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 Comm/Info 4650: Mobile Communication in Public Life 
Undergraduate Seminar, Spring 2016  
Tuesdays & Thursdays, 1:25-2:40pm  

Kennedy 101 
 

Instructor:  Lee Humphreys, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Dept of Communication 
  Office: 483 Mann Library Building 
  Office phone: 607-255-2599 
  Email: lmh13@cornell.edu 

Office hours: Wednesdays, 1-3pm 
 

   
 
Course Description 

Mobile technology is an increasingly important tool for modern communication. This course will 
take a critical exploration of the role of mobile communication in public life. Throughout the 
course, we will explore the societal impact of mobile communication so that students can gain a 
deeper intellectual understanding of mobile communication in public life and its impact on issues 
such as social interaction, identity, privacy, sense of place, and surveillance. By the end of the 
course, students should have a critical understanding of the global, social, political, and 
economic impact of mobile communication.  
 
Course Learning Objectives 
 

1. Identify a variety of implications of mobile communication for social relations. 
2. Describe economic and political effects of mobile communication globally. 
3. Explain privacy and safety issues related to mobile communication. 
4. Conduct primary research on mobile communication in public life.  

 
 
Required Text: 
Donner, J. (2015). After Access: Inclusion, development, and a more mobile internet. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press. 
 
Additional readings can be found on Blackboard in alphabetical order by first author.  
 
Logistics: 

Students who do not attend the first two classes of the semester will be dropped from the 
course. 

This class will be run as a seminar, which means there will be little to no lecture. 
Students should complete all readings in preparation for class. Students will be expected to 
contribute to class discussion in constructive and respectful ways. Students should bring the 
readings with them to class as we will often refer back to them during class.  

Discussion Questions: Students will be responsible for writing one discussion question 
per week. The class will be divided into two groups. Group 1 will write discussion questions for 
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the readings due on Tuesdays and Group 2 will write discussion questions for the readings due 
on Thursdays. Discussion questions should be submitted by midnight the night before class. 
Discussion questions are a way to a) seek clarification about confusing passages in the readings; 
b) relate readings together; c) relate readings to current events; or d) praise/critique particular 
passages from the readings. You must submit 10 of 11 discussion questions.  

Mini-Essays: Students will also be asked to write twelve in-class 5-minute essays 
throughout the semester. Each essay will be graded on a scale: check minus, check, & check 
plus. Essay questions will be based on the readings for that day. The lowest two grades of the 
essays will be dropped and not calculated into the final grade.  
 Mobile Diet Assignment: In order to better understand the role of mobile communication 
in everyday life, students are required to go on a mobile phone diet for 48 hours and then submit 
a written reflection on the exercise. 

Primary Research Project: Throughout the semester students will work on a collective 
research project whereby they learn to and conduct qualitative in-depth interviews (n>5) and 
observation research (~10 hours) on mobile communication in public. Students will submit their 
observational field notes and interview transcriptions at the end of the semester. Additionally 
students will also submit a 7-8 page analysis of their research. 

Human Subjects Training: All researchers at Cornell who conduct research with human 
subjects must complete Human Subjects Training. If you have not completed such the online 
training here at Cornell, you are required to do so before March 1. Human Subjects Training: 
http://www.irb.cornell.edu/training/citi. Please send your certification to lmh13@cornell when 
you’ve completed the training. 
 
Grading: 
 Course grades will depend on critical mastery of the theoretical, conceptual, and empirical 
issues raised in the course as demonstrated in contributions to in-class essays (20%), discussion 
questions (10%), mobile diet assignment (15%), research fieldnotes (15%), research 
transcriptions (20%), and final research analysis paper (20%). 
 
Students with disabilities:  

If you are a student with a disability and qualify for academic accommodations, please 
contact me as early as possible during the semester. I am happy to provide students with the 
necessary accommodations as long as you let me know ahead of time. 
 
Statement of Inclusivity and Respect: 
 Each student in this course is expected to contribute to an inclusive and respectful class 
environment. Students of all backgrounds including gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, 
and religion are to be treated fairly and with honesty, integrity, and respect. Civil discourse, 
reasoned thought, sustained discussion, and constructive engagement without degrading, 
abusing, harassing, or silencing others is required of all students in this class. 
 
Code of Academic Integrity: 

Each student in this course is expected to abide by the Cornell University Code of 
Academic Integrity. Any work submitted by a student in this course for academic credit will be 
the student’s own work. Proper APA citation should be followed for all assignments. For this 
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course, collaboration is allowed in the following instances: group research proposal and on the 
final paper.   

