
How does the figure of  the teen reflect and mobilize different 
ideologies of  gender, sexuality, and queerness in various genres of  
film? To what extent do contemporary sociocultural circumstances 
affect both the reception and interpretation of  teen films produced 
throughout the decades? In this course, we will examine mainstream 
and independent cinema from the 1950s to the present in order to 
examine how they frame, approach, and at times misrepresent 
adolescent experience. We will pay close attention to how 
understandings of  adolescence, gender, and sexuality have shifted 
over the decades, how teen sexuality is visually aestheticized, and 
how representations of  gender and sexuality are inflected by other 
domains of  identity, including race, ability, and class. In addition to 
learning how to “close read” these films, taking notions such as 
editing, sound, form, and style into consideration, we will also 
determine the extent to which queer and feminist approaches can 
unlock unprecedented and politically viable ways of  critiquing these 
so-called “vapid” and “uncritical” cultural productions.  

In this course, you will: 

1. Understand how ideologies of  gender and sexuality have inflected 
the representation of  teen characters in films generated from the 
1950s, onward. 

2. Develop a foundational understanding of  the major historical, 
cultural, thematic, and aesthetic developments in the creation and 
study of  teen cinema.  

3. Acquire tools, methodologies, frameworks, and vocabulary that 
will facilitate the examination and critique of  diverse films.  

4. Determine the cultural, social, political, and aesthetic merits (and 
drawbacks) of  teen cinema, and understand how teen film shapes 
(and is shaped by) its target audiences.  

5. Examine representations of  gender and sexuality in teen cinema 
from an intersectional perspective that takes into account other 
domains of  identity such as class, race, ethnicity, and disability.  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Important Information 

Professor: Dr. Angel Daniel Matos 
Email: amatos@sdsu.edu  
Twitter: @ProfAngelMatos 

Office Hours 

My office is located in the Arts & 
Letters building, room 217. Please 
make an appointment before 
meeting with me by using my 
online calendar, which you can 
access HERE. 

Disclaimer 

The films assigned in this course 
depict content that might be 
disturbing or triggering to some 
people, including but not limited to 
death, gore, bullying, violence, 
suicide, and sexual assault. If  you 
expect the course material to be 
emotionally challenging, you may 
talk to me about any concerns you 
have before enrolling in this class. 
You may also meet with me at any 
point of  the semester to discuss a 
reaction that you had to one of  the 
assigned films. If  you will be 
unable to participate in class 
discussions or engage comfortably 
with the course films due to their 
content, you should seriously 
reconsider enrolling in this course. 
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Course Films & Readings 

Make sure to purchase a copy of  the following 
textbook in any format that you prefer 
(paperback, ebook, etc.). Click HERE for more 
information on this required text. 

You are required to view and examine the 
assigned films prior to their discussion during 
class meetings. You will have the option of  
purchasing or renting films using services such as 
Netflix, Amazon, iTunes, or Hulu. Note that 
films may not be available in each one of  these 
streaming services. This semester, we will 
examine the following films: 

1. Rebel Without a Cause (Ray, 1955) 
2. Grease (Kleiser, 1978) 
3. A Nightmare on Elm Street (Craven, 1984) 
4. The Breakfast Club (Hughes, 1985) 
5. Smoke Signals (Eyre, 1998) 
6. Real Women Have Curves (Cardoso, 2002) 
7. Mean Girls (Waters, 2004) 
8. Jennifer’s Body (Kusama, 2009) 
9. Pariah (Rees, 2011) 
10. It Follows (Mitchell, 2014) 
11. The Way He Looks (Ribeiro, 2014) 
12. Love, Simon (Berlanti, 2018) 
13. To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before (Johnson, 2018) 

Films will be paired with additional readings 
that will be uploaded to Blackboard. Laptops 
and tablets are allowed in the classroom as long 
as they do not interfere with your in-class 
performance. Cell phones are not permitted in 
the classroom.  

