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Course Assessment, MEVIT 4616, Internet, Self and Society, spring 2016 

This course assessment is based on the feedback received from a ‘five-minute’ questionnaire 
handed out at half-time (with 14 returns). A second round of questionaires in the final session 
was made difficult due to the postponement of the session. Five students were kind enough to 
submit a final assessment after the course had ended.  

Course description, intention and envisaged learning outcome 

The course description reads: “We will develop an overview of the wider consequences of 
digital media – for our senses of selfhood and identity, subjectivity and social interactions, as 
well as society more generally (including its cultural and political dimensions).” About the 
envisaged learning outcome, the course description states that it is to illuminate “how diverse 
media technologies and usages interact with diverse notions, emphases and enactments of 
subjectivity, identity, and selfhood”, and how these interactions have effects in and on the 
social.  

Based on pragmatic and psychosocial (Dewey, Mead, Lorenzer etc.) understandings of the 
relation between self and society, the course shed light on practices of identity and community 
formation on diverse social-media platforms online. It further observed and discussed effects 
of self-commodification driven by such platforms and looked into the effects on the self and 
society through various themes and concepts: space, the virtual, everyday life, privacy, 
friendship, love, sexuality, politics and religion. 

Although the mission statement was felt to be abstract and theory-driven by many of the 
students, most of them expressed that this was also what drew them to the course and found 
the course outline to represent the course content and literature to a strong and satisfying 
degree. The broad variation of scenarios and the relative degree of openness that the course 
objectives provided was found to be challenging but was also welcomed by the students. As 
one participant stated in the final assessment: “[T]he topic was very broad and diverse, 
although highly interesting.”  

Indeed, what students seemed to appreciate about the course was the freedom it provided 
them to assess their own interests in digital media – their own project ideas – from within the 
challenging theoretical frames provided by the course literature. 

Overall, students stated that the course added something to the curriculum that they otherwise 
did not find there, specifically, an arsenal of theoretical tools with which to sharpen and reflect 
upon their own engagement, academic and/or private, with the internet and digital media. 
However, despite this clearly positive feedback, it seems important to invest yet more work in 
orienting students as to the overall way of academic thinking that the course requires of them. 
This thinking, which moves back and forth between a focus on micro interactions with and in 
digital media and an interest in the implications of these interactions at the macro level of the 
social, is something that students need to be better accustomed to.  

Course reading 



With 811 pages, the course literature was almost at the lowest possible (800–1000 pages is 
the standard requirement). However, with most of the texts operating at a high level of 
abstraction, the reading load was felt by many to be very heavy. At the same time, a lot of 
students confessed that they also found immense pleasure and gratification in the 
‘crunchiness’ (i.e. the level of difficulty of the reading) and the workload once they engaged 
with it.  

As one can gather from the last course assessment from 2013, written by Charles Ess, the 
former course convener, this problem is by no means new. In view of the course’s philosophical 
orientation, it is one of its main points to introduce students to complex, abstract and 
challenging ways of thinking about the internet. Thus, there is not much one can do to lower 
the difficulty level of the reading; nevertheless, I will try to pair up those texts leaning towards 
the theoretical and abstract with more hands-on empirical studies.  

Another point that was raised by the students was the accessibility of the literature. I had 
prepared a course reader that was on sale at academica. This reader, it turned out, was 
extremely expensive (900 NOK). In order to amend this, I will try to slim this reader down and 
make more online articles accessible to students from the beginning. Arguably, while this 
approximates spoon-feeding students the course literature, it might also motivate them to read 
more of the course material from the first.  

A last point raised in relation to course literature was the age of some of the texts. This was 
something that I had taken into consideration when I took over the course from Charles Ess, 
who had brought it with him to Oslo and had not taught it since 2013. My plan was and still is 
to renew the literature carefully and gradually, while retaining some of the classic positions. 
Already for the spring 2016 term I replaced some of the older articles and chapters with newer 
works. However, my experience is that not all texts that are old are also dated and much can 
be gained from the discussion of, say, Sherry Turkle’s 1995 Life on the Screen, in view of 
today’s online practices. An idea I will be following up in the coming instantiations is to 
coordinate older and more recent discussions of relevant themes and concepts, as for example 
discussions of the virtual in the 1990s in contrast to the 2010s. As one of the course students 
stated during the final-assessment round: “Even if the books and articles were not always up-
to-date, with the help of them it was possible to find relevant materials independently, because 
the literature forced to explore further in this direction.” 

Form of exam and information about course requirements and objectives 

The term paper as the exam form of choice supports the course requirement for students to 
relate to the course literature with their own interests and engagement in digital internet culture. 
The in-class requirements to (a) hand in an abstract of the subject of one’s term paper, to (b) 
present one’s term-paper idea in class, as well as to (c) accompany one’s reading of the course 
literature with a “commonplace book” were again to reinforce this idea of cross-fertilisation 
between students’ interests, their envisaged MA projects and the course’s broader objective 
of working out the media-cultural practices that are formative for self and society. Furthermore, 
these additional requirements were geared to guide students through this dialectical relation 
between the course content and their own projects.  

