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Virginia Commonwealth University  School of Mass Communications

Syllabus for MASC 646 - Convergence Law & Ethics ● Section 901 ● Fall 2009
	Instructor:
	Marcus Messner, Assistant Professor

	Office:
	Temple Building, 901 W. Main St., Room 1110

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

	Phone:
	804-827-0252

	E-mail:
	mmessner@vcu.edu

	When and where
our class meets
	The class runs from October 30 to December 5, 2009 and is conducted online. You will work on your own time, but by the deadlines outlined in this syllabus. 



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


COURSE DESCRIPTION
This 3-credit-hour graduate course is an online class that explores the delicate balance between freedom and control of the mass media (print, broadcast and new media). It focuses on judicial decisions and reasoning, given the impact the courts have on interpreting the First Amendment. It will also focus on new legal and ethical concerns created by the Internet and digital newsgathering and presentation technologies. Students

will be immersed in the ethical decision-making process through a case-study approach.
COURSE OBJECTIVES
The objectives of the course are to familiarize students with the U.S. system of freedom of expression, including its historical, legal, and philosophical foundations: 
1. Provide students with a knowledge and understanding of mass communication law and ethics so that as professional communicators they can thoughtfully assert their rights while avoiding needless infractions of the law.  

2. Teach students to read critically and to analyze and synthesize what they read, see and hear. 

3. Introduce students to legal research skills. 

4. Develop collaborative skills that enhance students’ ability to produce multimedia stories and mass communications.

5. Prepare students to become practitioners or educators of mass communication.
COURSE PREREQUISITES
Acceptance to the Multimedia Journalism Program and successful completion of MASC 611 and MASC 642.
REQUIRED TEXT
1. Kent R. Middleton & William E. Lee (2010 update of 7th edition). The Law of Public Communication. Allyn & Bacon. 
The textbook is available at VCU’s bookstore, 1111 W. Broad Street. Copies can also be purchased online at websites such as Amazon.com or Barnesandnoble.com.
There will also be additional online readings on our course website. Check under “Textbook/Readings.”
CLASS WEBSITE AND E-MAIL

This is an online class. This syllabus, all assignments, class materials, online discussion forums, and your grades can be found on our class website at www.blackboard.vcu.edu. Use the first part of your VCU e-mail address as your username and your e-mail password as the password. If you do not have an e-mail account at VCU, please contact me immediately. I will communicate with the class frequently through e-mail. Therefore, it is essential that you will get an account. Check your e-mails several times a day.   
COURSE MATERIAL
You will need a USB drive to store all of your assignments. 
ASSIGNMENTS
All assignments and course material will be posted on Blackboard. All assignments must be turned in by the deadline (see Course Topics Outline). I do not accept late work. All late work will automatically receive an “F.” No exceptions.

There are a total of six assignments and two exams. Please see the Course Topics Outline for deadlines and Blackboard for more details on the assignments.
Online Discussions 1-5: You will participate in five online discussions that will test your understanding of the reading material and your ability to apply it to case studies. For each discussion, you will have to answer two questions. Each answer has to be between 300 and 350 words and include two additional references to underline your argument. In addition, you will have to write two 50-word responses to the discussions of your classmates and answer an occasional follow-up question by your instructor (also 50 words). The last discussion will have three questions and no replies. You are allowed to use all class material while engaging in the discussions. 
Exams 1+2: There are two exams in the class. The first exam will cover the material from the textbook chapters 1-6 and 12. The second exam will cover material from the textbook chapters 7-11. The exams will include multiple choice questions and last 60 minutes each. The exams are offered on specific days, but can be started at any time during those days. You are not allowed to use any of the class materials, including the textbook, while you take the exams. 
Research Paper: At the end of the semester, you will have to write a 15-page research paper on a convergence media law or ethics topic of your choice. The paper has to include a minimum of 10 professional, academic and legal sources (does not include the textbook). You have to provide a pitch and a proposal for your research paper before you can start it. You can use all class materials when writing the paper. Further details will be provided on Blackboard.
All written work must be typed using Microsoft Word (or similar software). Handwritten assignments will not be accepted. All work must be “clean” and checked for spelling and grammar. Mistakes will severely affect your grades. It is your responsibility that the assignments are received by the deadline. 