Evaluation Criteria 

Here is a list of  the projects, tasks, and policies that 
you must complete (or comply with) in order to pass 
this course. These requirements are not negotiable 
unless you have special accommodations. If  you are a 
student with a disability who needs accommodations 
for this course, please contact the Student Ability 
Success Center (SASC) by clicking HERE or by 
calling (619) 594-6473.  

Midterm Exam (200 points) 

A midterm exam will be given after we conclude the 
first half  of  this course. This exam will potentially 
require you to conduct an in-class scene analysis of  
one or two films, define concepts and terminology that 
have been introduced to you in class, and answer short 
answer questions that address themes and topics that 
emerged throughout our class discussions. 

Final Project (300 points) 

You will have three options for this project: a) an 
argumentative essay; b) a video essay; or c) a podcast 
that you develop with another classmate. Regardless 
of  what option you choose, you will develop a 
discussion which focuses on a specific element present 
in one of  the films discussed in class.  

Course Tweets (100 points) 

You’re required to have a Twitter account for this 
course (an account created specifically for school 
work). If  your account is private, you must grant me 
permission to view your tweets. Once a week, you 
must share a question, interpretation, or observation, 
that you had when watching the course films. Your 
tweet(s) must be posted prior to our class discussions 
that take place on Tuesdays. My twitter handle is 
@ProfAngelMatos. Follow my account and note 
that you can unfollow me once final grades are 
submitted. Mark all course tweets with #teenfilmsdsu.  

Scene Analysis (100 points) 

You and two peers will present a close reading of  a 
scene from one of  the course films. You will share 
insights that take into consideration matters such as 
editing, sound, form, content, and style. You will also 
discuss how this scene connects to ideologies of  
gender, sexuality, and/or queerness, and develop 
discussion questions for the rest of  the class.

https://newscenter.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/sds/getstarted-1.aspx
https://twitter.com/ProfAngelMatos
https://utpress.utexas.edu/books/shag2p
https://utpress.utexas.edu/books/shag2p
https://newscenter.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/sds/getstarted-1.aspx
https://twitter.com/ProfAngelMatos
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More Evaluation Criteria* 

Attendance (200 points) 

Attendance in this class is compulsory, especially since 
this is a discussion-driven class. Since we all have 
unprecedented emergencies and contingencies, you 
will be granted up to three absences for this course, no 
questions asked. For each additional absence over the 
second, excused or not, you will receive a full grade 
deduction from your attendance grade. If  you have six 
or more absences throughout the semester, excused or 
not, you will receive a zero (0) in this component. 
Here is a more transparent breakdown of  how this 
component will be graded: 

• 1-2 absences: 200 points (A) 
• 3 absences: 170 points (B) 
• 4 absences: 150 points (C) 
• 5 absences: 130 points (D)  
• 6 or more absences: 0 points (F) 

Class Performance (100 points) 

This course is primarily driven by collaborative 
discussions and workshops. It is crucial that you watch 
the course films prior to class, read all assigned 
secondary readings, and participate in every class. 
During every class meeting, you are responsible for: 

• Sharing your thoughts and impressions of  course 
films and readings. 

• Asking and answering questions that will generate 
effective critical discussions. 

• Selecting scenes and passages that you would like 
to examine in class.  

• Listening carefully to your peers, allowing them to 
express their ideas fully before (dis)agreeing with 
them or mobilizing a counterargument.  

Do not be that student who relies entirely on the 
discourse that other people produce without 
generating any insights of  your own. If  you are 
uncomfortable speaking in class, please meet with me 
so we can develop strategies on how to effectively 
participate in class discussions. 

————————————————————— 
*Privacy and Intellectual Property Policy: Your grades and feedback for this 
course are private, and will not be distributed to anyone without your consent. Copies 
of  your assignments will be retained beyond the end of  the term. Data from any 
course assignments or evaluation components may be anonymously used for the 
professor’s tenure profile, or for research projects that he will develop in the future. 
You will be given the option to opt out of  this at the end of  the semester. 

