digital technology and its many uses—the world
of Facebook and Google, Twitter and texting, iPads and iPhones, and
every other expression of a digitally linked-up world. The information super-
hghway of the 1990s has become the social network, and everything from
the way we interact with one another to the way we consume entertainment
1€ changing.

But one thing hasn’t changed throughout the history of this book: the
eser-increasing dominance of popular culture in American life. To put this
arother way, American popular culture is not simply an embellishment on
odr lives anymore, a superficial ornament that can be put on or taken off
a: will. Popular culture has virtually become our culture, permeating almost
eserything we do. So if we wish to understand ourselves, we must learn to
think critically about the vast panoply of what was once condescendingly
regarded as “mass culture.” And now that digital technology has blurred
bzyond recognition the line between everyday life and entertainment, work
axd play, with the work places of school and office becoming veritable play
siations wherein students and employees alike text and tweet while updating
their Facebook pages, the relevance of Signs of Life’s focus on popular culture
has only increased.
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Then and Now

The importance of understanding the role of popular culture in our lives has
not always been apparent to the academic world. When the first edition of
Signs of Life appeared, the study of popular culture was still embroiled in the
“culture wars” of the late 1980s and early 1990s, a struggle for academic
legitimacy in which the adherents of popular cultural studies ultimately pre-
vailed. Since then, more and more scholars and teachers have come to recog-
nize the importance of understanding what Michel de Certeau has called “the
practice of everyday life” and the value of using popular culture as a thematic
ground for educating students in critical thinking and writing. Once excluded
from academic study on the basis of a naturalized distinction between “high”
and “low” culture, which contemporary cultural analysis has shown to be his-
torically contingent, popular culture has come to be an accepted part of the
curriculum, widely studied in freshman composition classrooms as well as in
upper-division undergraduate courses and graduate seminars.

But recognition of the importance that popular culture has assumed in our
society has not been restricted to the academy. Increasingly, Americans are
realizing that American culture and popular culture are virtually one and the
same, and that whether we are looking at our political system, our economy,
or simply our national consciousness, the power of popular culture to shape
our lives is strikingly apparent. That is why, unlike most other popular cultural
texts, Signs of Life adopts an interpretive approach — semiotics —that is explicitly
designed to analyze that intersection of ideology and entertainment that we
call popular culture. We continue to make semiotics the guiding methodology
behind Signs of Life because semiotics helps us, and our students, avoid the
common pitfalls of uncritical celebration or simple trivia swapping.

The Critical Method: Semiotics

The reception of the first six editions of this text has demonstrated that the

semiotic approach to popular culture has indeed found a place in America’s
composition classrooms. Composition instructors have seen that students

feel a certain sense of ownership toward the products of popular culture and
that using popular culture as a focus can help students overcome the some-
times alienating effects of traditional academic subject matter. At the same
time, the semiotic method has helped instructors teach their students how
to analyze the popular cultural phenomena that they enjoy writing about and
through these methods students have learned the critical thinking and writing
skills that their composition classes are designed to impart.

Reflecting the broad academic interest in cultural studies, we've assumed
an inclusive defnition of popular culture. The seven chapters in Signs of Life
in the U.S.A. embrace everything from the marketing and consumption of the
products of mass production to the mythologies and contradictions that underlie
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tre actual content of the television programs and movies that entertain us. We
hive chosen semiotics as our approach because it has struck us that while stu-
dents enjoy assignments that ask them to look at popular cultural phenomena,
tley often have trouble distinguishing between an argued interpretive analysis
ard the simple expression of an opinion. Some textbooks, for example, suggest
asignments that involve analyzing a TV show or film, but they don’t always tell
astudent how to do that. The semiotic method provides that guidance.

As a conceptual framework, semiotics teaches students to formulate cogent,
wzll-supported interpretations. It emphasizes the examination of assumptions
ard of the way language shapes our apprehension of the world. And, because
seniotics focuses on how beliefs are formulated within a social and political
cntext (rather than just judging or evaluating those beliefs), it’s ideal for dis-
ctssing sensitive or politically charged issues. As an approach used in litera-
tue, media studies, anthropology, art and design coursework, sociology, law,
ard market research (to name only some of its more prominent field applica-
ticns), semiotics has a cross-disciplinary appeal that makes it ideal for a writ-
irng class of students from a variety of majors and disciplines. We recognize
that semiotics has a reputation for being highly technical or theoretical; rest
asured that Signs of Life does not require students or instructors to have a
te:hnical knowledge of semiotics. We've provided clear and accessible intro-
dictions that explain what students need to know.

We also recognize that adopting a theoretical approach may be new to
scne instructors, so we've designed the book to allow instructors to use semi-
otcs with their students as much or as little as they wish. The book does not
otiigate instructors or students to spend a lot of time with semiotics — although
wt do hope you'll iind the approach intriguing and provocative.

