
  

 

COMM 303-DL1: WRITING ACROSS THE MEDIA (3 credits) 

FALL 2020 
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Instructor: Rodger Smith  
Email: rsmith6@gmu.edu (preferred contact) 
Office hours (through Zoom):  Fridays 9:00 am to 11:00 am  

  

Course Description and Delivery 

 
This is a hybrid synchronous three-credit foundation course on writing for the mass media: mainstream and social, print and 
broadcast, internet and public relations. You will be able to demonstrate your creativity and individuality in line with current writing 
procedures and practices and adhering to The Associated Press (AP) Stylebook guidelines. At its heart, it is about the fundamentals 
of journalism: reporting, writing and ethics. We will engage in discussion and debate drawing from real experiences and current 
events. No matter the medium you choose, the road you take, what you learn in this class will serve you well throughout your career.  
 

Safe Return to Campus Statement 
 

 All students taking courses with a face-to-face component are required to take Safe Return to Campus Training prior to visiting campus.  
o Training is available in Blackboard (https://mymason.gmu.edu).  

 Log into Blackboard. 
 Register using the training link in the top right corner of the page. 
 Select Student Training. 
 Select Sign up for Safe Return to Campus Training. 
 Select “submit.” 
 Select “training” from the green menu on the left side of the page. 

 Students are required to follow the university’s public health and safety precautions and procedures outlined on the university’s Safe 
Return to Campus webpage.  

o Here are answers to FAQ’s regarding the Safe Return to Mason. 

 Similarly, all students in face to face and hybrid courses must also complete the Mason COVID Health Check daily, seven days a week.  
o The COVID Health Check system uses a color code system and students will receive either a Green, Yellow, or Red email 

response.  

mailto:rsmith6@gmu.edu
https://mymason.gmu.edu/
www2.gmu.edu/safe-return-plan
www2.gmu.edu/safe-return-plan
https://www2.gmu.edu/safe-return-campus/faqs-for-safe-return


  

 

o Only students who receive a “green” notification are permitted to attend courses with a face-to-face component.  
o If you suspect that you are sick or have been directed to self-isolate, please quarantine or get testing.  
o Faculty can ask you to show them that you have received a Green email and are thereby permitted to be in class. 

 
YOUR GOAL IS TO SUCCEED AND MAKE THE MOST OF THIS SEMESTER.  

• My goal is to assist and guide you to get there.  
• Journalists and public relations experts face very tight deadlines. Do not miss them. I expect all assignments delivered on 

time.  
• When we have a guest speaker, do not miss class and do not come late—it demonstrates disrespect for your colleagues.  
• Your decision to remain enrolled in this course means you accept the policies and guidelines covered in this syllabus, 

schedule and GMU course policies.  
Using Blackboard, students are expected to complete assignments weekly and be engaged in course activities throughout the 
semester. Please check daily for updates. 
 

Blackboard Login Instructions 
 
Access to MyMason and GMU email are required to participate successfully in this course. Please make sure to update your 
computer and prepare yourself to begin using the online format BEFORE the first day of class.  Check the IT Support Center website. 
Navigate to the Student Support page for help and information about Blackboard. In the menu bar to the left you will find all the tools 
you need to become familiar with for this course.  Take time to learn each. Make sure you run a system check a few days before 
class. Become familiar with the attributes of Blackboard and online learning. 
 

Course Reading Materials 
• The Associated Press Stylebook, current edition – Mandatory for a newsroom and our class.  

o The online version or the traditional book are acceptable.  
o The class instructor will email any AP Stylebook updates. You will be responsible for knowing those updates. 

• OTHER REQUIRED READING…  
o Reading several news publications every day is required. Consider The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, your 

hometown paper, The Atlantic, Politico, Harper’s, broadcasts of CNN, BBC, Al Jazeera, Bloomberg, VOA, MSNBC, 
and Fox News. Also listen to WTOP News radio 103.5 FM, NPR at 88.5 FM, and podcasts like The Newsworthy, The 
Daily (from The New York Times), NPR’s First Up, Planet Money, and more.  

o Get:  
 Follow a news blog. Listen to NPR news programs. For interesting counterpoints, catch a Fox talk show and 

CNN telecasts—or watch online. Tune into the BBC, whether online, radio or TV, as a strong source of 
international news. Look at the Columbia Journalism Review and other blogs. To get balanced (and some 
leaning) perspective on news, read allsides.com.  

http://mymason.gmu.edu/
http://mymason.gmu.edu/
http://its.gmu.edu/
https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Student
https://store.stylebooks.com/apstylebookonline.html
https://www.amazon.com/Associated-Press-Stylebook-2019-Briefing/dp/1541699890


  

 

o Get contrary viewpoints - read and watch news out of your comfort zone. Read, read, read—and pay attention to the 
news.  

o Read articles/books on journalism, about journalism, by journalists and commentators.  
o Share your insights with others.  
o Consider joining the SPJ—Society for Professional Journalists. See professor Smith for details.  

