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Virginia Commonwealth University  School of Mass Communications

Syllabus for Journalism Seminar  MASC 495  Section 001  Fall 2009
	Instructor:
	Marcus Messner, Assistant Professor

	Office:
	Temple 1110

	Office hours:
	Mondays and Wednesdays, 9-10:30 a.m. and 12:30 to 1:30 p.m.; other times by appointment 

	Phone:
	(804) 827-0252

	E-mail:
	mmessner@vcu.edu

	When and where
our class meets
	Tuesdays, 10 a.m. - 12:40 p.m. in Life Science Building 0154

	Class home page:
	http://blackboard.vcu.edu


Course Description:
MASC 495 is an intensive seminar in which print and broadcast journalism students explore contemporary issues facing news organizations. These issues may include:

· What many journalists see as the declining quality of news coverage in today’s media environment.

· Consolidation of media ownership and the rise of market-driven journalism.

· A decline in the news audience – the number of Americans who read newspapers, watch news on television and get news from other traditional sources.

· Diversification of the news audience and the globalization of news coverage.

· Media convergence, as news organizations mobilize to produce content for multiple platforms – including print, broadcast and the Internet.
In this course, we will examine the responsibilities and working methods of good journalists and the ethical and philosophical underpinnings of the news profession. We will discuss the effects of media consolidation and media convergence on journalism today. And against the backdrop of globalization and an increasingly diverse news audience, we will explore what American journalists are doing and should be doing to keep the American public informed.
This class is a seminar in every sense of the word: You will talk, think, argue, disagree, probe and defend. All of these elements are essential for a deeper level of understanding.

Talking part in class discussion is not optional; it is required and will make up a large portion of your final grade. We must all agree to do our best to make sure all students feel comfortable expressing their opinions. Because we meet only once a week for six weeks, class time is precious. We will start promptly and expect you to be on time and prepared.

Pre- or Co-requisite:
To enroll in Journalism Seminar, you should already have taken, or currently be enrolled in, one of the following courses: MASC 362, 403, 404, 461, 465 or 475. If you do not meet this requirement, you must obtain the permission of the instructor.

Course Objectives:

Upon completion of this course, students will be able to:

· Identify the values that are the foundation of quality journalism.

· Discuss news-media practices and trends that have undermined those values.

· Explain how such issues as media ownership, convergence and technology affect news.

· Discuss population trends, multicultural communities and globalization and evaluate news reporting as it relates to those issues.
MASC 495 also will attempt to assess your mastery of each of the learning objectives required by the school’s assessment plan and the Accrediting Council on Education in Journalism and Mass Communications. These objectives include: Laws & Freedom of Speech; Media History; Diversity; Use of Images; Ethics; Critical & Creative Thinking; Research & Information-Evaluation Skills; Writing Abilities; Editing Abilities; Numbers & Statistics; and Tools & Technologies.
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Textbook and Other Required Materials:

The textbook for this course is The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople Should Know and the Public Should Expect, Completely Updated and Revised. Kovach, Bill, and Rosenstiel, Tom. Crown Publishers, © 2007. Available at the Barnes & Noble @ VCU Bookstore, 1111 W. Broad St., and many other bookstores, as well as online at Amazon.com and bn.com.

You also will be required to keep up with current events – both locally and nationally. You should read a newspaper, watch a television newscast and/or go online for news every day.
In addition, I will provide handouts and online materials for you to read. Also follow me on Twitter for the latest media developments at http://www.twitter.com/marcusmessner.
Every student will need a VCU e-mail address and access to the Internet. You also should have a binder or folder for handouts, lecture notes and other printed material.

Class Web Site:

We will use the Blackboard course management system [http://blackboard.vcu.edu] for MASC 495. After you log in, you will have access to class announcements, reading materials, lecture notes, instructions for assignments, discussion groups and other resources.

Important Rules about E-Mail:

VCU gives each student an e-mail account, and that is the address Blackboard uses (and I will use) for this class. You may access your VCU e-mail over the Web at:

http://www.vcu.edu/vcu/webmail.html

We will communicate frequently in this class by e-mail. Therefore, you should check your e-mail regularly for messages about MASC 495. It is your responsibility to ensure that you are receiving e-mails from me.

