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ASCJ 100: The Changing World of Communication and Journalism 
Fall 2014, 2 Units 

 
10-Week Session:  August 26-October 28, 2014 
Day/Time: Tuesday, 4-6:20 p.m. 
Classroom: ANN L105A 
 
Lead instructor: 
Geoffrey Cowan, University Professor and Dean Emeritus 
E-mail: gcowan@usc.edu; Phone: 213-740-4466 
Office Hours:  Tuesdays, 3:00 – 4:00 pm; ASC 301B 
 
Co-instructor: 
Ernest J. Wilson III, Professor and Dean 
E-mail: ernestw@usc.edu; Phone: 213-740-6180 
 

 
Course Description 

 
For students interested in journalism, public relations, and communication, the USC Annenberg 
School is a fascinating place to study, work – and play. The world is experiencing dramatic 
developments at all levels of society, with rapid changes in communication technology, social 
patterns, demographics, laws and regulations, and global markets. All of these shifts are changing 
the face (and the business) of communication, journalism, public relations, entertainment, and so 
much more. As an introduction to those fields – and to the Annenberg School – this course will 
describe and give examples of exactly how these fields are changing, what remains at their core, 
and what the new conditions mean for professionals in those industries and for our lives as 
citizens. In short, what does it mean today to be a journalist, public relations professional, or 
expert in communications? We hope that this class will provide students with a basic 
understanding of all three of the Annenberg School’s undergraduate majors and of how they differ 
and intersect. 
 
This class will meet for two hours and 20 minutes each week for the first ten weeks of the 
semester. As a rule, each class will devote the first hour to a lecture and discussion of one or two 
important topics, often using current events as a way of exploring the subjects, delving further into 
the issues set forth in the assigned reading or viewing, and examining how people in each of the 
three majors would address the topic. The final hour of each class will generally feature guest 
speakers who are world-class communication professionals, journalists, news industry leaders, 
entertainment industry leaders, public relations experts, and newsmakers – as well as members of 
our School’s remarkable faculty and staff.  Recent guests to this class and a previous, similar one 
taught by Professor Cowan have included Pulitzer Prize-winning photojournalist David Hume 
Kennerly, broadcast journalist Julie Chen, Academy Award-winning documentary director Davis 
Guggenheim, Fox Sports president David Hill, top editors and reporters from the Los Angeles 
Times, Time Magazine, NBC News, The Huffington Post, La Opinion, and others. 
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After an introductory class, we will devote three weeks to a discussion of each of our 
undergraduate majors – journalism, communication, and public relations. The next class will 
explore the importance of collaboration – a common talent for anyone working in any of our 
fields. Then we will devote four class periods to substantive areas that, in somewhat different 
ways, are important to all three majors: politics and government; the globalization of audiences, 
news, communication, and business; entertainment; and sports. Our final class will include a 
discussion of what it means to be a part of the larger Annenberg Family.  
 
Over the course of the semester, we expect students to stay current with important news stories 
and outlets by following a major newspaper like the The New York Times or The Wall Street 
Journal; a leading broadcaster like a nightly newscast or The Daily Show, a digital media outlet 
like Salon or Drudge Report, and an international news source like the BBC or Al Jazeera. 
 
The class will include:  
 

1) A quick survey and critical examination of theories and practices that help explain 
the evolution of the news media and communication fields. 

 
2) An analysis of what it means to be a professional journalist, public relations or 

communication professional. You will be exposed to some of our leading Annenberg 
instructors and alumni to get a taste of what can be in store for you as a student here. 

 
3) An introduction to changes in technology, audiences, laws and regulations, and what 

is sometimes called “convergence.” Understanding these changes, and acquiring the 
skills necessary to succeed in the new media ecology, is essential for any student of 
journalism, communication, or public relations, and we hope that by mastering them our 
students will have a practical and intellectual edge in whatever field they pursue. 

 
4) A dialogue around key themes that will inform all our discussions, including diversity 

and the globalization of ownership, audiences, and programming; media literacy and 
critical thinking; and the importance of good writing and creating a clear, effective, and 
engaging narrative. 

 
5) A discussion of what it means to be an Annenberg citizen, including an overview of the 

diverse skills and disciplines taught at the Annenberg School, the ways that they intersect, 
and how you can benefit from combining them. You will see the “Annenberg advantage” 
in action, which comes from connecting the dots and combining an understanding of 
communication, journalism, and public relations. 

 
6) Finally, we will expose students to the array of educational and other programs and 

projects funded or run by the Annenberg Foundation. Just as you are now a member of 
the “Trojan Family,” you are also a member of the “Annenberg Family” and we want to 
explore what that can mean for you. 

