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COMM 251 The Nature of Media

Course Description
This course is an examination of the theory, history, practice, and meaning of media. Within the framework of various media theories, students examine how various technological forms of media are used for communication. This course is designed to make you aware of the media in which you participate so that you can begin to consciously analyze the messages we are receiving and sending. Because this course is also the foundation for a study in Communications, you will begin to study and understand the role of industry employees as they participate in the creation of media messages, and be introduced to the history and theoretical background needed to begin your media studies. 
We will explore how messages are encoded, transmitted and decoded in various media forms, to build a critical view on how to understand and utilize media. Critical to all of this is discerning how technology, market, laws and culture impacts the media practices, how the media in return contributes to them, and what roles you can play within it. Through this course, students will be encouraged to develop a critical view towards the media. The critical view does not refer to simply opposing or rejecting media as manipulative or otherwise evil; it is about recognizing the details in the dynamics and mechanisms of how meanings are constructed through the media process, embracing the downsides and strengths, and then ultimately discussing ways to utilize them for a greater good, while also having fun. 
As such, you will be exposed to many different concepts and theories on how to understand media phenomena. You will be expected to become familiar with them, and utilize them to present your own analysis on how we use media, and how we can use media even better. 

Prerequisites
(none)



Course Learning Outcomes
By the end of this course, students will:
1. Demonstrate a working knowledge of the history of mass media and the concepts, terminology and theories of Media Studies and Mass Communication.
2. Explore his/her relationship with media.
3. Analyze this relationship in writing and through active participation in class discussion.
4. Exhibit effective team membership by working on a team to research, prepare and produce a presentation on an assigned media topic.

General Course Requirements
Required Textbook: 
Branston, Gill with Roy Stafford. The Media Student’s Book, 5e. London: Routledge, 2010.

Follow current media events: While the textbook readings provide knowledge and stimulate thoughts on how we can understand media phenomena, actual media events provide us with real-time experience on how we can integrate them into our own lives. Being aware of current developments in media is crucial for making sense of what we learn, and many of the classroom examples will be placed in such contexts. Therefore, you will be expected to regularly follow media events consciously – but then again, we are all immersed in media already. 
Class discussions: Students should come to class prepared, having done the readings for the week meaning that the readings for any particular week should be completed before the class, allowing us to potentially engage all readings during all class periods of that particular week. Students should also be prepared to address the course material, answer questions, and engage their classmates and the instructor with regard to the course material in a civil manner both in-class and online. Note that class participation is a part of the grading scheme. Electronic reserve readings will be available online in Angel, as well as important notices on changes over the course of the semester. 
Presentation: It is highly recommended that you familiarize yourself with visual presentation tools such as Keynote, Powerpoint, Prezi or similar software. 

Attendance
Class starts promptly. Please plan to arrive on time, and remain until the end of the class period, in order to avoid disrupting class discussions.
Please keep careful track of due dates for assignments. Late assignments will be accepted only with a penalty, except in case of genuine emergency - in which case you may be required to provide documentation or other acceptable proof that your absence was of an emergency nature. 
You are allowed one unexcused absence. After that, each unexcused absence will cost you a half letter grade. Excused absences must be by prior arrangement with the instructor, unless brought on by a genuine emergency as mentioned above. 

Assessment and Grading
Course grades will be based on two written essays, and five questions on each week’s readings. Grades will be determined according to the following formula:
Exams (150 * 2 times) 300 points
Media Activity Report 200 points
Exploration Activity Homework 200 points
Team presentation 200 points
Participation 100 points
Total 1000 points
The breakdown of grades will be as follows: 
A = 93 and higher; A- = 90 - 92.99; B+ = 87 - 89.99; B= 83 - 86.99; B- = 80 - 82.99; C+ = 77 – 79.99; c = 70 – 76.99; D = 60 – 69.99; F = 59.99 and below.

Exams: In order to assess your level of understanding of the terms, concepts and theories there will be two exams; one at mid-term and one during final exam week.
Media Activity Report: In order to inspire the analysis of your media use, you will catalog and analyze your media consumption for one week, and create a report analyzing your media consumption using the concepts and terms from the course. A successful media activity report will be approximately 1200 words long and demonstrate a solid use of course terminology and theories to analyze your relationship to mass media.
Exploration Activity Homework: Most weeks, you will be assigned an Explore activity from the textbook or given another assignment as homework. To complete these assignments, you will both submit a 300-500 words written report on the activity, and actively discuss your discoveries during the class period. Successful explore activity reports will demonstrate enthusiasm for the topic, and a willingness to actively move the class discussion forward. Active, enthusiastic participation in discussions will significantly improve your grade.
Team Presentation: As a member of a team, you will research, prepare and present the class with information on the history, trends, and current status of your assigned media use. A successful presentation will be both informative and engaging. The team will also create and submit a list of potential exam questions based on the topic of your presentation.  
Participation: You are required to take part in the discussions, both in-class and potentially in online forums. The participation will be assessed not simply based on the frequency of talking, but on the relevance, collaborative manner and civility. Those who are uncomfortable speaking in class may submit written questions on the readings before they are to be discussed. 