 
From the Cornell "Code of Academic Integrity": 
 
   “Absolute integrity is expected of every Cornell student in all academic undertakings. 
Integrity entails a firm adherence to a set of values, and the values most essential to an 
academic community are grounded on the concept of honesty with respect to the 
intellectual efforts of oneself and others. Academic integrity is expected not only in 
formal coursework situations, but in all University relationships and interactions 
connected to the educational process…  A Cornell student’s submission of work for 
academic credit indicates that the work is the student’s own. All outside assistance 
should be acknowledged, and the student's academic position truthfully reported at all 
times. In addition, Cornell students have a right to expect academic integrity from each 
of their peers. 
 
General responsibilities: 

1. A student shall in no way misrepresent his or her work. 
2. A student shall in no way fraudulently or unfairly advance his or her academic  
     position. 
3. A student shall refuse to be party to another student’s failure to maintain  
     academic integrity. 
4. A student shall not in any other manner violate the principle of academic 

integrity.” 
 
The entire Code of Academic Integrity can be found online at            

                       http://cuinfo.cornell.edu/Academic/AIC.html 
 

 
Absences: 
 This course will be run as seminar with little to no lecture. Therefore your class 
preparation and attendance are crucial to the success of the class. Attendance will not be taken in 
class unless it seems that attendance is becoming a problem in the course. In-class essays can be 
made up only if the student notifies the professor prior to class that they will be missing due to 
illness, etc. Travel plans home for holidays and breaks, such as weddings and vacations and 
family reunions, are not reasonable excuses for late work or alternative arrangements. If a 
student has an excused absence from class on a day that he or she is submitting a discussion 
question, the student is still expected to submit discussion question to the professor in advance in 
class. If the student fails to submit a discussion question without prior approval from the 
professor, the student will not be allowed to submit make-up question. There will be no paper or 
assignment extensions in this class. Please look at assignment dates and do not remain in the 
class if you have conflicting responsibilities. 
 
Re-grading Policy: 
There are two general rules/guidelines to keep in mind regarding grade policies for 
COMM/INFO4650: 
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1. The professor will not discuss the grade of a paper or assignment for at least 24 
hours after the graded paper has been returned to the student. This ensures that the 
student has enough time to read and digest the comments by the professor as well 
as to re-read their own work. 

2. Any official grade request change must be in writing (Word doc, not email or 
sms), explaining why the student thinks a grade change is in order. A hard copy of 
this request should be handed into the professor within one week of receiving the 
grade. 

 
Extra Credit Policy: 

Throughout the semester we will be reading about a variety of research on mobile 
communication. In order to gain a deeper understanding of the research process, students are 
encouraged in participate in research studies on campus. Students can gain extra credit in Comm 
/Info 4650 for their participation in a research study at Cornell. Course extra credit for Comm 
4650 will only be given for research studies which are communication or media-related.  
Students can sign up to participate in a research study on SONA https://cornell-comm.sona-
systems.com. 

Generally, SONA points are given out based on 30-minute time intervals. One SONA 
point (or one 30-minute study) is equivalent to 0.5 extra credit points in Comm 4650. Students 
may earn up to 2 extra credit points or 4 SONA points in Comm 4650. Participation in a study 
can only count as extra credit for one course this semester. Students cannot have their 
participation in a study count towards multiple courses for extra credit. 

Students can also receive extra credit for attending an academic event (i.e. colloquium, 
special lecture, etc.) related to a topic we are discussing in class and then write a 1-page report 
summarizing how the lecture relates to mobile communication. Students interested in this option 
need to get the professor’s approval of the event before it occurs. Each report should be turned 
in with 48hours of the event and can earn a student up to 1 extra credit point. In lieu of research 
extra credit, students can earn up to two extra credit points through these lecture reports.   

Check out http://communication.cals.cornell.edu/news-events and 
http://infosci.cornell.edu/colloquia for potential colloquia of interest. 

