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COMM 3334-0010: Strategic Message Design 
 

The Ohio State University 
School of Communication 

Summer 20112 
 

Denney Hall 0206 
TR 1:50pm-4:30pm 

Instructor 
Benjamin Johnson  
Office: 3075 Derby Hall 
Office Hours: TR 11:30-1:30pm and by appointment 
Email: johnson.4438@osu.edu  
Phone: 614.285.8607 
 
Course Description 
“Message development for marketing communications – strategic communications writing.” 
Prerequisites: Enrollment in Communication Major. Not open to students with credit for 634. 
 
Required Texts 
Smith, R. D. (2012). Becoming a public relations writer: A writing workbook for emerging and established 
media (4th ed.). New York: Routledge. ISBN: 978-0-415-88802-8 
 
The Associated Press stylebook and briefing on media law. (any recent edition).  
 
Required Materials 
You will need a paper notebook or a laptop for taking notes and completing writing exercises during class. 
  
Course Objectives 
This course prepares the student for work as a professional writer in the areas of public relations and marketing. 
By focusing on the creative aspects of strategic messaging, including crafting effective messages and choosing 
the most effective channels, COMM 3334 provides students with a full skill set for writing strategic 
communication. This applied course prepares students for professional writing by asking them to produce a pair 
of portfolio-quality projects, utilize social media, and refine their message techniques. 
 
Course Format 
This course will require substantial amounts of effort both inside and outside of the classroom. In-class 
activities are focused on reviewing the readings, completing short writing exercises, and engaging in class 
discussion. Given the small class size, your attendance is an essential part of each class period. A typical day 
will include instructor-led discussion of assigned readings and related topics, interspersed with writing exercises 
and sharing in a workshop format. You may also be given class time to work on assignments and receive 
feedback from the instructor, in a more-or-less lab format. 
 
You will also need to make a serious commitment to the work that will be done outside of class, including, but 
not limited to: reading the textbook; finding, reading, evaluating, and sharing examples of public relations 
writing; keeping up with news about industry trends; doing research and planning for assignments; and, of 
course, writing. Depending on your familiarity with AP style and your particular strengths as a writer, you may 
also need to spend time out of class developing your knowledge of appropriate style and usage in media writing. 
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I will use Carmen to provide you with course materials, updates, details on upcoming assignments, grades and 
feedback, and other resources. You will also use Carmen to submit your two assignments. Please check the site 
on a regular basis and make use of the content there. Other out-of-class assignments are to share examples of 
and news about public relations writing via the class blog (http://comm3334.blogspot.com) and the class Twitter 
hashtag (#comm3334). 
 
Course Policies 
Class begins at the listed time. You are expected to be in attendance, on time, each day. If you will be absent for 
whatever reason, please show your classmates and me the courtesy of a sending me a quick email notification as 
far in advance as possible. Because this is an upper level course, it’s not necessary to institute the usual rules 
and penalties for attendance. But, if you are absent, you are missing out and are also depriving your classmates 
of your contributions and discussion that day. So, at least provide notification so that we can plan accordingly 
for your absence. 
 
In the professional world of media, deadlines are absolute and have heavy consequences. So, in this course, all 
late submissions will receive zero points and will not receive any feedback. There are no exceptions. Likewise, 
there will be no make-ups for exams. In the event of an absence approved in advance, an assignment may be 
submitted early, or an exam may be administered in advance. You are responsible for making arrangements in 
these cases. The two major assignments must be submitted to the appropriate Carmen dropbox, on time. You 
will receive a confirmation email each time an assignment is successfully submitted to a dropbox. I will not 
accept submissions by email or print.  
 
You all will be treated as media professionals, and are expected to conduct yourself and treat others 
accordingly. Disruptive or abusive behavior will not be tolerated. Please be supportive of your classmates and 
their work. 
 