Grading Scale and Course Policies 

A		 1000-950 points, exceptional performance 

A- 	 949-900 points 

B+	 899-880 points 

B 	 879-830 points, effective performance 

B- 	 829-800 points 

C+	 799-780 points 

C 	 779-730 points, average performance 

C-	 729-700 points 

D+	699-680 points 

D 	 679-600 points, deficient performance 

F	 	 599-0 points 

Note that A’s are only given to students who 
demonstrate outstanding, exceptional, and 
virtually flawless achievement in their work and 
class performance. 

—————————————————— 

Cheating and Plagiarism: Any form of  
cheating or plagiarism is a serious academic 
offense that won’t be taken lightly in this 
course. You will automatically receive an F (0 
points) for any assignment that breaches 
SDSU’s expectations for academic honesty. 
For more information on SDSU’s academic 
honesty policies, please click HERE.  

Assignments must be turned in by the 
established due date and in the requested 
format. You may turn in assignments late, 
however, one letter grade will be deducted for 
every day of  lateness (including weekends). If  
you need an extension for an assignment, you 
must contact me at least two days before the 
established deadline. Make sure to present a 
valid justification for the extension request.  

Controversial, difficult, and charged 
topics will be discussed throughout the 
semester. My classroom is a space of  learning. 
Please keep in mind that not everyone in the 
classroom comes in with the same knowledge 
or experiences. I expect you to be sensible, 
respectful, and open-minded in my classroom 
at all times. I reserve the right to ask you to 
leave the classroom if  you defy this policy. 

http://go.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/srr/cheating-plagiarism.aspx
http://go.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/srr/cheating-plagiarism.aspx


Detailed Course Schedule
Unit I: Interrogating the Cultural Relevance of “Classic” Teen Cinema

Ray’s 
Rebel Without a Cause (1955)

Kleisser’s 
Grease (1978)

Hughes’ 
The Breakfast Club (1985)

Waters’ 
Mean Girls (2004)

Description 

Our introductory unit will explore representations of  adolescence in “classic” teen films, 
spanning from the seminal Rebel Without a Cause produced during the 1950s to the 
modern classic, Mean Girls, which has become a cornerstone of  contemporary popular 
culture. We will discuss the cultural phenomena and historical events that led to the 
eventual rise and proliferation of  cinema focused on teen experiences. We will approach 
these films with both a critically suspicious and reparative mindset, paying careful 
attention to the elements that make these films both groundbreaking and problematic 
from a gender and queer studies perspective. Furthermore, we will interrogate whether 
“classic” teen films can resonate with contemporary audiences, or whether these films 
have an “expiration date” due to their outdated references and ideological frameworks. 

Optional Films

• Richard Brooks’ Blackboard Jungle (1955) 
• Paul Wendkos’ Gidget (1959)  
• Michael Lehmann’s Heathers (1989) 
• Amy Heckerling’s Clueless (1995) 
• Will Gluck’s Easy A (2010)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Thursday, January 23 Course introduction | Short film: Snakebite (Hyten 2016)

Tuesday, January 28
Overview of  teen representation in mid-century cinema 
Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (I) 
Read: Shary “Introduction” (pp. 1-28)

Thursday, January 30
Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (II) 
Read: David Baker’s “Rock Rebels and Delinquents: The Emergence of  the Rock Revel 
in 1950s ‘Youth Problem’ Films.” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, February 4 Kleisser’s Grease (I)  
Read: Shary “Transforming the Nerd” (pp. 36-50)

