
COMT 320-800
Media Studies: 
Introduction to Mass Communication
Summer 2007 Syllabus

Professor:
Dr. David Weiss (dweiss@msubillings.edu)
Office hours:  
By appointment
Office: 
LA 607
Office phone:  (406) 657-2962
Course description and objectives
The purpose of this course is to introduce you to the structures, frameworks, operating procedures, and influences of various forms of mass media, both in and of themselves and as powerful—and often controversial—forces in Western capitalist societies such as the United States. In addition, you will gain an appreciation of the historical and cultural contexts that contribute to the structures and functions of today’s media. 

Virtually all U.S. citizens spend the majority of their waking hours engaging with the mass media but often do so with little if any knowledge of the media’s histories, economic impacts, or social functions—not to mention the ways in which media forms, media texts, and the media industries contribute to individual and cultural identity. Students successfully completing COMT 320 will understand how each of the mass media forms came to be, evolved, is currently configured, and affects contemporary life politically, economically, and culturally. 
Throughout the semester, we will employ a critical perspective, exploring and deconstructing the social impact of mass media and examining the wide variety of forces that drive the media in their everyday operations. Whether you plan to contribute to the production of mass media messages or simply (continue to) consume them, this course will provide you with (a) an understanding of the media industry, its history, its controversies, and its many influences on us as individuals and as members of societies and (sub)cultures, and (b) some basic analytical skills which will help you become a more informed, inquisitive, critical, active, media-literate, and empowered citizen.
Course readings
The primary source of readings for COMT 320 is the required textbook: 
Baran, S. J. (2007). Introduction to mass communication: Media literacy and culture (4th ed.) New York: McGraw-Hill.(
Links to other required readings can be found on their appropriate unit pages. Additionally, I will be continually on the lookout for articles that I think will be of interest to you. I reserve the right to assign additional readings as the semester proceeds. I will announce additional required readings, if any, in the “announcements” box on the course home page and/or by e-mail.
Suggested/supplemental sources
The media—and the media industries—are dynamic, ever-changing, and more influential than ever before, making the need to keep up with what’s going on with these crucial shapers and reflectors of popular culture and opinion greater than ever before. I suggest you regularly read at least one daily paper (The Billings Gazette, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, USA Today) in print and online. Watch the news on CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, the major broadcast networks, and the local network affiliates. Listen to National Public Radio. Visit the online-only news sites and blogs. But don’t limit your media engagement to the news. Go to movies. Surf the Internet. Browse through magazines. Read books. Listen to the radio. Watch sitcoms, soaps, dramas, and reality shows. Play video games. Watch music videos. And keep your eyes and ears open while you’re doing so.

I also suggest that you check out the many web sites devoted to critiquing (or serving as “watchdogs” of) the news media, offering analyses from various political standpoints. These sites include cursor.org, fair.org, aim.org, cmpa.com, accuracy.org, cjrdaily.org, parentstv.org, projectcensored.org, medialens.org, and factcheck.org. (You can find links to all these sites and more under “Course Home” and at www.world-newspapers.com/media.html.)
Graded assignments and course-grade computation

The following is a summary of the graded assignments for this class. Details and deadlines follow on subsequent pages; also, see the “320 calendar” file posted on the course home page.
Required elements

  


 Maximum point value 


Threaded discussion and/or chat participation

120 points   

Exam #1
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Exam #3






  60 points


 
Deprivation paper





  50 points


   
Connection paper





  50 points


   
Total






400 points

           
Points earned translate to semester grades as follows:
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Course units
There are 13 units in this course. Units vary in length, but most are around 4 weekdays long. All units begin at 12:01 a.m. Mountain Time and end at 11:59 p.m. Mountain Time. (Yes, I’m aware that this means that there is a minute of “dead time” between units. That’s when I sleep.) For the most part, threaded discussions (see below) will be considered closed at the end of the unit.
In each unit, you will find the following:

- my introduction to the unit’s topic(s)

- a list of the unit’s required readings

- links to the readings (except for those which are found in your Baran textbook; sorry, not everything is hyperlinked yet!)

- a link to a brief PowerPoint presentation that I’ve put together to supplement the readings

- in some cases (but definitely not all!), a link to a brief audio file that I’ve created to accompany my PowerPoint presentation

- things to think about during the unit that will help you prepare for the unit’s threaded discussion

- reminders about upcoming deadlines, exams, etc. that will be occurring during the unit’s time frame
Assignment details and deadlines
Threaded discussions and chats
Participation in threaded discussions and/or chats is a crucial element of this course, hence its significant contribution (120 points, or 30% of the 400-point semester maximum) to your grade. 