Mobile phones and other portable electronic devices not used for taking notes should be off and stowed away at 
all times. Texting and other distractions are unprofessional in meetings with sources, clients, supervisors, or 
colleagues. Likewise, they impair our ability to learn, interact, and focus on writing while in the classroom. For 
your own benefit, avoid multitasking during class. Email, social networking sites, instant messaging, and other 
computer use not related to class hurt your ability to participate and be productive. Finally, laptops and all other 
devices must be off and stowed away during exams. 
 
I will contact you regarding changes, reminders, updates, and other information through both email and 
Carmen. Please check both frequently. Email is definitely the best way to reach me. I will reply to your message 
within 24 hours, and usually much sooner. I also encourage you to make use of my office hours. 
 
This course’s workload is demanding, and my expectations are high. You will be spending many hours reading 
the textbook, style guide, and examples of public relations writing. You will be spending many hours writing, 
rewriting, and rewriting again. Likewise, I will be spending many hours reading drafts of your work and giving 
you detailed feedback in order to help you improve your writing. Please utilize the feedback I give you, and 
incorporate it into your revisions and other assignments. While AP Style sets some clear guidelines for how to 
write well, communication and writing remain more art than science. You may not understand or agree with my 
feedback at times, and there will be times where AP Style or the assignment instructions are not as clear-cut as 
you would like. Take advantage of these opportunities to work through that which is not clear. I would also to 
encourage you to engage in a lifelong conversation about writing. Visit my office hours or talk with me during 
class. Talk to your classmates. What is good and what is right in writing is not always clear, which is why we 
all need more discussion about writing in our professional and academic lives. 
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Course Assignments 
All written components of assignments should be formatted with Arial 11-point font, double-spacing, and 1-
inch margins. Assignments must always follow AP Style guidelines and be suitable for publication in a relevant 
outlet. Graphic, web, or other non-text components should be exported to a widely readable format (e.g., .pdf. 
.jpg, .html). If you use InDesign, Photoshop, or other programs to design materials, I may not be able to read 
your session file (e.g., .psd files) or other native formats. Check with me before submitting anything in a format 
that might not be widely readable. Remember to save your work frequently, to back up your work and related 
files, and submit each assignment to its Carmen dropbox on time. 
 
In-Class Exercises 
A series of small writing exercises will be completed in class, or occasionally assigned as homework. These 
exercises are designed to put you on the spot and apply specific skills or concepts. Most importantly, they allow 
you to share your writing with the class – at least your thinking, process, and results, if not some actual copy. 
 
Exams 
The midterm and final exams are both 50-question tests with multiple choice, true/false, matching, short 
answer, and long answer items. They will test your knowledge of the concepts and practices covered during this 
semester in the assigned readings, class instruction and discussion, and assignments. The final exam will not be 
comprehensive; it will only cover material presented after the midterm. 
 
Advertising Campaign 
In this first major assignment, you will: select a product, service, or event; write a detailed profile; specify 
advertising goals; and write copy for a multimodal advertising campaign. The campaign should make use of at 
least three different media, and should have a cohesive theme and concept that are deployed in distinct ways 
across the various media, in a way that plays to each medium’s strengths. You may not choose a product, 
service, or event that you currently represent or are otherwise involved with. This assignment may require a 
variety of information-gathering techniques to collect the needed background on the client and audience. You 
are not required to contact or collaborate with the client, but you may do if deemed appropriate. If you have 
used this client in a Communication assignment before, please discuss with me first. If you have previously 
developed strategy and goals for a client, this may be beneficial. However, you will not be able to reuse or 
revise existing pieces of advertising copy. I also expect that you will not build on the client’s existing 
marketing, but instead create something new. 
 
I suggest a combination of print, audiovisual, and web advertising, but the specific media and channels are up to 
you and should be goal-driven. Students are welcome to pursue the use of visual graphic, print layout, video, 
audio production, or web techniques in the preparation of their final products. You may find this especially 
helpful if you wish to practice or develop your skill set in one or more of these areas and display this in your 
professional portfolio. However, your proficiency (or lack therefore) in different production techniques will not 
weigh on your grade; I will evaluate the writing and conceptual execution of the campaign and individual 
advertisements. Your grade is dependent upon a topic proposal, a planning sheet, an in-progress presentation to 
your classmates, and a final submission. I would encourage you to seek feedback from me and your classmates 
at other stages in the process, too. 
 