Students may do any combination of research extra credit and lecture report extra credit, 
but may not earn more than two extra credit points in COMM/INFO 4650. 
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Course Schedule 
 

Week 1, Thursday, 1/28 
Topic:  Introductions and overview of course 
Assignment due: (none) 

 
Week 2, Tuesday, 2/2  

Topic: History of the mobile phone 
Assignment due:  

Read Agar, J. (2003). Constant Touch: A Global History of the Mobile Phone. 
Cambridge: Icon Books (pp. 3-27). 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 2, Thursday, 2/4 

Topic: History of the mobile media 
Assignment due:  

Read Marvin, C. (1988). When Old Technologies Were New: thinking about 
electric communication in the late nineteenth century. New York: Oxford 
University Press, Ch 1. 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 3, Tuesday, 2/9  

Topic: Mobiles & Social Interaction  
Assignment due:  

Read Ling, R., & Yttri, B. (2002). Hyper-coordination via mobile phones in 
Norway. In J. Katz & M. Aakhus (Eds.), Perpetual Contact: Mobile 
communication, private talk, public performance (pp. 139-169). Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 3 Thursday, 2/11 

Topic: Mobile & Social interaction 
Assignment due:  

Read Licoppe, C. (2004). ‘Connected’ Presence: The Emergence of a New 
Repertoire for Managing Social Relationships in a Changing Communication 
Technoscape. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 22(1), 135-156. 
doi:10.1068/d323t 
Mobile Diary Assignment DUE 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 4, Tuesday NO CLASS FEB BREAK 
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Week 4, Thursday 2/18 
Topic: Mobile & Youth 
Assignment Due: 

Read Vanden Abeele, M. M. P. (2016). Mobile youth culture: A conceptual 
development. Mobile Media & Communication, 4(1), 85-101. 
doi:10.1177/20501579156 
Read Olsen, S. (2010, June 9). When to Buy Your Child a Cellphone. New York 
Times. Retrieved August 25, 2010, from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/10/technology/personaltech/10basics.html  
Read: Kunkel, D. (2015).  Digital deception: legal questions surround new 
“YouTube Kids” app. Parenting for a Digital Future Blog. 
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/2015/11/30/digital-deception-legal-
questions-surround-new-youtube-kids-app/ 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 5, Tuesday, 2/23  

Topic: Mobile & Youth 
Assignment due: 

Read Chen, Y.-F., & Katz, J. E. (2009). Extending family to school life: College 
students’ use of the mobile phone. International Journal of Human-Computer 
Studies, 67(2), 179-191. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2008.09.002 01455 
Read McEwen, R. “Longitudinal study of Mobile Phone use by College students”.  

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 5, Thursday, 2/25 

Topic:  Mobiles & Youth 
Assignment due: 

Read Campbell, S. W., & Park, Y. J. (2014). Predictors of mobile sexting among 
teens: Toward a new explanatory framework. Mobile Media & Communication, 
2(1), 20-39. doi:10.1177/2050157913502645 
Read Goluboff, S. L. (2016). Text to sex: The impact of cell phones on hooking 
up and sexuality on campus. Mobile Media & Communication, 4(1), 102-120. 
doi:10.1177/2050157915603759  

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before)  
Supplemental Reading: 

Read Lenhart, A. (2009). Teens and Sexting: How and why minor teens are 
sending sexually suggestive nude or nearly nude images via text messaging. 
Washington DC: Pew Internet and American Life. 

 
Week 6, Tuesday, 3/1 

Topic:  Mobiles & Public Space 
Assignment due: 

Read Humphreys, L. (2005). Cellphones in Public: Social interactions in a 
wireless era. New Media and Society, 6(8), 813-836. 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
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Week 6, Thursday, 3/3 
Topic: Mobile and Public Space 
Assignment Due:  

Read Lasen, A. (2002). A Comparative Study of Mobille Phone Use in Public 
Places in London, Madrid, and Paris. Digital World Research Center Report, 
University of Surrey.  
Read Rainie L. & Zickuhr, K. (2015). Americans’ Views on Mobile Etiquette. 
Pew Internet and American Life Project Report.  

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 7, Tuesday, 3/8 

Topic: Observational research 
Assignment due: 

Read Wolfinger, N. H. (2002). On writing fieldnotes: collection strategies and 
background expectations. Qualitative Research, 2(1), 85-95.  