• It is essential for you to keep up with politics/international affairs/the world around you.  

 

Course Learning Outcomes 
 

By the end of this asynchronous online course: 

 Gain an understanding of and using writing as a primary component of professional communication - regardless of the media. 
You will emerge a better writer and communicator.  

 Develop critical thinking and observation, especially around news and media ethics. You will emerge with better judgement of 
your own material and that of colleagues.  

 Recognize and use professional standards in mainstream, social and evolving media. You will emerge with enhanced 
professional engagement skills.  

 Master the basic requirements of AP style. You will be able to follow generally accepted and expected style.  

Technology Requirements 

Hardware: You will need access to a Windows or Macintosh computer with at least 2 GB of RAM and access to a fast and reliable 
broadband internet connection (e.g., cable, DSL). A larger screen is recommended for better visibility of course material. You will 
need speakers or headphones to hear recorded content and a headset with a microphone is recommended for the best experience. 

For Hard Disk Space required taking a distance education course, consider and allow for: 

1. the storage amount needed to install any additional software and 

2. space to store work that you will do for the course. 

If you consider the purchase of a new computer, please go to the Patriot Tech e-Store. Under Students/Faculty/Staff, click Log into 
the e-Store, enter your Mason username and password, then under Recommendations click Incoming Students, then scroll to your 
major, click your major then click Submit. This page will allow you to see recommendations.  
It is strongly recommended to use wired instead of wireless connections to complete exams and quizzes and upload assignments.  
 
Software: Many courses use Blackboard as the learning management system. You will need a browser and operating system that 

are listed compatible or certified with the Blackboard version available on the myMason Portal. See supported browsers and 
operating systems. Log in to myMason to access your registered courses. Some courses may use other learning management 

https://gmu.bncollege.com/shop/gmu/products/supplies-electronics/computer-electronics
http://mymason.gmu.edu/
https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Student/Getting_Started/Browser_Support
https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Student/Getting_Started/Browser_Support
http://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/


  

 

systems. Check the syllabus or contact the instructor for details. Online courses typically use Acrobat Reader, Java, and Windows 
Media Player, QuickTime and/or Real Media Player. Your computer should be capable of running current versions of those 
applications. Also, make sure your computer is protected from viruses by downloading the latest version of Symantec Endpoint 
Protection/Anti-Virus software for free here.  
Students owning Macs or Linux should be aware that some courses may use software that only runs on Windows. You can set up a 
Mac computer with Boot Camp or virtualization software, so Windows will also run on it. Watch this video  about using Windows on a 
Mac. Computers running Linux can also be configured with virtualization software or configured to dual boot with Windows. 
 
Note: If you are using an employer-provided computer or corporate office for class attendance, please verify with your systems 
administrators that you will be able to install the necessary applications and that system or corporate firewalls do not block access to 
any sites or media types. 
 

Course-specific Hardware/Software 

Check the syllabus for your course or contact the instructor prior to the start of the course to find out about specific technical 
requirements for your class. Hardware or software required for your course or program may be available for purchase at Patriot 

Computers (the University’s computer store that offers educational discounts and special deals). 

Respondus LockDown Browser: Use of the Respondus LockDown Browser and a functional webcam are required for exams in 
this online course. Adobe Flash must also be installed on your computer. Regardless of your default or preferred web browser, PC 
users must use Internet Explorer and Mac users must use Safari to visit this URL. Alternatively, you may cut and paste this URL 
(http://get.adobe.com/flashplayer/) into the address bar of Internet Explorer (PC users) or Safari (Mac users). Following these 
directions will ensure your computer has the appropriate version of Adobe Flash installed as required by Respondus LockDown 
Browser. 
 
