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Class day/time:
Wednesday 6:00-9:00 pm

Class location:

LA 627
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
In COMT 429/529, we will examine the delicate balance that exists in the United States between freedom and control of public communication (by which I mean primarily, but not exclusively, the mass media). The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is, of course, the major guarantor of freedom of expression in this country. Since the courts, particularly the U.S. Supreme Court, are ultimately responsible for interpreting the First Amendment and maintaining the necessary balance between freedom and control, much of the course will focus on judicial decisions and reasoning. It is essential to recognize, however, that other significant sources of media/speech freedoms and controls exist. Therefore, we also will consider other factors that influence the balance between freedom and control of public communication, including statutory law, executive and administrative actions, marketplace issues, and ethical concerns. 
My objectives for the course are: (1) to familiarize students with the American system of freedom of expression, including its historical and philosophical bases and biases; (2) to provide students with a working knowledge of communication law and policy relevant to communication producers (which you may well become) and consumers (which we all always already are); (3) to teach students about the judicial system/process so that they can report on and/or observe everyday court proceedings and decisions with knowledge and understanding; (4) to help students understand legal reasoning; and (5) to heighten students’ awareness of the media’s unique legal and corporate roles, responsibilities, and influences on the public interest.
How this course will work

Given the course’s sophisticated content and upper-level status, COMT 429/529 will be conducted somewhat like a cross between a graduate school seminar and a law-school course. I will use a modified version of the Socratic Method in class, meaning that students will bear substantial responsibility for their own learning. You will all take active roles in class discussions; pose and answer questions concerning readings; brief cases for the class; and provide responses to and (constructive! supportive!) critiques of your classmates’ contributions. Regular attendance and consistently active participation, therefore, are mandatory, as is the reading of all assigned material prior to the class session for which it is assigned.
Course readings
The primary source of readings is the required textbook (referred to as “Trager” on the assignment calendar, attached as page 6 of this syllabus):  
Trager, R., Russomanno, J., & Ross, S. D. (2007). The law of journalism and mass communication. New York: McGraw-Hill.(
Other required readings can be found on my web page (http://www.msubillings.edu/comm faculty/weiss) or on electronic library reserve. 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 in class and/or by e-mail.
Suggested/supplemental sources

Thanks to the Internet, accessing the wealth of resources on communication law and policy is relatively easy—although the resources themselves may be rather daunting in terms of both quantity and content. Among the more useful online resources are Findlaw.com; Cornell University’s Law Library and First Amendment sites; the RCFP (Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press) site and their associated First Amendment handbook; the Media Law Resource Center; U. of Missouri professor Doug Linder’s “famous trials” site; and the various sites maintained by the U.S. Congress and the U.S. Supreme Court. Links to these and many other sites can be found on my web page. 
The library also has an impressive collection of law texts, some of which can be found in the Reference section, and others of which are part of the circulating collection; in either case, look for call numbers beginning with “KF.” Among the more useful and relevant of the available texts are Black’s Law Dictionary; The Guide to American Law; Chambers USA; and various specialized encyclopedias, covering topics such as court cases, trials, Acts of Congress, and the Supreme Court. 
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.
Required elements

   

   
  Maximum point value 

Participation





  30 points

Case briefing





  20 points

Exams (4)






120 points (total)
Issue paper






  30 points
Total






200 points
Points earned translate to semester grades as follows:

186 - 200


A

180 - 185


A-  

174 - 179


B+

166 - 173


B

160 - 165


B-

154 - 159


C+

146 - 153


C

140 - 145


C-

134 - 139


D+

126 - 133


D

120 - 125


D-

    0 - 119


F

Assignment details and deadlines
Participation
We will be reading and discussing every chapter in the Trager et al. (2007) text as well as selected articles from other sources. Each class session will include some combination of the following elements: moderated discussion (using a modified version of the Socratic Method), mini-lecture (as appropriate/necessary), student-led case briefings, presentation and discussion of media texts, guest speakers, and other appropriate content. Class sessions will be based upon the assigned reading(s) for the week. 