 
From time to time, we will also remind you of a concept that we sometimes call “hustle and 
pluck.” The phrase is not perfect, but it will serve to remind you of the enterprising, hardworking, 
and gutsy spirit that we hope to instill in as many Annenberg students as possible.  
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We hope that ASCJ 100 will also serve as a warm introduction to Los Angeles, USC, and the 
Annenberg School – and to your classmates – as well as an engaging glimpse into important and 
rapidly changing fields. 
 

Readings 
  
Blackboard:  We expect you to keep abreast of whatever material we distribute in class or post on 
Blackboard. Between classes, Blackboard will be our primary means of communication. We will 
use it for a range of functions: 
 

• To notify you of reading and/or viewing assignments, describe upcoming class guests, 
and announce extra credit opportunities 

• To present weekly blogs or essays by the instructors on topics to be explored or 
discussed in class 

• To let you know of any changes in the course schedule that we decide to make as 
opportunities arise or events warrant 

• To provide a space for students to post their weekly journal entries 
 
In short, Blackboard represents our primary means of communication with you between classes. 
Please be sure to read our pages on Blackboard at least twice a week, including every Sunday.  
 
Many of you will be using Blackboard for the first time. You can find it on the web at 
blackboard.usc.edu. 
 

Grading:   Exams and Other Assignments 
  
Your letter grade will be established using a curve based on your relative performance in the 
course in comparison with your classmates. To perform well in the class, please be sure to turn in 
all assignments on time and to follow all instructions. The relative weight of assignments in this 
course is divided as follows: 
 
Blog posts (10%) – Over the course of the semester students must post two journal-type entries 
on topics covered by the class. You can write about your reactions to the instructors’ blogs, the 
reading assignments, and/or the discussions in class. Entries need not be more than 2 pages (about 
600 words), but they should reflect a thoughtful engagement with a topic from class. It is your 
responsibility to turn them in. (We may sometimes discuss the best of these in class.) The first 
post is due during the first five weeks of class; the second post is due by the last day of class. 
 
Autobiographical essay (10%) – Students will write a 2-3 page essay (about 600-800 words) 
describing: 1) their background and interests,: 2) the reasons they are interested in their specific 
major (journalism, PR, or communication; or in the case of non-majors, why they are interested in 
media and communication); 3) what they hope to learn from the class; 4) where they get their 
news and why; and 5) where they hope to be in 10 years. This assignment must be accompanied 
by a current photograph.  Due Week 2  
 
Special class project (30%) – Based on major issues, theories, and events discussed in class and 
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in the readings, students will tackle a topic from the point of view of a journalist, public relations 
professional, and/or expert in some aspect of the field of communication. We may ask you to 
tackle this as a group project. Students will select from three or four assigned topics and will 
present their project as a traditional 4-6 page essay or, with approval from their TA, an equivalent 
work (e.g. that explores the subject using any of a range of new media tools). The special project 
assignment will be distributed in week 3 and your paper or project idea should be submitted to 
your TA for approval by 4 p.m. on the fifth week of class, September 23rd. The project itself is due 
by Week 8 
  
Final essay (35%) – The final essay topic will ask students to do some original research and to 
apply the material covered in the class.  Due Week 10 
 
Participation (10%) – This class relies on students’ attendance and participation in both halves of 
the class, the lecture and the guest presentations. Any unexcused absences or regular tardiness will 
affect this portion of your grade and will bring down your overall grade. If for any reason you 
need to miss part or all of the class, please notify your TA. Approved athletic competitions and 
other university obligations, as well as medical excuses, will count as excused absences. In order 
to receive an excused absence for athletic competition or other university obligations, please turn 
in all excuse form requests to your TA at least 48 hours prior to missing class. Medical excuses 
must be verified by a note from a health care professional.  In addition to attending all clases, 
students are strongly urged to stop by the instructors’ office hours at least once during the 
course. 
 
School and community events (5%) – All students are expected to attend and write at least one 
paragraph about two relevant events at USC. Students will select these events from a list that will 
be distributed and/or discussed by the instructors.  These events must be attended within the 10 
weeks of the course and each write-up must be submitted within one week of the event.   
 
Extra credit – There will be occasional opportunities for extra credit that will be announced 
during class. Please try to take advantage of some or all of them. Extra credit may also be awarded 
for thoughtful participation outside of class (e.g. in office hours and over email), and for attending 
extra events beyond the two required. After assigning grades on a curve, we will give students 
some additional points for extra credit assignments, particularly ones that have been well 
executed. 
 