There will be a total of 16 participation “events” available to you over the course of the semester: 
- 12 threaded discussions (one for each of the first 12 units) 

- 4 scheduled chats (5:30-6:30 p.m. MT on Wed. May 16th, Wed. June. 6th, Wed. June 27th, and Wed. July 18th)
Of these 16 available “events,” each student must participate in a total of 12 events, including at least 1 chat—over the course of the semester. (You are welcome to participate in more than 12 “events,” although there is no guarantee that extra credit will be provided if you do.) This means that you must participate in any one of the following combinations:
- 1 chat and 11 threaded discussions

- 2 chats and 10 threaded discussions

- 3 chats and 9 threaded discussions

- 4 chats and 8 threaded discussions

Please also note that the Unit 1 and Unit 12 threaded discussions are both mandatory.  

For each event in which you participate, you can earn up to 10 points. To earn the full 10 points for each event, whether threaded discussion or chat, you must do all of the following 3 things:
(1) provide a substantial (i.e., not simply “I agree!”) posting related to the topic or question that I use to frame the discussion;
(2) provide a substantial response to a posting by a classmate; and
(3) provide a substantial response to either a classmate’s reaction to your response, or to any other student’s comments directed specifically at you. (If no one comments on anything you said, you may simply provide a response to a second classmate’s posting.)
By “substantial” I am not referring (merely) to response length. I will also be looking to see that your postings and responses make a meaningful and relevant contribution to the discussion. Specifically, your postings and responses must do any or all of the following:
- display your grasp of the reading(s) for the unit

- reflect the fact that you actually thought about the issues under discussion

- include comments on current real-world media-related events

- make a connection between the unit’s readings and the real-world media-related events that you and your classmates introduce into the conversation.
Threaded discussion contributions will be not be eligible for any credit if they are posted after a unit is completed (i.e., after 11:59 p.m. MT on the unit’s final night. (The one exception to this is the Unit 3 thread. Because Unit 3 ends on Monday, May 28th, which is the Memorial Day holiday, its thread will close one day later; in other words, you can participate in that discussion up until 11:59pm MT on Tuesday, May 29th.) Again, consult the “320 calendar” on the course home page to see when each unit ends.
Exams
Exams in this course will consist of essay, short-answer, and multiple-choice questions. All exams are time-limited (usually 1.5 to 2 hours), closed-book, closed-notes tests. I will post each exam to the course site at least 2 days in advance of its due date.

Your answers to Exam #1, which will cover units 1-5 (introductions, books, newspapers, and magazines, and sound/radio), are due no later than 11:59 p.m. MT on Friday, June 8th. Your answers to Exam #2, which will cover units 6-9 (film, TV, the Internet, and video games), are due no later than 11:59 p.m. MT on Friday, June 29th. Your answers to Exam #3, which will cover units 10-13 (advertising, public relations, ethics/regulation, and media theories), are due no later 11:59 p.m. on Friday, July 20th, which is the last day of the term.
Papers

Below you will find brief overviews of this semester’s written assignments. More detailed guidelines will be provided well before each assignment’s due date. Meanwhile, please see the “technical guidelines” box at the very end of this syllabus.
Deprivation paper
This paper is due in my dropbox no later than 11:59 p.m. on Monday, May 21st—that’s right, just one week from the course’s opening day! 
This assignment will give you the opportunity to investigate the prominence, powers, and purposes of the mass media in your own life. In order to conduct this investigation, you are to refrain from all contact with electronic mass media for 2 consecutive days—think of it as a 48-hour media fast—and then describe your experiences in a brief paper (target length: 3 pages). 

By “electronic mass media,” I am referring to the following:

- TV

- radio

- the World Wide Web (web sites, including those that broadcast Internet radio and TV)
- movies (in-cinema movies as well as those on videotape, DVD, and the Internet)

- recorded music (CDs, tapes, records, iPod files, and any other format that plays mass produced and mass disseminated recordings)
- video games and computer games.

I am not asking you to refrain from engagement with mediated interpersonal communication forms such as telephones, mail, instant/text messaging, e-mail, or MSU-B’s online university; nor am I asking you to deprive yourself of contact with print-based media (newspapers, magazines, books). You may still use these media forms if you wish. 
However, if you would like to disengage yourself from these interpersonal electronic media and print media as well, you’re welcome to try! In fact, if you are willing and able to deprive yourself of contact with all media, you need only limit your fast to 24 hours.
[To recap: If you deprive yourself of electronic mass media only, you must do so for 48 consecutive hours. If you deprive yourself of all media, your fast only needs to last 24 hours.]
After the fast period is up—or, perhaps, after an additional day has passed once the deprivation period is done and you’ve gone back to your normal media-saturated life for 24 hours—write a paper describing your experiences. Among the things you might discuss are the following:

· What did it feel like to be divorced from the mass media? 