Te Editorial Apparatus

Wth its emphasis on popular culture, Signs of Life should generate lively class
dicussion and inspire many kinds of writing and thinking activities. The gen-
erd introduction provides an overall framework for the book, acquainting stu-
dexts with the semiotic method they can use to interpret the topics raised in
ezh chapter. It is followed by the section “Writing about Popular Culture”
thit not only provides a brief introduction to this topic but also features
thee sample student essays that demonstrate different approaches to writ-
In: critical essays on popular cultural topics. Also included in that section are
thee articles that guide students in the appropriate use of the Internet as a
reearch tool. The introduction concludes with “Conducting Research and Cit-
In: Sources,” a section to help your students properly document the research
th:iy’ve done for their writing assignments.

Each chapter starts with a frontispiece, a provocative visual image related
tothe chapter’s topic, and an introduction that suggests ways to “read” the
toiic, provides model interpretations, and links the issues raised by the
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reading selections. Every chapter introduction contains three types of boxed
questions designed to stimulate student thinking on the topic. The Exploring
the Signs questions invite students to reflect on an issue in a journal entry
or other prewriting activity, while the Discussing the Signs questions trigger
class activities such as debates, discussions, or small-group work. Reading the
Net questions invite students to explore the chapter’s topic on the Internet,
both for research purposes and for texts to analyze.

Two sorts of assignments accompany each reading. The Reading the Text
questions help students comprehend the selections, asking them to iden-
tify important concepts and arguments, explain key terms, and relate main
ideas to one another and to the evidence presented. The Reading the Signs
questions are writing and activity prompts designed to produce clear analytic
thinking and strong persuasive writing; they often make connections among
reading selections from different chapters. Most assignments call for analytic
essays, while some invite journal responses, in-class debates, group work,
or other creative activities. Complementing the readings in each chapter are
images that serve as visual texts to be discussed. We also include a glossary
of semiotic terms, which can serve as a ready reference to key words and
concepts used in the chapter introductions. Finally, the Instructor’'s Manual
(Editors’ Notes for Signs of Life in the U.S.A.) provides suggestions for organiz-
ing your syllabus, encouraging student responses to the readings, and using
popular culture and semiotics in the writing class.

What’s New in the Seventh Edition

Popular culture evolves at a rapid pace, and the substantial revision required
for the seventh edition of Signs of Life in the U.S.A. reflects this essential muta-
bility. First, we have updated our readings, including over thirty new selections
focusing on issues and trends that have emerged since the last edition of this
book. We have also updated the exemplary topics in our introductions, which
are used to model the critical assignments that follow, and have adjusted the
focus of some chapters to reflect changing conditions of students’ lives and the
ways they consume popular culture. A new chapter, “American Makeover: Con-
structing Identity in the Age of Entertainment,” combines the sections on multi-
cultural and gender semiotics from earlier editions to reflect the new, more
flexible approach to personal identity that contemporary students embrace.
From the beginning, Signs of Life in the U.S.A. has been based on the prem-
ise that in a postindustrial, McCluhanesque world, the image has come to sup-
plant the printed word in American, and global, culture. That is yet another of
the reasons we chose semiotics, which provides a rational basis for the critical
analysis of images as the guiding methodology for every edition of our book.
Each edition of Signs of Life has accordingly included images for critical analy-
sis, the seventh edition continues this tradition. The images included in the text
supplement the readings, offering a visual perspective designed to enhance the
critical understanding modeled by the texts. Yet the images are not meant to
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raplace the texts —we strongly believe that while the semiotic interpretation of
images can help students hone their writing skills, it should not be a substitute
for learning critical thinking through the analysis of written texts.

Even as we revise this text to reflect current trends, popular culture con-
tnues to evolve. The inevitable gap between the pace of editing and publish-
ing, on the one hand, and the flow of popular culture, on the other, need not
effect the use of popular culture in the classroom, however. The readings in
the text, and the semiotic method we propose, are designed to show students
how to analyze and write critical essays about any topic they choose. They
can choose a topic that appeared before they were born, or they can turn to
the latest box-office or prime-time hit to appear after the publication of this
edition of Signs of Life in the U.S.A. Facebook and Twitter may be replaced
by new sites within the life span of this edition (indeed, Facebook surpassed
MySpace in popularity shortly after the publication of the sixth edition), but
such changes are opportunities for further analysis, not obstacles. To put it
another way, the practice of everyday life may itself be filled with evanescent
fads and trends, but daily life is not itself a fad. As the vital texture of our
lived experience, popular culture provides a stable background against which
students of every generation can test their critical skills.

You Get More Digital Choices for Signs of Life in the U.S.A.

Signs of Life doesn’t stop with a book. Online, you'll iind both free and afford-
able premium resources to help students get even more out of the book and
your course. You'll also find convenient instructor resources, such as down-
loadable sample syllabi, classroom activities, and even a nationwide commu-
nity of teachers. To learn more about or to order any of the products below,
contact your Bedford/St. Martin’'s sales representative, e-mail sales support
(sales_support@bfwpub.com), or visit the Web site at bedfordstmartins.com.

COMPANION WEB SITE FOR SIGNS OF LIFE IN THE U.S.A.
bedfordstmartins.com/signsoflife

Send students to free and open resources, choose flexible premium resources
to supplement your print text, or upgrade to an expanding collection of inno-
vative digital content.