Online discussions are submitted through a Blackboard forum. The exams will be also conducted on Blackboard. The final paper as well as the pitch and proposal will be submitted through the digital dropbox on Blackboard. 

You are expected to work on all assignments and exams by yourself and without the help from anybody. A violation of this rule will be considered a violation of the university’s honor system. 
GRADING/EVALUATION

Your final grade is based on all your work during the semester. The instructor is available during the semester to discuss progress. All grades will be posted on Blackboard throughout the semester.

Online Discussions





50 %

Exam 1






10 %

Exam 2






10 %

Research Paper





30 %

See Blackboard for detailed “Assessment Objectives.”
Grading scale

A = 90-100

B = 80-89

C = 70-79

D = 60-69

F = below 60

ATTENDANCE POLICY

You are expected to regularly participate in the online discussions. A student who misses one or more online discussions will not be able to receive a passing grade in the class. Excuses are only accepted before the fact and in case of emergencies and sickness. The instructor will determine whether an absence is excused or unexcused. A written excuse is mandatory (e.g. doctor’s note). Last-minute technology problems are not a valid excuse.
University POLICIES

Policies and Procedures for Graduate Students

General academic regulations for all graduate students

It is the responsibility of all graduate students to be familiar with the Graduate Bulletin of record (the bulletin in effect at the time of official admission), as well as the academic regulations in individual school and department publications and on program Web sites; however, in all cases, the official policies and procedures of the University Graduate Council, as published on this Graduate Bulletin Web site and on the Graduate School Web site, take precedent over individual program policies and guidelines. Graduate students should contact the Graduate School at any time regarding questions relating to graduate study at VCU. These policies, procedures and requirements of the Graduate Program may be found at: http://www.pubapps.vcu.edu/bulletins/graduate/
Satisfactory Academic Progress

Graduate students at VCU must continue to make satisfactory progress toward their degrees. Unsatisfactory grades and unprofessional conduct are areas that may warrant review for possible termination from their programs.

Specifically, students may not present courses receiving less than a “C” for fulfilling degree requirements. At the end of each semester, graduate faculty advisers and program directors will review the academic progress of all graduate students in their programs. The academic standing of any graduate students who receive multiple grades of “C ” or grades of “D” or “F” will be reviewed for possible termination from their programs.

Classroom/Field Decorum and Behavior

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. 

You must not install any programs on the computers in Temple 1118. 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. If you are late to class, you will be counted absent. 
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. 

In reporting stories and doing work for MASC 646, you will interact with news sources and other people. You must act in a professional manner at all times: in interviewing people, talking to them on the phone and communicating with them by e-mail. This means being respectful, polite and non-argumentative – in short, acting as a professional and ethical journalist. It also means dressing appropriately for interviews and other meetings. Your behavior and appearance reflect not only on you but also on VCU and the School of Mass Communications. If you act unprofessionally, I will lower your grade accordingly.

For more about the university’s policy on student conduct, see:

www.students.vcu.edu/rg/policies/conductguide.html

Cultural Diversity and Free Expression

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/.)

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.
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 the instructors 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/rg/rg1access.html

Ethics

The VCU Honor System will be strictly enforced in this class. If you fabricate or plagiarize material, your name will be turned in to appropriate university officials for disciplinary action. The honor policy provides substantial penalties for violation, including expulsion. For more information about plagiarism and how to avoid it, see: 
www.vcu.edu/cte/Plagiarism.html

Unless specified 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.”

A Summary of the VCU Honor System at Virginia Commonwealth University

Virginia Commonwealth University recognizes that honesty, truth, and integrity are values central to its mission as an institution of higher education. Therefore, it must act to maintain these values, even to the point of separating from the University those who violate them. The VCU Honor System describes the responsibilities of students, faculty, and administration in upholding academic integrity, while at the same time respecting the rights of individuals to the due process offered by administrative hearings and appeals. All persons enrolled in any course or program offered by VCU, and all persons supervising the learning of any student are responsible for acting in accordance with the provisions of this policy.