· What was the most difficult thing about the experience? What was the easiest? 

· What were the pleasant surprises (if any)? What were the unpleasant surprises? 

· How did you compensate for being media-free? That is, what did you do with time that would otherwise have been spent with one or more of the media? 

· What did you miss out on that could not be replaced or compensated for? 

· What did you gain (if anything)? What did you lose (if anything)? 

· If you decided to bite the bullet and also give up print media and/or interpersonal electronic media, describe the experience of that additional deprivation. 

· If you allowed a day to pass between the end of the deprivation period and the beginning of your paper writing, what was it like to go back to the media after being away for them from 2 days? 

Hint: Your paper should be written after, not during, the deprivation period. However, I strongly suggest that you keep some sort of journal—or even jot down rough notes—during the deprivation. Keep track of what you’re thinking and of what it feels like, as it’s happening, to not have electronic mass media in your life. Then refer to your journal or notes when writing your paper. This will make the writing task that much easier.
Another hint: After completing the deprivation period, but before writing your paper, read the introduction to Todd Gitlin’s book Media Unlimited (which is one of the required Unit 1 readings anyway). This reading should inspire some thinking about your own experiences.
Connection paper
This assignment requires you to select an article from the Connection Papers folder on my faculty web site (www.msubillings.edu/commfaculty/weiss), summarize it, critique it using the guidelines on the course home page, and describe the relevance of the article’s topic to your own life, personal history, or personal experiences. Target length: 3 pages. Papers are due no later than 11:59 p.m. on Tuesday, July 10th.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The fine print: policy issues

Tentative calendar
Please note that the course assignment calendar  is indeed tentative; i.e., changes may occur. Generally, changes only occur if unforeseeable events mandate them or if they will benefit students. When changes occur, I will announce them on the course home page and/or via e-mail, so please check your mail regularly.

Deadlines and submission guidelines
No exam, paper, discussion, or chat can be “made up.” However, if you know in advance that you have a conflict with a deadline, please let me know so that we can make alternative arrangements.

Papers or exams handed in late will be penalized 10% for each calendar day late. (This means that a paper with a Tuesday 11:59 p.m. deadline that is handed in on the following Monday will be penalized 60%.)
Papers submitted late will be accepted for full credit if and only if a serious, compelling and verifiable cause can be shown—such determination to be made by the professor. If a medical, funereal, or law-related incident impedes your ability to submit an assignment on time, you must provide written documentation of the incident (an emergency room report, a death certificate, or a police report, respectively). Also, be aware that I’ve noticed how many grandparents mysteriously become “ill”—often fatally so—just before their grandchildren’s paper deadlines and exam dates. Please don’t trot out this tired excuse on me unless you have documentation of your relative’s death to back up your claim.
Help with papers

Please contact me and/or schedule an appointment with me for a time at least 72 hours in advance of a due date if you would like me to review a draft of a paper or have a question about the topic or structure of a paper. I’m a good writer, editor, and idea generator and will be happy to help you in any or all of these areas. That said, I may not always be able to provide in-depth proofreading or remedial writing help. For a closer reading of your work and detailed writing assistance, you should consult the Academic Support Center. In any case, please do not e-mail me items to examine the day before an assignment’s due date.

Academic misconduct 
The department and the University are committed to the highest standards of ethical conduct and academic excellence. Any student found guilty of plagiarism (knowingly taking and passing off as one’s own the ideas, writing, words, visual images, or concepts of another), fabrication, misrepresentation, falsifying evidence, or purchasing papers (including those found on the Internet) will without exception receive a failing grade for the course. When using other authors’ ideas or words, you must pay proper homage to those authors by including complete references to your source; moreover, if you use four consecutive words from another author, you must use quotation marks around those words as well as citing their source; failure to do so counts as plagiarism. I will provide guidelines on proper citation techniques later in the semester. Meanwhile, please refer to the MSU-Billings Student Handbook (p. 43) for the University’s policy on academic misconduct.
Discussions of your progress 
It is against federal law for me to discuss your progress or grades in this class with anyone but you. Please do not commission friends, relatives, coaches or other professors to discuss your grade with me. 