NOTE: THE RESPONDUS LOCKDOWN BROWSER IS NOT COMPATIBLE WITH GOOGLE’S CHROME NOTEBOOK. IT IS 
COMPATIBLE WITH iPads. PLEASE CONTACT PROFESSOR SMITH IF YOU WILL USE AN IPAD TO ATTEMPT EXAMS. 

 
Once you have successfully completed the Adobe Flash check/install, please follow these instructions to download and install the 
Respondus LockDown Browser: 
 

1. Visit this URL to access the Respondus LockDown Browser download. 
2. Setup is easy and only requires you to: 

1. Select your operating system. 
2. Choose "Your Own Computer" from the list of provided options. 
3. Click a download link and follow the installation directions as provided. 

http://get.adobe.com/reader/
http://www.java.com/en/download/
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-US/windows/products/windows-media-player
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-US/windows/products/windows-media-player
http://support.apple.com/downloads/#quicktime
http://www.real.com/realplayer/search
http://antivirus.gmu.edu/
http://www.apple.com/support/macbasics/windowsmac/
https://gmu.bncollege.com/shop/gmu/products/supplies-electronics/computer-electronics/desktops-laptops-tablets?parentSubCatIdFlag=true
https://gmu.bncollege.com/shop/gmu/products/supplies-electronics/computer-electronics/desktops-laptops-tablets?parentSubCatIdFlag=true
http://get.adobe.com/flashplayer/
http://www.respondus.com/lockdown/information.pl?ID=133435885


  

 

When you have completed these steps launch the Respondus LockDown Browser by double-clicking its shortcut icon (pictured 
below). By default, this icon will be created on your desktop. 

 Respondus LockDown Browser system requirements 

 Courses Support Student Documentation 
 
 

 

 

Blackboard Collaborate: If there are online meetings with guest speakers, those will take place on Blackboard Collaborate, a 

synchronous videoconferencing platform. Login in to mymason.com with your Mason NetID and password. Select the Courses Tab. 

Choose the course COMM354. Click on Collaborate on the left menu. If you need assistance, click here. Please make sure to update 

your computer and prepare yourself to begin using the online format BEFORE the first day of class.   

In the menu bar to the left you will find Blackboard Collaborate; you need to become familiar with Blackboard Collaborate for this 

course. Make sure you run a system check a few days before videoconference day.  To do this, click on Bb Collaborate and a 

dropdown menu will appear.  Become familiar with the attributes of Collaborate and online learning.   

**On videoconference day, make sure to log on at least 10 minutes before online session and check that you are set to go before 

class starts. 

 

Instructor-Student Communication 

I will respond to your emails within 48 hours (longer if during a semester break). I am not as consistent in checking over the 
weekend, so you should be patient for a response. If I will be away from email for more than one day, I will post an announcement in 
the Blackboard course folder.  

Before sending an email, please check the following (available on your Blackboard course menu) unless the email is of a personal 
nature: 

1. Syllabus  
2. On-demand Blackboard videos on how to use Blackboard features, and Technical Requirements. 

http://www.respondus.com/products/lockdown-browser/requirements.shtml
https://its.gmu.edu/article-categories/tl-s/
https://help.blackboard.com/Collaborate/Ultra/Participant


  

 

3. I will not respond to messages sent from or send messages to a non-Mason email address. 

Contact with Classmates.  Make sure you obtain an email address and phone number from one or two classmates, so that you can 

consult with a classmate if you would like to do so. 

Course Policies 

 Late Work Policy: 
o Unless otherwise announced, all assignments are due on the day and at the time they are due. Late work will not be 

accepted except in the case of a documented personal emergency or excused absence, and students will not be 

allowed to make up assignments or exams unless they have third‐party documentation of an excused absence or 

emergency. It is the student’s responsibility to provide written documentation from a third party that details the 
emergency or university‐excused absence. Except in the very rare case of last-minute emergencies (e.g., getting hit 

by a car walking to class and being taken to the emergency room), students should let their instructors know about 
any excused absences, provide documentation, and plan for making up any missed work in advance of missing class. 
When the nature of the emergency makes it impossible to make up work in advance, students will be given a deadline 
to complete missed work, usually within one week of the original deadline. Technology failures, work‐related 
absences, work in other classes, oversleeping, or meetings with other professors are not considered a 
personal emergency.  

o In addition, please read Professor Smith’s Class Rules on the class website. 