Free and open resources for Signs of Life in the U.S.A. provide students with
easy-to-access reference materials, visual tutorials, and support for working
with sources.

e Three free tutorials from ix: visual exercises by Cheryl Ball and Kristin Arola

e TopLinks with reliable online sources

o The Bedford Bibliographer: a tool for collecting source information and
making a bibliography in MLA, APA, or Chicago styles


mailto:sales_support@bfwpub.com

X PREFACE FOR INSTRUCTORS

Assign an interactive e-book. It is almost quaint to say that the Internet is
ever-present in students’ lives. Perhaps it is more apt to say that social media
and Web 2.0 deliver a larger percentage of the popular culture that students
consume than ever before. For the frst time ever, Signs of Life in the U.S.A.
is available in an e-book format. With all the content of the print book, the
Signs of Life in the U.S.A. e-Book lets students easily search, highlight, and
pookmark. Instructors can customize and rearrange chapters, add and share
notes, and link to quizzes and activities. Loaded with additional multimodal
readings, the e-book gives students more flexible options for thinking and
writing about popular culture. The Signs of Life in the U.S.A. e-Book can be
purchased standalone or packaged with the print book. To order the e-book
packaged with the print book, use ISBN 978-1-4576-1830-7.

Additional online readings. Even if you don’t order the e-book, you can
package the additional online readings with the print textbook. These video and
audio clips, from such diverse organizations as NPR and The Moth storytelling
series, add a new dimension to students’ analysis of popular culture. For more
information about the extra multimodal selections, visit the catalog page at
bedfordstmartins.com/signsoflifecatalog.

Let students choose their format. Students can purchase Signs of Life in the
U.S.A. in popular e-book formats for computers, tablets, and e-readers. For
more details, visit bedfordstmartins.com/ebooks.

VideoCentral: English is a growing collection of videos for the writing class
that captures real-world, academic, and student writers talking about how and
why they write. VideoCentral: English can be packaged for free with Signs of
Life in the U.S.A. An activation code is required. To order VideoCentral packaged
with the print book, use ISBN 978-1-4576-1020-2.

Re:Writing Plus gathers all of Bedford/St. Martin’s premium digital content
for composition into one online collection. It includes hundreds of model
documents, the first ever peer-review game, and VideoCentral: English.
Re:Writing Plus can be purchased separately or packaged with the print book
at a significant discount. An activation code is required. To order Re:Writing
Plus packaged with Signs of Life in the U.S.A., use ISBN 978-1-4576-1022-6.

I-SERIES

Add more value to your text by choosing one of the following tutorial series,
free when packaged with Signs of Life in the U.S.A. This popular series pre-
sents multimedia tutorials in a flexible format —because there are things you
can’t do in a book. To learn more about package options or any of the follow-
Ing products, contact your Bedford/St. Martin’s sales representative or visit
bedfordstmartins.com.
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¢ visualizing composition 2.0 (available online) helps students put into
ractice key rhetorical and visual concepts. To order ix visualizing composition
ackaged with the print book, use ISBN 978-1-4576-1283-1.

claim: visualizing argument (available on CD-ROM) offers a new way to
ce argument — with six tutorials, an illustrated glossary, and over seventy
wltimedia arguments. To order i-claim. visualizing argument packaged with
e print book, use ISBN 978-1-4576-1021-9.

cite: visualizing sources (available online as part of Re.Writing Plus) brings
esearch to life through an animated introduction, four tutorials, and hands-on
ource practice. To order i-cite: visualizing sources packaged with the print
00K, use ISBN 978-1-4576-1023-3.

ISTRUCTOR RESOURCES

ou have a lot to do in your course. Bedford/St. Martin’s wants to make it
asy for you to hind the support you need — and to get it quickKly.

he Editors’ Notes for Signs of Life in the U.S.A. is available in PDF format
nd can be downloaded from bedfordstmartins.com/signsoflife. In addition
> chapter overviews and teaching tips, the Editors’ Notes includes sample
yllabi and suggestions for classroom activities.

eachingCentral (bedfordstmartins.com/teachingcentral) offers the entire
st of Bedford/St. Martin’s print and online professional resources in one
lace. You'll hnd landmark reference works, sourcebooks on pedagogica
isues, award-winning collections, and practical advice for the classroom —al
‘ee for instructors.

its (bedfordbits.com) collects creative ideas for teaching a range of com-
osition topics In an easily searchable blog. A community of teachers — lead-
1g scholars, authors, and editors —discuss revision, research, grammar and
cyle, technology, peer review, and much more. Take, use, adapt, and pass
round the ideas. Then, come back to the site to comment or share your own
uggestion. Visit the Signs of Life in the U.S.A. blog, written by author Jack
olomon, featured on Bits at http://blogs.bedfordstmartins.com/bits/author
jolomon.

edford Coursepacks allow you to easily integrate our most popular
ontent into your own course management systems. For details, visit
edfordstmartins.com/cms.
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