Class Policies & Resources 
 
Use of Computers and Cell Phones 
For this class we will use what might be called the Harvard Business School Rule: students will 
not be allowed to use laptops or wireless connections. Unless permitted by the instructor, cell 
phones must always be turned off during class. To understand the reasons for this policy, you may 
want to read the following: a study called “Why you should take notes by hand – not on a laptop” 
(http://www.vox.com/2014/6/4/5776804/note-taking-by-hand-versus-laptop); a New Yorker piece 
called “The Case for Banning Laptops in the Classroom” 
(http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/elements/2014/06/the-case-for-banning-laptops-in-the-
classroom.html); and the studies of the late Stanford University Professor (and USC Annenberg 
School graduate) Cliff Nass that show the dangers of multitasking (summarized in an NPR 
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segment that you can hear at http://www.npr.org/2013/05/10/182861382/the-myth-of-
multitasking). 
 
Statement on Academic Integrity 
USC seeks to maintain an optimal learning environment. General principles of academic honesty 
include the concept of respect for the intellectual property of others, the expectation that individual 
work will be submitted unless otherwise allowed by an instructor, and the obligations both to 
protect one’s own academic work from misuse by others as well as to avoid using another’s work 
as one’s own. All students are expected to understand and abide by these principles. SCampus, the 
Student Guidebook, (www.usc.edu/scampus or http://scampus.usc.edu) contains the University 
Student Conduct Code (see University Governance, Section 11.00), while the recommended 
sanctions are located in Appendix A. When quoting from another source, be sure to put all of 
the material in quotations and to cite the source in a footnote. 
 
Statement for Students with Disabilities  
Any student requesting academic accommodations based on a disability is required to register with 
Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each semester. A letter of verification for approved 
accommodations can be obtained from DSP. Please be sure the letter is delivered to me (or to TA) 
as early in the semester as possible. DSP is located in STU 301 and is open 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m., 
Monday through Friday. Website and contact information for DSP: 
http://sait.usc.edu/academicsupport/centerprograms/dsp/home_index.html, (213) 740-0776 
(Phone), (213) 740-6948 (TDD only), (213) 740-8216 (FAX), ability@usc.edu. 
  
Emergency Preparedness/Course Continuity in a Crisis  
In case of a declared emergency if travel to campus is not feasible, USC executive leadership will 
announce an electronic way for instructors to teach students in their residence halls or homes using 
a combination of Blackboard, teleconferencing, and other technologies. 
 
NOTE: This is a 10-week class.  Therefore, the deadlines to add, drop, or withdraw from this 
class are earlier.  Please note the following important dates for this class: 
 
Last day to register or add classes     September 9 
Last day to drop without a “W” or change to P/NP   September 9 
Last day to drop with a “W”      October 18 
Last day of class       October 28 
 
 

____________________________________________ 
  

Schedule of Classes 
 
** Note: The schedule, topics, and guest speakers are subject to change. Reading, viewing, and 
listening material for each week will be posted to Blackboard.  These readings will include an 
essay from your instructor, articles about current events, and PDFs of certain academic articles.  
Please check Blackboard at least twice a week. 
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August 26 Introduction 
  
September 2 Journalism 

Autobiographical essay due (September 2) 
 
Sept. 9  Communication   
 
Sept. 16 Public Relations 
 
Sept. 23  The Art of Collaboration  
 
Sept. 30  Government, Politics, and Political Communication   
 
Oct. 7   The Global World of News, Communication and Business 
 
Oct. 14  Entertainment 
 

Special Class Project due (October 14) 
 

Oct. 21 Sports 
 

Oct. 28  Conclusion 
 

Final essay due October 28 
 
GEOFFREY COWAN 
 
Geoffrey Cowan is a USC University Professor, the inaugural holder of the Annenberg Family 
Chair in Communication Leadership, and director of the USC Annenberg Center on 
Communication Leadership & Policy. A former director of the Voice of America and dean of the 
USC Annenberg School, Cowan is also president of the Annenberg Foundation Trust at 
Sunnylands, a nonprofit organization that convenes high-level conferences for world leaders to 
address global challenges that hosted President Obama’s famed summit with Chinese President Xi 
Jinping in June, 2013. He is on the boards of the Pacific Council on International Policy, Common 
Sense Media, and the Susan Thompson Buffett Foundation, and is a member of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences and the American Academy of Political and Social Science.  
 
 
ERNEST J. WILSON, III 
 
Ernest James Wilson III, Ph.D., is Walter Annenberg Chair in Communication and dean of the 
Annenberg School for Communication & Journalism at the University of Southern California. He 
is also a professor of political science, a faculty fellow at the USC Center on Public Diplomacy at 
the Annenberg School, a member of the boards of the Pacific Council on International Policy and 
the National Academies' Computer Science and Telecommunications Board, and a member of the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He served on the board of the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting from 2000 to 2010, the last year as chairman. 