Disability support services
If you have a disability and wish to discuss academic accommodations, please make an appointment with me during my office hours. Validation from Disability Support Services (DSS) authorizing your accommodations will be needed. The DSS office is located in the Academic Support Center. Their phone number is (406) 657-2283.
Grading policies

Grade changes: Please do not ask me or have anyone else ask me to change a semester grade in order to protect your GPA, scholarship, or athletic-team status. I cannot and will not change a semester grade. It is your job to earn your grade throughout the term. If you are having difficulty in the class, please talk to me as soon as possible so that we can work together on overcoming obstacles to your success.

Grading criteria: Grades cannot be assigned to recognize how hard or long a student has worked on a project. I cannot measure time, effort, or energy expended, but only the visible outcome of your endeavors: the finished product. Grades are based on announced standards, not comparisons to other students’ work or other professors’ grading systems. 

Grade clarifications, reactions, and discussions: Students have the right and responsibility to ask for clarification of grading standards at any reasonable time, although waiting to do so until the last week of class is generally not a good idea. Students are entitled to emotional reactions to assessments of their work; however, these expressions should be private, not public, and certainly not classroom occurrences. I will be happy to discuss a grade with you, but will not do so within 24 hours of handing back an assignment. Please honor my “24-hour rule”: wait at least 24 hours after receiving your grade before contacting me to comment on it or to request a meeting to discuss it.

Grade computation:  It is inappropriate to ask a professor to total your grade for you. Simply save all returned papers/exams and refer to the “graded assignments and course-grade computation” section of this syllabus to determine your grade.

Communication: It is inappropriate to ask a professor for final grades. An established system (Banner) is set up for this purpose. Grades will not be e-mailed to you. Please do not ask.

Thoughts on grades: With all of this said, please know that I find preoccupation with grades to be detrimental to education. It shifts the focus of college from knowledge to grades, and is therefore damaging to the education process. Actual learning often does not take place until well after an assignment has been completed, returned, and contemplated by the student. Knowledge is often cumulative; similarly, assignments and their intentions are frequently realized only when subsequent knowledge is gained.
Enrollment in this class constitutes an agreement by the student 
to abide by the policies set forth in this syllabus.
Technical guidelines for all COMT 320 papers:

- Your papers must be computer-printed, double-spaced, using 12-point Times New Roman font and 1” margins (no more, no less) on all sides. 

- Italicize the titles of all newspapers (e.g., The Billings Gazette), magazines (e.g., Maxim), TV shows (e.g., South Park), radio shows (e.g., Democracy Now), movies (e.g., Alien), books (e.g., The Hobbit), and record albums/CDs (e.g., The Marshall Mathers LP). Do not put the titles of these media “products” in quotation marks—simply italicize them.
- Article titles, however, do get put in quotations marks, and do not get italicized. (For example: In her Newsweek article entitled “The White House Today,” columnist Jane Smith describes renovations in the Oval Office.) 

- Names of corporations (including media corporations), networks, and stations are neither italicized nor put in quotation marks (e.g., CBS; Time Warner; NBC Universal; AOL; Sony; Microsoft; The New York Times Company; The Walt Disney Company; CNN; KULR-TV; Fox News Channel).

- Papers must comply with the required minimum and maximum page lengths specified above.

· Do not attach a cover page. Rather, simply put your name, the paper’s due date, the course name and number, and the paper’s title/topic at the top of the first page.

· Number each page, either in the upper right-hand corner or at the center of the bottom.


· Proofread, edit, revise, and rewrite your papers. What’s true in the so-called real world is true in this class: Appearances matter—or, as they say in the media business, “perception is reality.” Writing does count. Spelling does count. Grammar does count. Why? Because, like it or not, these manifestations of your mastery of written communication affect how you and your ability to think and reason are perceived. For good or bad, people’s impressions of your intelligence and your credibility often hinge on your ability to write well. 

· Here’s a hint: After you’ve written a draft and you think you’re ready to hand it in, read it out loud. Listen to how it sounds. (If a roommate or friend is available, read it out loud to him or her.) If it doesn’t sound good to you or your listener, it probably won’t come across well to your reader.


· Remember that the word media is the plural of medium; TV is a medium, while TV and radio are both media. Thus, you would write that “the media are powerful,” not that “the media is powerful” (which would be like saying “the children is cute” or “the mice is small”). 

· Avoid fancy words. Simplify sentences. Fix what doesn’t work.

( Helpful hint: The textbook’s publisher offers a web site to support the book and your learning (� HYPERLINK "http://www.mhhe.com" ��http://www.mhhe.com�/baran4), so feel free to take advantage of this useful aid. Materials on the web site include study plans, chapter quizzes, related readings, and links to outside information sources.
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