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 7, Thursday, 3/10 

Topic: Interview research 
Assignment due: 

Read Lofland, J., Snow, D., Anderson, L., & Lofland, L. H. (2006). Analyzing 
social settings: A guide to qualitative observation and analysis (4th ed.). Belmont, 
CA: Wadsworth Publishing (99-108) 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 8, Tuesday, 3/15 

Topic: Locative Media 
Assignment due: 

Read Frith, J. (2015). Smartphones as Locative Media. (ch. 3&4: Infrastructures 
of Locative Media and Wayfinding through Mobile Interfaces). Cambridge, MA: 
Polity Press. 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
  
Week 8, Thursday, 3/17 

Topic: Locative Media 
Assignment due: 

Read Schwartz, R., & Halegoua, G. R. (2015). The spatial self: Location-based 
identity performance on social media. New Media & Society, 17(10), 1643-1660. 
doi:10.1177/1461444814531364 
Read Wilken, R. (2014). Places nearby: Facebook as a location-based social 
media platform. New Media & Society, 16(7), 1087-1103. 
doi:10.1177/1461444814543997 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
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Week 9, Tuesday, 3/21 
Topic: Mobiles for All 
Assignment due: 

Read Chipchase, J. (2008) Reducing Illiteracy as a Barrier to Mobile 
Communication, in J.Katz’s (Ed.) Handbook of Mobile Communication, (pp. 79-
89), Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
Read Goggin, G. (2006). Cell Phone Culture: Mobiles in Everyday Life. London: 
Routledge, Ch. 5 (pp. 89-103). 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
Supplemental Readings: 

Read Alper, M. (2014). Digital Youth with Disabilities Report. MacArthur 
Foundation. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

 
Week 9, Thursday, 3/23 

Topic: Interviews and Observation Practicum 
Assignment due: 

  Work on interviews & observations in class 
 

SPRING BREAK – no class 
 

Week 10, Tuesday, 4/5 
Topic: Field notes and transcription practicum 
Assignment due: 

Work on fieldnotes and transcriptions in class. 
 
Week 10, Thursday 4/7 

Topic: Mobiles in the Developing World 
Assignment due:  

Read Ling, R. & Donner, J. (2009). Mobile communication (Chapter 3: pp. 49-
74). Cambridge, MA: Polity Press. 
Read LIRNEAsia Innovation briefs: 
- Helping BOP micro-entrepreneurs to do business through mobiles Innovation brief 
- Knowledge and information seeking through the mobile phone for livelihood benefits 
- Socioeconomic benefits of mobile phones for women at the BOP 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 11, Tuesday, 4/12 

Topic: Mobiles in the Developing World 
Assignment due: 

Read Donner, J. (2015) After Access: Inclusion, development and a more mobile 
Internet (pp. 1-102). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Example observational fieldnotes & transcription due 
Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
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Week 11, Thursday, 4/14 
Topic: Mobiles in the Developing World 
Assignment due:  

Read Donner, J. (2015) After Access: Inclusion, development and a more mobile 
Internet (pp. 103-174). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 12, Tuesday, 4/19 

Topic: Mobiles & Collective action 
Assignment due: 

Read Rheingold, H. (2008) Mobile Media & Political Collective Action, in J. 
Katz’s (Ed.) Handbook of Mobile Communication, (pp. 225-239), Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press. 
Read Neumayer, C., & Stald, G. (2014). The mobile phone in street protest: 
Texting, tweeting, tracking, and tracing. Mobile Media & Communication, 2(2), 
117-133. doi:10.1177/2050157913513255 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
   
Week 12, Thursday, 4/21 

Topic: Mobile & Collective action 
Assignment due:  

Read Martin, J. A. (2014). Mobile media and political participation: Defining and 
developing an emerging field. Mobile Media & Communication, 2(2), 173-195. 
doi:10.1177/2050157914520847 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 13, Tuesday, 4/26  

Topic: Mobiles & Surveillance 
Assignment due: 

Read Wicker, S. B. (2011). Cellular telephony and the question of privacy. 
Commun. ACM, 54(7), 88-98. doi:10.1145/1965724.1965745 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 13, Thursday, 4/28 

Topic: Mobiles & Surveillance 
Assignment due: 

Read Humphreys, L. (2010). Who's watching whom? A study of interactive 
technology and surveillance. Journal of Communication. 

Group 2 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
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Week 14, Tuesday, 5/3 
Topic: Mobile & Sousveillance 
Assignment due: 

Read Coudert, F., Butin, D., & Le Métayer, D. (2015). Body-worn cameras for 
police accountability: Opportunities and risks. Computer Law & Security Review, 
31(6), 749-762. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.clsr.2015.09.002 

Group 1 leads discussion (questions due by midnight the night before) 
 
Week 14, Thursday, 5/5 
 Topic: Analyzing qualitative data 
 Assignment due: 
  Bring your observational and transcription data with you to class. 
 
Week 15, Tuesday, 5/10 

Topic: Wrap up 
Assignment due:  
Final observational fieldnotes and transcriptions due 
 

Final analysis papers due May 17th, by noon in Prof. Humphreys mailbox (4th floor Mann) 
 
 
 


