
COMT 322.01
Principles of Public Relations
Fall 2006 Syllabus

Class days/times:
Tue/Thu 8:40-10:10
Class location:

LA 529
Professor:

Dr. David Weiss (dweiss@msubillings.edu)

Office hours:  

Mon/Wed 3:00-4:30; Tues. 11:00-1:00; and by appointment
Office location: 
LA 607
Office phone:
657-2962
Course description and objectives
For better or for worse, public relations and the products of the various PR industries surround us and interpellate us all as consumers and as citizens. While public relations is often categorized as a media support industry, PR is far more than that. Yes, PR is a crucial contributor to our news media. But the practice of public relations has become central to our economic system, to corporate culture, to the entertainment industries, and to our political, government, and even military systems—in short, a foundational element of our very culture—while operating primarily “behind the scenes.” This class will address these many facets of public relations: a powerful (if often invisible) component of the 20th- and 21st-century media environment; an indispensable weapon in any organization’s communication arsenal; an exciting, demanding, and controversial industry which you yourself might consider entering (or already be a part of). 
My objectives for the course are:
· to heighten your awareness of the strategies and tactics of public relations (and its related industries), their incorporation into our media, and their ubiquity in our culture
· to introduce you to the strategies, tools, and tactics of the PR industries

· to give you ample opportunity to apply your learning to the creation of actual PR materials for actual clients

· to familiarize you with some of the most pressing “real world” issues—legal, ethical, and cultural—impinging upon the operations of the PR industries

· to acquaint you with the concerns and criticisms frequently leveled at public relations practices and practitioners.

As a result, it is my hope that you will emerge from the course a more aware, more skilled, more critical, and more ethical consumer and potential producer of PR communications.
Course readings
Assigned readings will be found either on electronic and/or closed reserve at the library, on my web page (http://www.msubillings.edu/commfaculty/weiss), or in our one required textbook, which is abbreviated as “G+M” on the assignment calendar: 

Guth, D. W., & Marsh, C. (2006). Public relations: A values-driven approach (3rd ed.).  Boston: Pearson/Allyn & Bacon.

On most class days, the content of our in-class discussion will parallel that of, or be inspired by, the contents of that day’s readings. Consequently, it will be to your advantage to complete a given day’s readings before coming to class. Please know that 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 in class and/or by e-mail. 
Finally, I strongly suggest that you regularly read any or all of the following 

· the business section of The New York Times (of particular interest: the weekday “Advertising” column and the Monday “Media Business” section)
· the “Media & Marketing” section of The Wall Street Journal
· PR Week
· PR Watch

· the “All About Public Relations” web site (which is linked to my web page)
PR is very much a “real world” profession and an increasingly important component of business (and show business), politics, government, education, and even war. Just because you (as a consumer/citizen) are bombarded by the products of the PR industries during your every waking moment does not mean that you (as a potential PR practitioner, journalist, or other professional) are as aware as you might be of the industry’s pervasiveness or its tactics. Stay attuned!
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 assignment calendar on page 7.
Required elements

   

   
  
Maximum point value 


Case Study/SWOT analysis




  50 points

Quiz on Unit I






  50 points

Crisis management plan





  50 points

Research write-up + presentation* 



  75 points

Tailored-messages assignment + presentation*


  75 points

Media kit*







150 points

Participation  






  50 points
Total







500 points

* indicates an assignment for/about “your” client. (See below.)

Points earned translate to semester grades as follows:

465 - 500


A

450 - 464


A-  

435 - 449


B+

415 - 434


B

400 - 414


B-

385 - 399


C+

365 - 384


C

350 - 364


C-

335 - 349


D+

315 - 334


D

300 - 314


D-

    0 - 299


F

Assignment details and deadlines
(Existing) media kit
To get you started in the real world of PR, you will need to get your hands on—and bring to class on Thursday, September 14th—an actual media kit from any local company, agency, or organization. (Ultimately, you will decide if the organization that provides you with this initial media kit is or is not the same organization that becomes “your” client, and for/about whom you will be developing the three “my client” projects described below). In any case, you will want to keep this organization’s media kit handy throughout the semester as an example of the types of PR materials we will be discussing and you will be producing.