Organizational Portfolio 
In this second major assignment, you will: select an organization or organizational unit; write a detailed profile; 
specify a public relations strategy and identify key publics; and write copy for a set of public relations channels. 
As with the advertising campaign, you may not choose an organization that you currently represent or are 
otherwise involved with. This assignment may require a variety of information-gathering techniques to collect 
the needed background on the organization and publics. You are not required to contact or collaborate with the 
organization, but you may do if deemed appropriate. If you have used this organization in a Communication 



COMM 3334 Syllabus: SU12 
 

4 

assignment before, please discuss with me first. If you have previously developed strategy and goals for an 
organization, this may be beneficial. However, you will not be able to reuse or revise existing pieces of PR 
writing. I also expect that you will not build on the organization’s existing materials, but instead create 
something new. 
 
I suggest the following materials: 2 press releases (each for a different public); a brochure; a proposal for a web 
presence redesign (including sample copy); and a proposal and sample copy for a social media campaign. 
However, you have a lot of latitude to choose whatever public relations materials you think are appropriate for 
this given organization, given the strategy you develop. The assignment should demonstrate your writing ability 
across a wide range of PR formats and channels, and each piece should reflect the strategy you delineated. Your 
strategy should be specific, realistic, and a meaningful step forward for the organization. 
 
As with the advertising campaign, students are welcome to use various multimedia production techniques, with 
the same stipulations as before. Likewise, your grade is dependent upon a topic proposal, a planning sheet, an 
in-progress presentation to your classmates, and a final submission, and I encourage you to seek my feedback at 
all stages of the writing process. 
 
Activity on Class Blog 
At least once a week, you are expected to post to the class blog, located at http://comm3334.blogspot.com. You 
must send me an email notifying me of the email address you would like to blog from. You must either create a 
Google account or use an existing Google address to post on Blogger. Once you send me your preferred 
address, I will send you an invitation to be an author on the class blog. 
 
Posts should highlight examples of public relations or advertising writing (good or bad) and your evaluation of 
or questions about them. Posts about news and trends related to public relations, advertising, or related topics 
are also encouraged. Please be careful to link to sources, identify quotes as such, and to offer some of your own 
analysis or thinking. Posts should be able to generate class discussion, and should be of a substantive length. 
Shorter observations should be reserved for tweeting.  
 
Activity with Class Twitter Hashtag  
Several times a week, you should make shorter observations and share links to examples and news via Twitter. 
You may use an existing Twitter account or create an account specifically for this course. Posts must be tagged 
with the #comm3334 hashtag to receive credit. I encourage you to retweet each other’s contributions and to use 
#comm3334 tweets to promote the class blog. Original and substantive tweets are needed to earn full points, 
though. Remember that Twitter is a public forum (so is the blog, but to a lesser extent), so please be polite and 
courteous (but I do encourage you to be critical). 
 
Communication Research Participation 
Beginning Summer 2012, the OSU School of Communication is instituting a new participant pool system for 
recruiting students to earn course credit for participating in research. All studies will be posted to a centralized 
Research Participation Portal, and students in many courses will be required to complete a certain number of 
hours of research. In this course, you are required to complete 2 hours of research participation (worth 3 points), 
and may complete up to an additional 2 hours for extra credit (up to 3 points). Student involvement in 
communication research is essential if communication science is to advance further. Most of the knowledge in 
your communication textbooks and course materials is the direct result of university students’ participation in 
studies like these. Research available this summer may involve interviews, focus groups, surveys, lab sessions, 
or online sessions. More information about the Portal and participation opportunities will be provided as it 
becomes available. 
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Course Schedule 
 