I informed students about this broader idea of the course and its requirements, about the 
deadlines for the term paper abstracts, the date for the presentation of term paper topics and 
the deadline for the term papers in the first session and then repeated the most relevant parts 
of this information at the beginning of each session as well as in a fortnightly mail to the 
students – a mail which I then also posted to the course’s ‘room’ in Fronter.  



As a standard, I further offered informal talks with students in the breaks as well as after class, 
answering questions regarding the term paper and student presentations (and, as a matter of 
course, I responded to mails and/or made office-hour appointments). As stated above, all 
students who sought to submit a term paper for the course were obliged to send in an abstract 
of their envisaged term paper, which I commented upon. Before the last session, students also 
had the opportunity to send me a revised and expanded version of their abstract that I then 
commented upon once more. Telling from the feedback, students were very happy indeed with 
the kind and amount of guidance, support and orientation that they received.  

Yet, it needs to be said that the effort that went into supervising the term papers is not quite 
satisfactorily reflected in the overall exam results (see fig. 1).  

 

fig. 1: distribution of marks, spring 2016. 

Assessing the term papers myself with the help of an external examiner, the character average 
remained a little below my expectations (i.e. I would have expected more Bs then Ds). This 
seems to be related to some of the students being relatively inexperienced in writing term 
papers – i.e. in finding their own field/subject, framing it, bringing it in touch with a research 
question and the course literature and doing an analysis within a limit of ten pages. However, 
in my opinion this somewhat dissatisfactory outcome is rather an argument for retaining this 
exam form than against it. At MA-level it is exactly the ability to formulate and structure one’s 
own research that becomes a central requirement and “Internet, Self and Society” is clearly 
geared to strengthen this ability.  

What might be done to further strengthen its learning effect on students is to use the existing 
tool of the commonplace book – a notebook for students’ personal observations, associations 
and ideas in relation to the course literature – for the purpose of finding research questions 
and formulating term paper ideas in relation to the offered theoretical and empirical materials. 

Structure of seminars and lectures 

The exam form and course requirements went hand in hand with the structure of the classes. 
I chose the rather unusual format of fortnightly 4-hour-sessions in which shorter lecture pieces 
were followed by student presentations (which were an obligatory course requirement), group 
work and plenary discussions. In my lecture pieces I used a broad choice of current examples 
to illustrate the theoretical points in the literature. Students were asked to use examples either 
from their own MA research or from their miscellaneous readings to make their presentations 
of course texts engaging. Especially the discussions and the use of examples received 



enthusiastic feedback from the majority of the students for bringing more abstract concepts to 
life. 

Even though a smaller, yet significant part of the students felt that four hours were ambitious 
and exhausting and would have preferred to have the four hours split up into two two-hour 
sessions per week, the in-class discussions, depth of analysis and the general atmosphere 
clearly profited from the long afternoons during which one could properly settle into one’s work 
on a subject. I thus think that the very friendly, constructive and open atmosphere in class, 
upon which many students commented positively in their evaluation, is at least partly a result 
of the longer hours that the course participants spent together, creating a feeling of 
togetherness, acceptance and camaraderie. In view of this, I very much want to hold on to this 
arrangement.  

Summary – conclusion 

What should be changed? What retained, then? Overall, the course received very positive, 
encouraging feedback for the way it integrates MA students’ interests and project ideas with 
theories on identity, sociality and media. The overall orientation of the course is thus to be 
retained, but sharpened further so that students manage to settle into the idea of the course 
easier and faster. As the kind of work suggested here seems relatively new and unfamiliar to 
many, it needs more initial explanation than I had expected. 

The course reading is challenging but strong, with an interesting mix of older and newer texts 
and received mostly very positive feedback – also for its marked difference to other MA courses 
offered at IMK. Yet, work on updating and streamlining it will continue.  

The fit between exam form, course requirements, intended learning outcome, and structure of 
teaching seems very good and effective and should be retained.  

Informing, supervising and guiding students through the course requirements seem to have 
functioned well – especially the guiding of the term papers received positive feedback. As 
stated above, I can do more and better work informing students of their function in the course 
and of the kind of involvement expected of them. In view of the significant number of weaker 
marks that term papers achieved it will be important to introduce a writing task. This might be 
combined with the in-class presentation of one of the texts on the curriculum.  

What I can highly recommend to other lecturers and course conveners is the mixing of the 
lecture and seminar format in longer class units. Having shorter lecture pieces, in which main 
concepts are presented and discussed and which are then followed by student discussions 
definitely makes for more lively engagement on part of the students.  