Thursday, February 6 Kleisser’s Grease (II) 
Michael Borgstrom’s “Suburban Queer: Reading Grease.” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, February 11
Hughes’ The Breakfast Club (I) 
Molly Ringwald’s “What About the ‘Breakfast Club’?: Revisiting the Movies of  my Youth 
in the Age of  #MeToo.” (Blackboard) 
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Thursday, February 13
Hughes’ The Breakfast Club (II) 
Read: Anthony C. Bleach’s “Postfeminist Cliques? Class, Postfeminism, and the Molly 
Ringwald - John Hughes Films” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, February 18 Waters’ Mean Girls (I) 
Read: Read: Shary “Youth in School;” “The Labor of  Being Popular” (pp. 29-35, 73-81)

Thursday, February 20 Waters’ Mean Girls (II) 
Read: Gary Simmons’ “Mirrors, Make-Up, and Meanings in Mean Girls.” (Blackboard)

Unit I: Interrogating the Cultural Relevance of “Classic” Teen Cinema
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UNIT II: Female Sexuality and the Teen-Centered Horror Film

Craven’s  
A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984)

Kusama’s  
Jennifer’s Body (2009)

Mitchell’s  
It Follows (2014)

Description 

Many horror films center on teen experience, which is unsurprising given the 
genre’s typically conservative focus on matters such as innocence, gender, 
sexuality, queerness, and morality. In this unit, we will examine youth-centered 
horror films that mobilize notions of  gender and sexuality through different 
visual and narrative techniques. First, we will examine a slasher film—a 
quintessential subgenre of  teen horror that has evolved significantly over time. 
We will then examine a supernatural film that focuses significantly on female 
sexuality, gender transgression, and queerness. Lastly, we will examine a horror 
film released in our contemporary (allegedly postmodern) moment, paying 
close attention to the film’s metatextual commentary and its take on adolescent 
sexuality, growth, and development.

Optional Films

• Brian De Palma’s Carrie (1976) 
• John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) 
• Andrew Flemming’s The Craftt (1996) 
• Wes Craven’s Scream (1996)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, February 25 Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street (I) 
Read: Shary “The Youth Horror Film” (pp. 160-186)

Thursday, February 27
Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street (II) 
Read: Jay Daniel Thompson and Erin Reardon’s “ ‘Mommy Killed Him’: 
Gender, Family, and History in A Nightmare on Elm Street” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, March 3 Kusama’s Jennifer’s Body (I) 
Read: Shary “Supernatural Movies” (pp. 187-220)



Unit III: Queer Teen Representation in Film

Rees’ 
Pariah (2011)

Ribeiro’s 
The Way He Looks (2014)

Berlanti’s  
Love, Simon (2018)

Description 

The third unit in our course will center on films that represent queer teen 
experience, focusing mostly on independent films. We will begin this unit by 
examining Pariah, a film that isn’t marketed as a teen film per se, but that 
nonetheless explores important ties between queerness, race, and adolescence.  
We will then examine queer teen representation in the Brazilian film, The Way 
He Looks, in order to scrutinize how the film uses visual techniques to explore 
the intersection of  queerness and disability. Lastly, we will examine Love, Simon, 
the first film produced by a major Hollywood studio to focus on gay teen 
romance—where we will question the benefits, drawbacks, and limitations of  
presenting queer teen experiences to a broad, mainstream audience. 

Optional Films

• Jamie Babbit’s But I’m a Cheerleader (1999) 
• Tom Gustafson’s Were the World Mine (2008) 
• Stephen Dunn’s Closet Monster (2016) 
• Desiree Akhavan’s The Miseducation of  Cameron Post (2018)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, March 17 Rees’ Pariah (I) 
Read: Shary “Being Queer” (pp. 266-278)

Thursday, March 19
Rees’ Pariah (II) 
Read: Keeling, DeClue, Welbon, Stewart, and Rastegar’s “Pariah and Black 
Independent Cinema Today: A Roundtable Discussion.” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, March 24 Mid-Semester Review

Thursday, March 26 Midterm Exam (In-Class) 

March 30 - April 3 SPRING RECESS
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UNIT II: Female Sexuality and the Teen-Centered Horror Film