An integral part of the VCU Honor System is the Honor Pledge: “On my honor I have neither given nor received aid on this assignment.” At the option of the instructor, work assigned for classes, clinics, internships, and all other types of instruction offered at the University may be accomplished in either of two ways: (1) as “Pledged” work, for which the student will sign a pledge statement indicating that the work was completed independently, without giving or receiving assistance from another; or (2) as “Unpledged” work, which may be completed in collaboration with others as directed by the instructor and for which no pledge statement is required. All work is considered to be pledged unless the instructor specifies otherwise.

The VCU Honor System gives definitions and illustrative examples of six acts which are violations of the policy: Cheating, Plagiarizing, Facilitating Academic Dishonest, Abusing Academic Materials, Stealing Academic Materials, and Lying Related to Academic Matters. There are also six penalties which may be imposed upon students who are found guilty of violations: Honor Probation, Assignment of Grades, Suspension, Expulsion, Revocation, and Other Relevant Sanctions.

All members of the University community (student, faculty, or administrator) are responsible for bringing charges against a student believed to be in violation of the VCU Honor System with the Honor System Coordinator of the school or college responsible for the course. Charges may be (1) Informal (anonymous and verbal) or (2) Formal (written). Under the Informal route, a verbal description of the alleged violation is given to the Coordinator who meets with the accused to obtain an explanation. If the accused refuses to explain the conduct in question, if the explanation does not satisfy the accuser, or if the accused admits guilt, the accuser must decide whether or not to forsake anonymity in order to pursue the case to formal charges.

Under the Formal route, written charges are filed with the Coordinator who investigates by consulting with all parties involved, and either determines that there is insufficient evidence, makes a finding of guilt and determines a penalty, or refers the matter to the Academic Campus Honor Council for a hearing in instances where the Coordinator feels the accused student may be subject to suspension or expulsion from the University. 

The Undergraduate Student Honor Council is comprised of seven members: three faculty members and four students. The Council conducts a hearing according to the procedures outlined in the VCU Honor System policy, makes a determination of guilt, and determines a penalty if the necessary. Decisions of the Council may be appealed to the University Appeal Board, which recommends action the President of the University. Records of actions taken under this policy are maintained in accordance with procedures specified in the policy.

For the full text of the VCU Honor System, see www.students.vcu.edu/rg/policies/honor.html

COURSE TOPICS OUTLINE

The semester schedule is listed below. We will try to stick to this schedule as much as possible. However, it is not rigid in that it limits what we can do. You are encouraged to suggest topics, if they will benefit the course. If at any time, you feel the materials used, the lectures and discussions as well as the assignments do not challenge you, contact me for additional or alternative work. In addition, if there are any problems or questions, please contact me.

WEEK 1:
Freedom of expression; Sources of law and the courts; Prior restraint 


and methods of control

Readings: Middleton/Lee: Chapter 1-3, Appendix A


Online discussion questions due Sunday, November 1, 11 p.m.


Replies due Wednesday, November 4, 11 p.m.
WEEK 2: 
Libel
Readings: Middleton/Lee: Chapter 4



Online discussion questions due Sunday, November 8, 11 p.m.



Replies due Wednesday, November 11, 11 p.m.
WEEK 3: 
Privacy and access to information; Copyright law
Readings: Middleton/Lee: Chapter 5, 6 and 12



Online discussion questions due Sunday, November 15, 11 p.m.



Research paper pitch due Wednesday, November 18, 11 p.m.



Replies due Wednesday, November 18, 11 p.m.
EXAM 1: 
Friday, November 20, 8 a.m. – 11:59 p.m. (60 minutes – covers 



Chapters 1-6 and 12)

WEEK 4: 
Political and commercial speech; Obscenity and indecency
Readings: Middleton/Lee: Chapter 7-9



Online discussion questions due Sunday, November 22, 11 p.m.



Replies due Wednesday, November 25, 11 p.m.

WEEK 5:
Thanksgiving – no online discussions


Research paper proposal due Wednesday, December 2, 11 p.m.

WEEK 6:
Media and the judiciary; Protection of sources
Readings: Middleton/Lee: Chapters 10-11



Online discussion questions due Saturday, December 5, 11 p.m.



No replies this week
EXAM 2: 
Friday, December 11, 8 a.m. – 11:59 p.m. (60 minutes – covers 



Chapters 7-11)

PAPER: 
Sunday, December 13, 11 p.m.