When you send me e-mail, begin the subject line with “MASC 495:”. Otherwise, my spam filter may delete your message.
Class Attendance Policy:

Attendance is mandatory at all class meetings. Attendance will be taken at the start of each class. If you are more than 15 minutes late, you will receive partial credit for that day’s attendance.

Because we meet only six times, the attendance policy for this course is strict: If you have one unexcused absence, I will lower your final grade by one letter. If you have two or more absences (excused or unexcused), you automatically would receive an F in the course. You would be able to avoid the F by withdrawing from MASC 495.

Deadlines and Late Work:

For journalists, an essential skill is the ability to work against a deadline. Therefore, in this course, you must turn in work on time. Plan ahead, organize your time and do not procrastinate. If you miss a deadline for your weekly written study questions, you will receive a zero for that assignment.

Grades:

Your final grade will be based on the following criteria:

· Study questions: Each week, you will be assigned study questions based on our readings and discussions and what’s going on in the news. You must submit your answers in writing at the start of class and be prepared to discuss your thoughts in class.

· Class discussions: Most classes will include discussion of ethical dilemmas and other issues affecting journalism today. I will expect you to come to each class prepared to discuss and debate how these issues affect journalists, news sources and news consumers. Each student will be assigned a chapter for which he/she will lead the discussion. A signup sheet will be passed out on Sept. 22. It is expected that the discussion leader will bring additional reading material and facilitate the discussion for 30 minutes. 
· Team presentation: During our second week, we will divide the class into teams of two or three students. Each team will choose and research a topic and make a presentation to the full class on Oct. 27.
· Final exam: On Oct. 27, I will give you a take-home final exam consisting of several essay questions. You will have until Nov. 1 to e-mail me your answers. 
Here is how I will calculate your final grade:

	Component of final grade
	Percent of final grade

	Study questions (Weeks 2, 3, 4, 5)
	25%

	Class discussions/leadership
	25%

	Team presentation (Oct. 27)
	25%

	Final exam (due Nov. 1)
	25%

	Total
	100%


I use the following grading scale:

A = 90-100; B = 80-89; C = 70-79; D = 60-69; F = below 60

Incompletes:

No incompletes will be given in this course, except for dire emergencies. All assignments must be completed by the end of the semester to pass.

Ethics:

Fabricating material or using another’s work without attribution is an extremely serious offense, and your name will be turned in to appropriate university officials. In this course, as in the journalism profession, plagiarism is not tolerated.

The VCU Honor System will be enforced in this class. Unless I specify otherwise, all work done for this course is “pledged” work, as defined by the Honor System. Each assignment implicitly carries this pledge:

“On my honor, I have neither given nor received aid on this assignment.”

For a complete copy of the VCU Honor System, see www.provost.vcu.edu/policies/#H.

Classroom Conduct
According to the student conduct policy in the VCU Undergraduate Bulletin, you are entitled to receive instruction free from interference by other students. If you believe that another student’s behavior is disruptive, tell me and I will deal with the situation.

During class, you may use the computers only as I allow; you may not read e-mail, browse the Web, play games, write letters or do other activities unless authorized.

You must not install any programs on the school’s computers without my permission. It is a violation of VCU policy for you to install file-sharing, chat, instant-messenger or other programs on the school’s computers. You must not install screensavers or desktop images, either. Action will be taken against violators. Tell me immediately whether unauthorized programs have been installed on the computer you are using.

No food or drink is allowed in the classroom. Turn off your cellular phones before class begins. You may not sleep, wear headphones or use electronic devices (such as computer games) in class. You must not conduct side conversations or create other disruptions. It is disruptive to arrive late and/or pack up early. Be on time for class and plan on meeting for the entire class period.

VCU rules prohibit anyone “to have in his possession any firearm, other weapon, or explosive, regardless of whether a license to possess the same has been issued, without the written authorization of the President of the university.”

Be polite; respect your classmates, your instructor and others with whom you will interact during this course. If you engage in any behavior that I deem disruptive, you will get a verbal warning for the first incident and a written warning for the second. A third incident will result in your being administratively withdrawn from this class.