Case study

I will provide you with a selection of real-world PR case studies during the first few weeks of the semester. You will select one case study which you will summarize and analyze using the classic “SWOT” format, which will be discussed in class. Your analysis, which has a target length of 3 to 4 pages, is due on Tuesday, September 26th. (Consult the “technical writing guidelines” link on my home page for details.)
Quiz
Anyone working in the world(s) of PR and its related industries must be familiar with PR terminology. Hence, you will take one (mostly) objective quiz this semester. The quiz will take place on Tuesday, October 5th, after the completion of Unit I. It will consist primarily of multiple-choice, matching, and fill-in-the-blank questions; it may also include a small number of essay or short-answer questions.
Crisis management plan
On Tuesday, November 14th, we will discuss crisis management in class; prior to attending class that day, you will have read G&M chapter 12 and the assigned McDougal (New York Times) article on celebrity crises. Then, on Thursday, November 16th, I will divide you into teams, provide each team with a crisis scenario, and require you to put together an impromptu crisis management plan—which you will write (in outline form) AND present during class that very day. This exercise will simulate the often frantic and largely unpredictable nature of real-world crisis management—and the need to know what to do (and how to do it quickly and intelligently) when a real-world crisis erupts without warning. In order to perform well, you will have to have done the readings and paid attention in class on the 14th. (You might also want to read up on several “classic” PR crises of the 20th and 21st centuries and how they were managed, for good or bad. I will post several example crises to my web page well in advance of this assignment.)

Client projects
You are required to find a client—a company, government agency, or non-profit organization—that you will be working with in order to complete the three assignments described below. (Note that “your” client does not need to be the same company from which you get your example media kit in September.)
Make sure that the client organization you select is one with whom you feel comfortable meeting with (and requesting information from) on a regular basis; you will need to repeatedly contact the organization’s employees/managers to find interesting stories and gather background information that will inform your PR efforts. Be sure to talk to the client beforehand to tell them about the requirements of the assignments, and make clear to them that they are free to actually use any materials you produce for/about them if they wish, at no charge to them. Remember, this is not an internship; you are developing PR materials that an actual organization might actually want to use—and will be entitled to use, free of charge. In exchange for your “services,” however, you will need to be assured of regular communication from them. 
Once you have chosen your client, provide me with the organization’s name, location, contact name and contact information, and a brief description of the organization’s purpose/function. You must choose your client and submit this background information to me no later than Thursday, October 5th.
Client project #1: Research write-up and presentation
Doing various types of research (internal/corporate; stakeholder; public; consumer) is crucial before planning strategies and developing tactics; equally if not more important is being able to present (and “sell”) your research findings to your client. This first client project requires you to conduct actual research concerning a current issue your client is facing. The respondents for the research project you design might be client employees, customers (or potential customers), managers, or other members of the client’s publics. In this assignment, the presentation will count for slightly more than the write-up: the presentation is worth 45 points, while the write-up is worth 30 points, for a total of 75 points. Your write-up is due on Thursday, October 19th, the same date on which you will present your findings to the class.
Client project #2: Tailored messages
PR requires an acute understanding of different publics—and the various ways to tailor your communications to those publics. Consequently, you will write a set of 3 (inter)related messages concerning an actual issue or announcement related to your client, bearing in mind that each message will be going to a different public of your client: (a) a press release (targeting the media), (b) an internal memo (targeting the client’s employees), and (c) an external memo/letter (targeting investors and/or the financial community). You will hand these in as a set. You will also present (very briefly!) the highlights of your messages in class, explaining how and  why you tailored your message to best fit each intended public. Your set of written messages will be worth a total of 60 points; your in-class presentation will be worth 15 points. Your messages are due on Thursday, November 9th, the same day as your in-class presentation.
Client project #3: Media kit
This project is the culmination of the course. You will develop a complete media kit for your client. This kit must include at least 5 of the items below: 
· A new company newsletter (at least 4 pages long)

· New product/service descriptions

· Updated biographies

· Backgrounder

· Fact sheet

· News or press releases
· Memo or letter to investors/financial community
· Corporate brochure with descriptions of each product/service offered by the client, as well as corporate information, etc.