 A university upper division course carries with it an expectation of a significant time commitment. Each course should be 
allotted 7.5 hours per week in the student’s personal schedule. This means a full load of five classes, or 15 credits, will 
require 37.5 hours per week. The specific rigor of the course as well as the academic and organizational skill set of the 
student will determine the exact needed hours to find success in each class.  

 You are responsible for the accuracy of your own schedule. Check PatriotWeb regularly to verify that you are registered 

for the classes that you think you are. 

 Important dates: 
o Last Day to Add a class: August 31, 2020 
o Last day to Drop a class with no tuition penalty (Full-Semester Course):  September 8, 2020 
o Drop period begins: 50% Tuition Refund Period Begins September 9, 2020 
o Final Drop Deadline (Full-Semester Course, 50% Tuition Penalty): September 15, 2020 
o Unrestricted Withdrawal Period (100% tuition liability): September 16-28, 2020 
o Selective Withdrawal Period: (undergraduate students only, 100% tuition liability): September 29-October 28, 2020 

 E-mail: It is strongly recommended that the student activate and/or use their George Mason University sponsored e-mail 
account (ex: rsmith6@gmu.edu) to communicate in this class. You can check your e-mail here.  

http://masonlive.gmu.edu/


  

 

o The instructor will use the GMU e-mail account to contact the student and class. The class instructor will not respond 
to messages sent from or send messages to a non-Mason email address.  

o All email correspondence should use the SUBJECT line, include the course number and name (Comm 303) and 
indicate what the message specifically concerns—such as: Comm 303-Reporting Project  

o If the student wishes to have their GMU mail forwarded to another e-mail account, visit the masonlive.gmu.edu link 
above for more information.  

o Keep up to date on the Class Announcements link on the class website. From time to time, there will be 
important class information posted through this link.  

 Respect.  All communication and discussion in this course should exhibit respect for other class participants and the 

instructor. 

Course Schedule 
 

Please refer to the Calendar link on the class website.  

Assignments Description and Grading 
 

• Midterm Exam (20 percent of overall grade):  

o Covers notes collected in class.  
• Final Exam (20 percent):  

o Covers notes collected in class after the midterm exam.  
• AP Test (15 percent):  

o Covers The Associated Press Style Manual and notes collected in class.  
• Blog (10 percent):  

o You will write analysis of weekly news events in blog form.  
o Four weeks of blogging, 2.5 points for each week of blogging.  

• Feature Stories (20 percent):  
o You will write three news feature stories on the guest speakers in this class this semester.  
o Two stories are each worth 6.7 percent of your overall grade, one is worth 6.6 percent.  

• In Class Assignments (15 percent):  
o These assignments will be assigned through the class website.  
o These are assignments related to class lectures. 



  

 

• To calculate your course grade, use the excel spreadsheet on the class website. 
 
Grading for the Course: 
 

Numerical Grading…  
97-100 A+ 
93-96  A  
90-92  A-  
87-89  B+  
83-86  B  
80-82  B-  
77-79  C+  
70-76  C  
60-69  D  
59-Below  F  
 



  

 

SOME COURSE GUIDELINES…  

• You will need to complete online assignments in class. Please see me if you have concerns with this requirement.  

• You need access to the internet (on campus and/or at home) and should use Microsoft Word for your written assignments.  

• FORMATTING FOR WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS…  

o Word format  

o Double spaced  

o 12-point Times New Roman  

o Paragraphs must be consistently indented by five spaces throughout.  

o Fifteen points minimum deducted on assignments not in the above-mentioned format.  

o Name, date, email address and assignment name at the top of the page.  

• I use Blackboard Grade Center and will endeavor to keep your grades up to date. Please check for grades and any other 
pertinent information.  

• I am best reached through my GMU email and scheduled office hours through Zoom. I am very willing to meet with you 
individually during my office hours listed above. I look forward to it. 

• Questions on Graded Assignments: You have up to seven calendar days after assignments are returned to you to discuss 
with your Instructor the grade you earned on the assignment. To discuss the grade, please send an e-mail to the Instructor.  

o After the restricted time period for each assignment, questions on assignments can be entertained BUT no 
appointments to discuss grades for those assignments will be scheduled.  

• HOW TO GET A ZERO…  

o Deadlines are integral to journalists, so due dates for writing assignments are nonnegotiable. Late assignments, 
unless previously arranged, are not accepted. Yes, missing a deadline costs you points toward your final grade. Don’t 
let this happen. This is a valuable lesson from “the real world.”  

 Read Professor Smith’s Class Rules on the class website. 