Commitment to Diversity:

It is vital that students in this course broaden their mass communications experiences, with guidance from the instructor, by including in their course work people and subjects such as ethnic, racial and religious minorities, people with disabilities, gay men and lesbians, and other groups. The intent is to ensure that students are exposed to diverse ideas and perspectives. In this class, it is the responsibility of the instructor and students to foster an environment that supports free expression.

Under VCU policy, you may not harass or intimidate any person or “interfere with the lawful freedom of other persons, including invited speakers, to express their views.” (For more about these policies, see www.students.vcu.edu/rg/.)

Students with Disabilities:

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 requires Virginia Commonwealth University to provide academic adjustments or accommodations for students with documented disabilities. If you have a disability that requires an academic adjustment or accommodation, you must contact Joyce Knight, the coordinator of services for students with disabilities on VCU’s Academic Campus. Ms. Knight’s office is in Room 102 of the Student Commons, 907 Floyd Ave. Her 
e-mail address is jbknight@vcu.edu, and her phone number is 828-2253.

After meeting with Ms. Knight, you then should meet with me to discuss your needs and how we can address them. For more information, see the university’s Web page on Services for Students with Disabilities:

www.students.vcu.edu/dss/

Student Technical Standards

The School of Mass Communications has created descriptions of technical standards required for various professions within communications, including but not limited to print journalism, broadcast journalism, online journalism, advertising, public relations and photography. These technical standards – in the areas of motor skills, sensory-observation abilities, communication skills, cognitive skills and behavioral capabilities – reflect the performance abilities and characteristics that are necessary to successfully complete the requirements of the academic programs at the school. These standards are not requirements for admission into the programs. The School of Mass Communications complies with the requirements and spirit of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. Therefore, the school will endeavor to make reasonable accommodations for students with disabilities who are otherwise qualified. The complete technical standards may be found at:

www.has.vcu.edu/mac/ugrad_programs/tech_stand.html

What to Know and Do to Be Prepared for Emergencies at VCU

1. Sign up to receive VCU text messaging alerts (www.vcu.edu/alert/notify). Keep your information up-to-date.

2. Know the safe evacuation route from each of your classrooms. Emergency evacuation routes are posted in on-campus classrooms.

3. Listen for and follow instructions from VCU or other designated authorities.

4. Know where to go for additional emergency information (www.vcu.edu/alert).

5. Know the emergency phone number for the VCU Police (828-1234). Report suspicious activities and objects.

Schedule of classes, readings and assignments

Before coming to class, you must read the material to be discussed that day. The textbook chapters are listed below. Be sure to check the class Web site for online readings.

Tuesday, Sept. 22 – Review syllabus. Course overview. Discussion questions:

· “How will I get a job in journalism after I graduate?” (written)
· Field exercise (video):

· How do people get the news?

· What is expected of a good journalist?
· How good a job are the media doing?
Tuesday, Sept. 29 – Answers to study questions due (video and summary). Discussion of Elements of Journalism:
· Introduction

· Chapter 1 – What Is Journalism For?

· Chapter 2 – Truth: The First and Most Confusing Principle
· Chapter 3 – Who Journalists Work For
Assignment of teams for Oct. 27 group presentations.
Tuesday, Oct. 6 – Answers to study questions due. Discussion of Elements of Journalism:
· Chapter 4 – Journalism of Verification
· Chapter 5 – Independence from Faction
· Chapter 6 – Monitor Power and Offer Voice to the Voiceless
Tuesday, Oct. 13 – Answers to study questions due. Discussion of Elements of Journalism:
· Chapter 7 – Journalism as a Public Forum
· Chapter 8 – Engagement and Relevance
· Chapter 9 – Make the News Comprehensive and Proportional
Tuesday, Oct. 20 – Answers to study questions due. Discussion of Elements of Journalism
· Chapter 10 – Journalists Have a Responsibility to Conscience

· Chapter 11 – The Rights and Responsibilities of Citizens

Tuesday, Oct. 27
· Group presentations

· Distribution of final exam (take-home test)
Final exam due by e-mail by 8 p.m. on Sunday, Nov. 1.

I hereby acknowledge that I have received a copy of the syllabus for MASC 495-001 
(Journalism Seminar). I have read and understood the course policies, including the policies on class attendance and grading.
	________________________
Signature
	________________________
Printed name
	______________________
Date