I will call on every student in every class session. Specifically, I will pose questions about the key points of law in the reading and the logic behind the law; ask for comments on, clarification of, and/or rebuttal of points I have raised; and invite comments on points your classmates have raised. If you have not done the reading and taken notes on its key points, you will be unable to participate competently in class discussion—and your participation grade will reflect this. 
During class discussions, you will be allowed to consult any notes you have taken, but will not be allowed to consult the book itself. This discipline will require you to read and take notes carefully yet concisely—when called upon, you will not want to be scrambling through excessively detailed notes, frantically searching for a key point. You will not need to memorize trivial details of court cases and decisions, but you will be expected to understand—and be able to clearly articulate—the reasoning behind the decisions and the implications of those decisions.
Case briefs
During weeks 2-10, each student will be responsible for briefing one case. (Case assignments will be determined by random draw during the first class session.) Briefing involves both
· orally presenting the highlights of the case and the logic underlying the court’s decision (and concurrences and dissents, if any), following a well established format that will be discussed in class on 9/6; and

· submitting a written counterpart (1 to 2 pages) to the oral brief. 

The oral briefing will take place at an appropriate point during the moderated class discussion: When we get to the portion of the day’s discussion/lecture that concerns the case in question, I will call upon that case’s presenter to take the podium. The presenter will have 5-10 minutes for her/his brief, during and after which the presenter may entertain questions and comments from classmates and from me.

In order to prepare your brief, you will need to read the original decision (including concurring and dissenting opinions, if any), which you will be able to find online via FindLaw, the Cornell Law site, and/or the Lexis-Nexis database. In some instances, the Trager textbook will include excerpts and/or discussions of the case, but these are often fairly superficial and do not substitute for the actual decision; they certainly will not provide answers to all the questions that you must ask (and answer) in your brief.
Exams
The course consists of 4 units, each of which will end with an exam. Each exam will have two sections: the first will be a closed-book section consisting of “objective” questions (multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, matching) about specifics of the relevant law, while the second will be an open-book essay section in which you will apply legal reasoning to hypothetical or actual communication law cases.
Because the 4 units vary in terms of their length and content quantity, the maximum values of the exams vary correspondingly, as follows:

exam #
 
 date

   class/reading content

 maximum point value
    1

09/20


weeks 1-2 



20 points

    2

10/25


weeks 3-7



50 points 

    3

11/15


weeks 8-10



25 points
    4

12/13

 
weeks 11-14



25 points

Issue paper
Each student will have the option of writing a research/analytical paper (target length: 10 pages) about a contemporary media law issue relevant to this course. The paper is worth a maximum of 30 points, or 15% of your semester grade. If you are satisfied with your grade exclusive of the paper (which will be a maximum of 85%), you may opt out of this assignment. Should you choose to write the paper, it will be due on 12/6, the date of our last regularly scheduled class.
The focus of your paper will be on your original analysis of your chosen issue. However, your document will be required to include a literature review, a brief yet formal discussion of existing legal/scholarly research relevant to your topic. You must use at least six primary sources (not counting your textbook) for this section of your paper. Source material can be drawn from cases, legal and other academic journals, books, trade magazines, newspapers, industry sources, interviews, and (with discretion!) the Internet. As is the case with all serious academic research, popular literature should be used with caution.
Consult the “technical writing guidelines” link on my web site’s home page before writing your paper.
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The fine print: class policy issues
Attendance

Given the centrality of participation to this course, your regular and active attendance is expected. Excessive absences (such judgment to be made by your professor) will negatively affect your grade.
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 (page 6 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 exam, paper, or brief 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% for each calendar day past the deadline. The issue paper, however, will not be accepted at all after December 6th.

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.
( 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�/trager), 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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