• Please write in complete sentences using proper grammar. See the Writing Center if you need help. This is not English 101. 
Please avoid these pitfalls. We have fun in class, but we are in an academic setting and we are here to learn.  

• DO I HAVE TO COME TO CLASS?  

o Um…Yes. You must come to class, just like you will have to go to work. Attendance is expected at each class session. 
If you miss work and deadlines, you get fired. If you miss class and assignments, you…. you get the idea.  

o Nearly every class will involve guest speakers where you will take notes to compose a features story.  

 

University Policies and Resources 
 

a. Academic Honesty: You are expected to be familiar with and abide by the University’s Honor Code. The Code can be found 
here. It is your responsibility to see me if you have questions about these policies. 

b. Students must follow the university policy for Responsible Use of Computing.  

https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/
https://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/responsible-use-of-computing/


  

 

c. Student services:  The University provides a range of services to help you succeed academically and you should make use of 
these if you think they could benefit you. I also invite you to speak to me (the earlier the better). 

d. Students are responsible for the content of university communications sent to their George Mason University email account 
and are required to activate their account and check it regularly. All communication from the university, college, school, and 
program will be sent to students solely through their Mason email account. You can check your email here. 

e. Religious Holidays: As a student, it is your obligation, within the first two weeks of the semester, to provide your instructor with 
the dates of major religious holidays on which you will be absent due to religious observances. 

f. Student Privacy: The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA) is a federal law that governs the educational 
records of eligible students. Please read for more information. 

g. The George Mason University Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) staff consists of professional counseling and 
clinical psychologists, social workers, and counselors who offer a wide range of services (e.g., individual and group 
counseling, workshops and outreach programs) to enhance students’ personal experience and academic performance. 
Counseling Center: Student Union I, Room 364, 703-993-2380.  

h. Students with disabilities who seek accommodations in a course must be registered with the George Mason University Office 
of Disability Services (ODS) and inform their instructor, in writing, at the beginning of the semester.  

i. Online Education Services, University Libraries: The George Mason University Library offers several services online to assist 
you with research and assignments. 

j. The George Mason University Writing Center staff provides a variety of resources and services (e.g., tutoring, workshops, 
writing guides, handbooks) intended to support students as they work to construct and share knowledge through writing. 
University Writing Center:  Robinson Hall Room A114, 703-993-1200. The writing center includes assistance for students for 
whom English is a second language. 

k. George Mason University is dedicated to preparing staff and students in the event of an emergency. All students in this class 
are encouraged to register for Mason Alert, a system that allows university officials to contact the community during an 
emergency by sending a text message to cell phones, emails, or PDAs If you are not currently registered for Mason Alert, 
please visit this website. 

l. Diversity: George Mason University promotes a living and learning environment for outstanding growth and productivity 
among its students, faculty and staff. Through its curriculum, programs, policies, procedures, services and resources, Mason 
strives to maintain a quality environment for work, study and personal growth. 

m. Notice of mandatory reporting of sexual assault, interpersonal violence and stalking: As a faculty member, I am designated as 
a “Responsible Employee,” and must report all disclosures of sexual assault, interpersonal violence and stalking to Mason’s 
Title IX Coordinator per University Policy 1412. If you wish to speak with someone confidentially, please contact one of 
Mason’s confidential resources, such as the Student Support and Advocacy Center (703-380-1434) or Counseling and 
Psychological Services (CAPS) (703-993-2380, 32380 on campus). You may also seek assistance from Mason’s Title IX 
Office by calling 703-993-8730 (38730 on campus). 

http://masonlive.gmu.edu/
http://registrar.gmu.edu/ferpa/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
https://ds.gmu.edu/
https://ds.gmu.edu/
http://library.gmu.edu/for/online
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
https://ready.gmu.edu/masonalert/
http://ctfe.gmu.edu/professional-development/mason-diversity-statement/
https://ssac.gmu.edu/
https://caps.gmu.edu/
https://caps.gmu.edu/
mailto:Mason's%20Title%20IX%20Office
mailto:Mason's%20Title%20IX%20Office


  

 

n. The Mason Student Services Center is the first stop and the central resource for information and solutions related to 
registration, enrollment, financial aid, billing, academic records and other student support services. Click the link for more 
information.  

o. You can find out more about Mason campus groups at the Mason 360 website. 

 

 

https://mssc.gmu.edu/
https://mason360.gmu.edu/

