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Anyone encountering popular culture in the classroom has several assumptions to overcome.  Video games, sports, toys, brand names, comics, certain kinds of music and movies—many of the things we refer to as pop culture have also been referred to as mass culture or simply low culture. There was a time when the term culture was reserved for only the finer things in life: museum art, classical music, haute cuisine, great literature.  Once upon a time the university classroom the home of such elite and refined things; many people are still uncomfortable when it isn't.
Why study pop culture?
You might come to the composition classroom expecting readings from literature or civic rhetoric, lessons on organization and style, or even simple grammar drills.  If so, writing an essay about MySpace.com or drift racing can seem like a waste of time.  There are, however, several advantages to "doing" pop culture:

· Everyone participates in pop culture, so it provides common ground for a wide range of students.
· There's lots to talk about: anything in your life can be a topic of study.

· You already know how to make judgments about pop culture, although you may need to develop ways to present your criteria and evidence.
· You will have already done some research simply by absorbing pop culture in your daily life.
What follows are several useful reminders for students who may be surprised to find themselves assigned an essay on what they've seen on TV, downloaded onto their iPod, or browsed through in a shopping mall. 
Pop culture does not have to be popular
Pop culture comprises an almost endless array of subject matter, not all of which will fit a more restrictive notion of "popularity."  There are several phenomenon that qualify as pop culture but can be identified with a limited group.  These may be described as a subculture ("Trekkies," fans of Star Trek) or, if they contain a particularly rebellious streak, a counterculture (punk rock).
Pop culture is not the same as youth culture
There are probably several reasons popular and youth culture tend to get lumped together. But despite this, pop culture is nothing "new" and pop culture topics are not confined to the latest trends.  Although you can certainly write about the stuff that is immediately present in your life, taking a historical view can yield more interesting topics or allow for a greater degree of objectivity.  For example, if you are interested in the wide appeal of the NCAA tournament, you could look at its growing popularity by analyzing changes in media coverage since its inception in 1939.
Analyzing pop culture is more than being a fan of it
We are probably all fans of something, and while it may be rewarding to speak fanishly with those who share our obsessions, your English 101 paper will need to assume a wider audience.  This will mean striking a careful balance between gushing out your love for your topic and resorting to a detailed introduction for the uninitiated.  This does not mean you need to be completely passionless about your topic.  In fact, writing about the things you enjoy can actually be a very effective way of doing pop culture research.  The key is to push beyond simplistic evaluations: Fallout Boy is so cool, or World of Warcraft is so much fun, or playing ultimate Frisbee is really good exercise.  Ask more probing questions: how does a band embody a certain idea of coolness? what do you actually do when playing a game and why is it enjoyable? who plays a given sport and what do they get out of it?
Pop culture criticism can either blame or praise, or do neither
Many newspaper editorials on pop culture tend to be negative, a kind of writing sometimes called invective or placing blame. Whenever someone writes about how violent video games cause actual violence, or how oversexed pop music and low cut jeans lead to teenage promiscuity, that person is using the invective mode.  On the other hand, there is an equally strong tradition, especially in student essays, of praising pop culture in a mode of writing called encomium. As indicated above, when this mode is reduced to merely being a fan, readers may find it boring or pointless.  You can appeal to a wider audience with a thorough analysis that tries to explain why something appeals to its fans and irritates its detractors, but more importantly how it does these things and how it fits into the larger cultural landscape.
Researching and citing pop culture can be messy

Libraries and citation styles (MLA, APA) were never intended to store, index, or cite pop culture "stuff."  This is changing, but you may still find yourself having to do initial research through Google, Wikipedia or bookstore catalogs—what some have called "guerilla research."  Before you give up on the library, however, make sure you have exhausted every resource, including the reference librarian.  Make sure you also research for broader related topics. Although no one may have written a scholarly article on a particular designer handbag, there will be a wealth of research available on name-brand fashion and marketing.
Related Areas of Study

There are some established fields of study that overlap with pop culture, such as film studies and media studies.  The latter can include studies of media programming or studies in advertising.  Some kinds of pop culture research has begun spinning off into niche fields, such as game theory, "ludology," or mundane studies, which considers everyday objects that are often taken for granted (toothpicks, hubcaps, bicycle racks).  The most important thing is to have fun, and reconsider what might count as suitable material for "serious" writing.