Thursday, March 5
Kusama’s Jennifer’s Body (II) 
Read: Aidatul Chusna and Shofi Mahmudah’s “Female Monsters: Figuring 
Female Transgression in Jennifer’s Body (2009).” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, March 10 Mitchell’s It Follows (I) 
Watch: Digging Deeper’s “It Follows: The American Nightmare” (Online)

Thursday, March 12
Mitchell’s It Follows (II) 
Read: David Church’s “Queer Ethics, Urban Spaces, and the Horrors of  
Monogamy in It Follows” (Blackboard)



Tuesday, April 7 Ribeiro’s The Way He Looks (I) 
Watch: Daniel Ribeiro’s Eu Não Quero Voltar Sozinho (Short Film - Blackboard)

Thursday, April 9

Ribeiro’s The Way He Looks (II) 
Read: Hannah Mueller’s “Adolescent Same-Sex Romance and Non-
Traditional Masculinity in Hoje Eu Quero Voltar Sozinho and Do Começo ao 
Fim.” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, April 14
Berlanti’s Love, Simon (I) 
Read: Daniel D’Addario’s “Love, Simon is a Groundbreaking Gay Movie. But 
Do Today’s Teens Actually Need It?” (Blackboard)

Thursday, April 16
Berlanti’s Love, Simon (II) 
Read: Angel Daniel Matos’ “‘A Perfectly Normal Life’? Suburban Space, 
Automobility, and Ideological Whiteness in Love, Simon.” (Blackboard)

Unit III: Queer Teen Representation in Film

Unit IV: The “Coming-of-Age” Film and the Whiteness of Teen Cinema

Cardoso’s  
Real Women Have Curves (2002)

Eyre’s 
Smoke Signals (1998)

Johnson’s 
To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before (2018)

Description 

Why is there such a lack of  teen films with protagonists of  color and 
Indigenous protagonists? Why are films that focus on the experiences of  non-
white adolescents marketed as “coming-of-age” films rather than teen films? 
The final unit in our course has two primary goals: first, we will interrogate the 
whiteness of  teen cinema, and discuss how many of  these films are by 
informed by and perpetuate notions of  white supremacy. Second, we will 
examine films that focus primarily on the experiences on teens of  color and 
Indigenous teens, paying special attention to how ideologies of  gender and 
sexuality are inflected by race, ethnicity, and class. Lastly, we will determine 
how these films disrupt the tropes and expectations of  teen representation in 
cinema. Why is it important for teen cinema to reflect a diversity of  
backgrounds, experiences, and ways of  being in the world, especially when 
considering the target audiences of  these films?

Optional Films
• Richard Glatzer and  Wash Westmoreland’s Quinceañera (2006) 
• Aurora Guerrero’s Mosquita y Mari (2012) 
• Rick Famuyiwa’s Dope (2015)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, April 21
Cardoso’s Real Women Have Curves (I) 
Read: Gwendolyn Audrey Foster’s “Performing Whiteness” in Performing 
Whiteness: Postmodern Re/Constructions in Cinema. (Blackboard)
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Thursday, April 23
Cardoso’s Real Women Have Curves (II) 
Read: Eliza Rodríguez y Gibson’s “Crossing Over: Assimilation, Utopia and 
the Bildungsroman on Stage and Screen in Real Women Have Curves.” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, April 28 Eyre’s Smoke Signals (I)

Thursday, April 30

Eyre’s Smoke Signals (II) 
Read: John Mihelich’s “Smoke or Signals? American Popular Culture and the 
Challenge to Hegemonic Images of  American Indians in Native American 
Film.” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, May 5 Johnson’s To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before (I) 
Read: Shary, “Youth Romance” (pp. 221-243)

Thursday, May 7
Johnson’s To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before (II) 
Read: Gina Mei’s “To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before is an Extraordinary Rom-
Com About Ordinary Teens.” (Blackboard)

Unit IV: The “Coming-of-Age” Film and the Whiteness of Teen Cinema
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