Academic Integrity
As in all courses, you will be held to accepted standards of academic integrity. Penn State University defines academic integrity as the pursuit of scholarly activity in an open, honest, and responsible manner. All students should act with personal integrity, respect for other students’ dignity, rights, and property, and help create and maintain an environment in which all can succeed individually and as a team through their own efforts. Dishonesty of any kind will not be tolerated in this course. Some examples of dishonesty include:
Cheating tests: The quizzes and tests are in place not just to grade you, but to motivate you to effectively digest the reading material and the discussions that make up the course. Also, it is a practice in respecting a rational system which is based on equal opportunity and rewards hard work. 
Plagiarism: Giving proper credit to the original sources of ideas is crucial for any intellectual field to prosper. It is natural that most, if not all, ideas are influenced by some other ideas. Other people’s ideas have been developed and tested by those people; because they have done that, the next person can take a step further by building on those ideas or by disputing parts of them. If you do not make a clear distinction between the inspirations you attained from others and the original ideas you developed on them, it becomes obscure what has been proven by whom and weakens the very foundation of that idea. For such reasons, plagiarism is a serious infringement of professional ethics for both the academics and the media professionals. Also, it is stealing. 
Falsification: The academic field is built on the trust that each person tried their best to systematically prove their argument based on honest data. If such trust is absent, not only the argument and methodology but the whole data would need to be proven from the scratch, just to make sure that person has not intentionally lied. Falsification of data, ranging from test measurements to researched facts is therefore a grave breach of ethics. Prominent professors and high-profile journalists have lost their careers over falsification. 
Students who are found to be dishonest will receive academic sanctions and may be reported to the college’s Judicial Affairs Office for possible further disciplinary sanctions. Please consult the University’s policy on Academic Integrity at http://www.psu.edu/dept/ufs/policies/47-00.html#49-20.

Class Etiquette and Accommodation
Use of cell phones and other personal computing devices in the classroom is basically allowed. However, the use should be directly related to the class such as note taking, reference searching and in-class interactions (not permitted: Social media timeline browsing, group messaging, online gaming, drone piloting, or other brilliant ways of distraction). Also, it should be noted that some forms of media use can be very distracting to other students, requiring some discretion. If the disruption is severe, it will count as an offense and repeated offenses will affect your participation grades. 
Food and drinks are officially prohibited in the classroom by university policy. I consider covered coffee or bottled water okay, but if you want to eat a late lunch, please do so outside the classroom. 
Penn State welcomes students with disabilities in the University’s educational programs. If you have a disability-related need for modifications or reasonable accommodations in this course, contact the Disability Services Coordinator in the Student Assistance Center, located at 109 Swatara Building, 717.948.6025. For further information, please visit their web site at http://hbg.psu.edu/studentaffairs/disability.php. Please notify me as soon as possible regarding the need for modifications or reasonable accommodations.

Weather Policy
In the event of weather-related problems, check the PSH web site or local radio and TV stations for class cancellation. I will also send an e-mail through ANGEL once the cancellation information is official. 

General Tutoring: Learning Center General Tutoring Information 
The Russell E. Horn Sr. Learning Center may have a peer tutor who can assist you in this course. To make an in-person or online appointment, click the ONLINE SCHEDULER button from the Learning Center (http://harrisburg.psu.edu/learning-center) home page, go to http://psuh.mywconline.com, call 717.948.6475, or stop in at W-117 Olmsted or 106 EDUC ACT. An appointment is recommended, but not required. 
To inquire about appointments or for other questions, call 717.948.6475 or stop in at W-117 Olmsted or 106 EDUC ACT. You can also request a tutor by emailing tutorrequest@psu.edu. We will do our best to find a tutor to match your schedule and course needs, although we can't guarantee one. And don’t forget to like us on Facebook at PSHLearningCenter and follow us on Twitter @PSUHLC. 

Changes to Syllabus
To reflect current events and developments, the syllabus is subject to change at the instructor’s discretion. Any such alterations will be communicated to the class promptly.


Schedule

Week1 (Aug 25)
Introductions, syllabus, basic communication models.

Week2 (Sep 1)
Chapter 1: Approaching Media Texts
Homework due: Explore 1.3 (p. 18) Always read the chapter thoroughly before the assignment.

Week3 (Sep 8)
Chapter 2: Narratives
Homework due: Explore 2.7 (p. 55) 

Week4 (Sep 15)
Chapter 3: Genres and other Classifications
Homework due: Explore 3.6 (p. 89)

Week5 (Sep 22)
Chapter 13: Documentary and “reality” debates
Homework due: Explore 13.1 (p. 361) 

Week6 (Sep 29)
Groups 1, 2 Presentations (print-rooted media): books and magazines / news media
 
Week7 (Oct 6)
Groups 3, 4 Presentations (broadcast-rooted media): from radio to podcasts / TV to vidcasts

Week8 (Oct 13)
Chapter 6: Ideologies and discourses & Chapter 11: Debating advertising, branding and celebrity

Week9 (Oct 20)
Recap of week 1 – 8: Media theories in context
Midterm exam (on Chapters 1, 2, 3, 13)

Week10 (Oct 27)
Groups 5, 6, 7 Presentations (entertainment): movies / games / music

Week11 (Nov 3)
Chapter 14: From “audience” to “users” 
Homework: Explore 14.6 (page 391) 

Week12 (Nov 10)
Chapter 4: Representations
Chapter 7: media industries

Week13 (Nov 17)
Chapter 10: Regulation
Note: Media Activity Reports due

(No class on Nov 24: Thanksgiving Holiday)


Week14 (Dec 1)
Chapter 5: Globalisation
Homework: Explore 5.10 (page 157) 

Week15 (Dec 8)
Chapter 12: News and its futures
Closing

Finals Week (Dec 14-18)

