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In my section of Com 110 I focus on teaching students how to find credible, academic sources and on developing an appreciation for freedom of expression, the cornerstone of our democracy.

In one quiz question the students were asked to rank several sources from the least credible to the most credible. The list consisted of the following (in order of credibility):

1. Academic journal article

2. A government document

3. Time magazine article

4. Newspaper article

Only two out of ten students were able to list the sources in the order above. This result indicates a need to increase the time dedicated to this topic. More examples, such as copies of journal articles and academic books need to be brought into the class.

With respect to developing an appreciation for freedom of expression, students were instructed on the rights guaranteed in the First Amendment. When asked to list the five rights again only two out of 10 were able to do so. This means more time needs to be spent in class discussing the First Amendment and reviewing the five rights it guarantees.

Matthew Bates’ COM 110 begins with an examination of the basic components of human communication: sender-receivers (the people communicating with one another), messages, feedback, noise (influences that prevent people from understanding each other well) the channels used to convey messages, and the settings in which communication takes place. The course then proceeds to explore various modes and processes of communication, including: how our “self concept” develops and shapes the ways we perceive other people and the world around us; verbal and nonverbal cures, listening, inter-cultural communication, and persuasion.

The course material is delivered through readings, lectures, in-class activities, quizzes, and written assignments. By the end of the course, most students have a basic understanding of the elements of human communication.

What they do not have—at least not sufficiently—is an understanding of how to consciously apply communication concepts in their daily lives. For example by end of the course, most students can identify three types of noise: external noise (caused by environmental factors), internal noise (resulting from fatigue, anxiety and other states of mind), and semantic noise, (stemming from the symbols exchanged by the sender-receivers). However, too many students tend to see these terms as ideas or definitions. I would like more students to understand that they can consciously plan their communications to minimize noise and, if they do, that they will understand people better, be better understood themselves, and become far more likely to obtain what they want and need in their day-to-day interactions with other people. 

When the students studied persuasive communication in fall of 2014, they were asked to imagine that they were going to address to the Board of Trustees and attempt to persuade the board to support an expensive new program—an on-campus day care facility. Credibility was one of the main hurdles the students would have to overcome. After all, why should the trustees seriously entertain a major proposal from a young undergraduate? While my students produced some good papers, I could see the gap between their understandings of credibility as a set of definitions versus credibility as a dynamic set of perceptions that a speaker must consciously construct. 

Professor Bates plans to develop more assignments and activities that require students to apply the core terms and concepts of COM 110 to realistic, practical situations.

In COM 250, students learn public relations from a “social movement” perspective. The process of shaping public opinion is not terribly difficult for organizations blessed with large budgets, full-time staff, and well-established ties with political leaders and the press. Shaping public opinion is far more challenging for groups of everyday people with few resources of any kind.

COM 250 exposes students to theories and case studies of social movement-building, with an emphasis on the role of communication. The course emphasizes the importance of creating new individual and collective identities among oppressed and marginalized people, and constructing alternative movement cultures to challenge the norms and beliefs of the dominant social groups. 

To help students “get a feel” for real grassroots organizing, they are asked to plan and execute several on-campus public relations campaigns. In the fall of 2013, students worked with one of three groups: “Good Jobs Nation” (a national coalition working to raise the wages of service-sector workers), and two campus organizations: the Women’s Social Action Coalition, and the Communication Club. In the fall of 2014, students organized publicity for a speech against hunger by Massachusetts Congressman Jim McGovern, hosted on campus by Trinity Washington University’s Billiart Center for Social Justice. 

Working with the three groups in 2013 proved quite difficult. The director of “Good Jobs Nation” who had agreed to work with us was abruptly re-assigned to direct another organization. Her replacement had no idea (or interest) in what we were trying to do. The two campus groups had a number of internal organizational issues that made it very difficult for students to work with them and promote a significant event. 

On the other hand, the 2014 speech by Congressman McGovern in 2014 was sponsored and supported by a University center. There was a fixed date and a clear agenda to work with, and the students did a good job. However, Rep. McGovern’s speech was scheduled only four weeks into the semester, forcing students to begin the course with a flurry of activity before they had a chance to study the fundamentals of organizing. In a sense, this turned the class “upside-down.” Students would have learned more (and learned more deeply) had they been able to apply and test the ideas of the social movement scholars and real-life organizers we studied in class. 

In the future, students will be involve in publicizing a major event scheduled later in the semester, sponsored by the Billiart Center or another stable, well-resourced organization. 

In both 2013 and 2014, Dr. Bates invited experienced organizers and movement leaders to address my class. Guest speakers included a leader of the successful campaign to repeal the death penalty in Maryland, and the Director of Communication for the D.C. Metro Labor Council, which includes hundreds of thousands of union members in the District of Columbia, Northern Virginia, and Maryland’s Prince Georges and Montgomery Counties. In the future, I plan to have more guest speakers, including speakers more directly involved in shaping “alternative movement cultures” through song, music, poetry, visual arts, and other means. The importance of re-shaping identities and building alternative cultures is clear when we recall the powerful effect of songs, slogans, and images employed by the abolitionists, the civil rights marchers in Selma and Birmingham, and the opponents of the war in Vietnam War. Bringing “cultural workers” into the classroom will, I think, give students a keener appreciation for the role of music and art in social movements than they can possibly get through articles and videos.

In addition to the above, a new learning strategy I have been developing is the use of social media in the classroom. Starting in the fall of 2014, I asked students in my journalism class to use social media, such as Twitter, to find and verify information for their news stories and for students in my other classes for the information in their research papers. In addition, students have to create and maintain an academic blog where they post their research on a topic related to the theme of the class.

I am also using Forum, in Moodle, to engage students in class lectures and discussions. I start the class by opening Forum with a question or comment. Throughout the class students are expected to post several posts, depending on the time and topic. During a screening of a five-minute film clip, for example, they would be expected to post at least two questions or comments.

During a class discussion, or class lecture,  a minimum of five or six posts would be acceptable.

This is an exciting new development in teaching in my communication classes. I hope to continue working with social media in the classroom to improve student learning.