Week 1 
T, June 19 
 Introductions and syllabus 
R, June 21 
 Writing and you 
 Read: Smith Ch. 1 
Week 2 
T, June 26 
 Style and usage 
 Read: Smith Ch. 2 
R, June 28 
 Persuasion, ethics, and the writing process 
 Read: Smith Ch. 3 (skim) and Ch. 4 
Week 3 
T, July 3 
 Print news 
 Read: Smith Ch. 5 and Ch. 6 
R, July 5 
 Workday 
Week 4 
T, July 10 
 Print news, pt. 2 
 Read: Smith Ch. 7 and Ch. 8 
R, July 12 
 Broadcast and features 
 Midterm exam at beginning of class 

Read: Smith Ch. 9 and Ch. 11 
Week 5 
T, July 17 
 Presentation of advertising campaigns in progress 
R, July 19 
 Social media and advocacy 
 Read: Smith Ch. 10 and Ch. 12 
Week 6 
T, July 24 
 Internal communication and organizational websites 
 Read: Smith Ch. 13 (skim) and Ch. 14 
R, July 26 
 Fliers, brochures, and direct 
 Read: Smith Ch. 15 (skim) and Ch. 16 (skim) 
 Advertising campaign due at 11:59pm  
Week 7 
T, August 1 
 Advertising and speechwriting 
 Read: Smith Ch. 17 and Ch. 18 (skim) 
R, August 3 
 Presentation of organizational portfolios in progress 
Finals Week 
T, August 7 
 Final exam is 2:00-3:45pm 
W, August 8 

Organizational portfolio due at 11:59pm 
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Grade Composition     Total 
In-Class Participation and Exercises   30% 
Midterm Exam     10% 
Final Exam      10% 
Advertising Campaign    20% 
Organizational Portfolio    20% 
Activity on Class Blog     4% 
Activity with Class Twitter Hashtag    3% 
Communication Research Participation   3%  (plus up to 3% additional extra credit) 
                100% 
OSU Grading Scale 
A 93-100% 
A- 90-92% 
B+ 87-89% 
B 83-86% 
 

B- 80-82% 
C+ 77-79% 
C 73-76% 
C- 70-72% 
 

D+ 67-69% 
D 60-66% 
E < 60% 

Academic Integrity 
Cheating and plagiarism in any form will not be tolerated. The Ohio State University’s Code of Student Conduct 
(Section 3325-23-04) defines academic misconduct as “any activity that tends to compromise the academic 
integrity of the University, or subvert the educational process” (p. 2). Examples of academic misconduct 
include, but are not limited to, plagiarism, submitting work for credit in more than one course, unauthorized 
collaboration, copying the work of another student, and possession of unauthorized materials during an 
examination. Ignorance of the University’s Code of Student Conduct is never considered an excuse for 
academic misconduct, so I recommend you review the Code of Student Conduct, specifically the sections 
dealing with academic misconduct at http://studentaffairs.osu.edu/resource_csc.asp. 
 
If I suspect that a student has committed academic misconduct in this course, I am obligated by University 
Rules to report my suspicions to the Committee on Academic Misconduct (COAM). If COAM determines you 
have violated the University’s Code of Student Conduct, the sanctions for the misconduct could include a failing 
grade in this course and suspension or dismissal from the University. If you have any questions about this 
policy or what constitutes academic misconduct, please contact me or visit COAM at 
http://oaa.osu.edu/coam/home.html.  
 
Accommodation Policy 
Students with disabilities who have been certified by the Office for Disability Services will be appropriately 
accommodated, and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs. When possible, 
documentation should be provided no later than the second week of class. The Office for Disability Services is 
located in 150 Pomerane Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue; Phone (614) 292-3307; TDD (614) 292-0901; 
http://www.ods.ohio-state.edu.  
  
The elevator that provides disability access to Derby Hall is temporarily out of service. It is expected to be back 
in service August 30, 2012. If you have a disability, please keep in mind office visits can be rescheduled to 
locations outside of Derby Hall (e.g., the Libraries). If you have questions about access, contact the university 
ADA Coordinator at lissner.2@osu.edu or (614) 292-6207. 
 
Changes to the Syllabus 
The instructor reserves the right to make any changes to this syllabus or the weekly schedule provided here. 
Any changes will be communicated to all students as far in advance as possible. 