· Creation and promotion of a special event sponsored by your client

· Crisis communication plan
You may wish to include in your final kit various components of the “tailored messages” assignment, provided that you have revised and corrected those components based on the comments I give you when I hand back that assignment. All students’ media kits are due in class on Tuesday, December 5th. Half of you will present your kits to the class on the 5th; the other half will present on the 7th. (Presentation dates will be determined by random draw at the beginning of class on the 5th.)
NOTE: This is a writing class, not a graphic design class. Therefore, I will not expect you to design or layout the written materials in any specific way. So, if you choose to do a brochure, you may write the content as long as you clearly indicate what goes on each page, inside and out, of the brochure. While I am not concerned with your artistic abilities, I will grade the quality of your writing very closely. This means that you should try to avoid any proofreading errors in your final copy for any assignment.

I am open to any suggestions that you may have for this final project. Use your imagination. If you have a particular professional or personal interest that you would like to bring into this project (such as video or radio production, web page creation, journalism, etc.), please do so! Remember, though, that this project must focus on writing. You and I will meet several times to make sure that your project is on the right track.

Participation
PR is perhaps the ultimate communication/“people”/“personality” profession. If you’re uncomfortable talking to strangers in person or on the phone (“smiling and dialing” is how one of my old PR bosses described my job…), “selling” your ideas, setting up and running meetings, and facing (and defusing) conflict and confrontation, you will not do well in the world of public relations. Correspondingly, one component of your course grade is participation. You simply can not be a “shrinking violet” in the PR world, nor can you be in this class.

In determining the contribution of participation to your final grade, I will consider the following:

· How prepared are you for each class session? (Have you done the required readings? Are you ready to ask questions that contribute to productive class discussions?)

· What of your own experiences/background do you bring to class and your recommended solutions to the problems we’ll be confronting?
· How well do you listen to your classmates and continue conversations?

· Are you regularly involved in class discussion (good!)—or are you working on other projects (bad!)?
The fine print: class policy issues
Attendance

Your regular and active attendance is expected. Excessive absences (such judgment to be made by your professor) will negatively affect your grade for the course.
Cell phones/pagers/text messaging 
I will not tolerate computer, cell phone, text-messaging, or pager use during class. Please turn off computers, pagers, and phones before coming to class and keep them turned off until after you have left the classroom at the end of the class session. 
Tentative calendar
Please note that the calendar (found on page 7 of this syllabus) 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 in class and/or via e-mail.

Deadlines and submission guidelines
No quiz, paper, or presentation 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. Late assignments will be penalized 10% if handed in after class on the due date, and an additional 10% for each successive calendar day late. The media kit, however, will not be accepted at all after December 7th.
Academic integrity policy 
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, or concepts of another), fabrication, falsifying evidence, or purchasing papers, including those found on the Internet, will without exception receive a failing grade in 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. We will discuss citation techniques in class. Meanwhile, please refer to the Student Handbook for the University’s policy on academic integrity and academic dishonesty.
Students with special needs
I will do my best to accommodate every student. In order to provide optimum assistance, I will need to coordinate my efforts with those of the office of Disability Support Services (DSS), located in Room 10 of the Academic Support Center Any student with special needs should contact DSS (657-2283; tcarey@msubillings.edu) and share the office’s recommendations with me.

Enrollment in this class constitutes an agreement by the student 
to abide by the policies set forth in this syllabus.
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