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COMM 221: Writing for Media 
 

School of Communication 
The Ohio State University 

Summer 2011 
 

Hagerty Hall 0171A 
Section 0010: TR 10:30am-12:18pm 

Section 0020: TR 1:30-3:18pm 
Instructor 
Benjamin Johnson  
Office: 3047 Derby Hall 
Office Hours: TR 9:00-10:00am and 3:30-4:30pm 
Email: johnson.4438@osu.edu  
Phone: 614.285.8607 
 
Course Description 
“Introduction to, and instruction and practice in, newswriting, reporting, and editing for the news 
media, taught in a laboratory setting.” 
 
Prerequisites: COMM 101, 200, with a major in Public Affairs Journalism, Strategic 
Communication, or Agricultural Communication, or a minor in Media Production and Analysis. 
 
Required Texts 
Stovall, J. (2008). Writing for the mass media (7th ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.  
ISBN: 978-0205627844 
 
Christian, D., Jacobsen, S., & Minthorn, D. (2010). The Associated Press stylebook and  
briefing on media law 2010. New York: The Associated Press. ISBN: 978-0917360541 
 
Other readings, as assigned. 
 
Recommended Text 
Kessler, L., & McDonald, D. (2011). When words collide: A media writer’s guide to grammar  
and style (8th ed.). Boston: Thompson Wadsworth. ISBN: 978-0495572404 
 
Required Materials 
You will need a notebook for taking notes in-class, and during interviews and other 
newsgathering activities.  
 
You will need a reliable document management system that works for you, e.g., a flash drive, 
Dropbox, or Google Docs.  
 
You will also need to sign up for free subscriptions (email, RSS, social media, etc.) to daily 
headlines from The Columbus Dispatch, The Lantern, and other local, national, and international 
news sources that interest you and will prepare you for News Quizzes. 
 
  



COMM 221 Syllabus: Summer 2011 2 

Course Objectives 
The purpose of this course is to provide you with opportunities to develop your writing skills and 
habits, especially for a range of media formats. Regardless of the career plan you have or path 
you will take, writing is a fundamental skill, and proficient writing for media is especially 
important. In this course, you will be introduced to the foundational values and conventions of 
newswriting, and you will apply these abilities and perspectives to writing for both news and 
public relations, across media from print to broadcast to web. An emphasis will be placed on 
writing as a practice, and the ultimate goals in your writing will be clarity, brevity, and accuracy. 
 
Course Format 
This course is lab-oriented, and will require substantial amounts of effort both inside and outside 
of the classroom. A typical class period will begin with an instructor-led discussion of assigned 
readings. Much of the time in-class will be devoted to writing in a workshop format. You are 
expected to make use of this time to work on assignments and utilize feedback from the 
instructor. Some assignments will also be completed during this in-class time, so your attendance 
and attention are necessary.  
 
You will also need to make a serious commitment to the work that will be done outside of class, 
including reading assigned texts, reading news and writing by others, doing original reporting, 
and, of course, writing.  
 
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 
written assignments. Please check the site on a regular basis and make use of the content there.  
 
Course Policies 
Class begins at the listed time. You are expected to be in attendance, on time, each day. If you 
are absent for a legitimate reason (i.e., university business, illness, loss of an immediate family 
member), you must notify me in advance by email. In the event of an emergency, you must 
notify me by email or voicemail within 24 hours after the missed class. I also require 
documentation in order to excuse you for that missed day. Or, you also have the option of 
attending the other section’s class period in the event of a legitimate time conflict. You must 
notify me in advance, due to the limited number of seats, and may only exercise this option 
twice. 
 
Each unexcused absence will result in a 3% penalty, and each unexcused early departure or 
instance of tardiness will result in a 1% penalty. 
 
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 quizzes or exams. In the event of an 
instructor-approved absence, an assignment may be submitted early, or a quiz or exam may be 
administered in advance. You are responsible for making arrangements in these cases. 
 
Unless otherwise specified, all written assignments must be submitted to the appropriate Carmen 
dropbox. 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 unless I explicitly asked 
for them. 
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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, laptops, and other portable electronic devices must have their power turned off at 
all times. Texting and other distractions are unprofessional in a meeting with sources, clients, 
supervisors, or colleagues. Here in the lab, they impair our ability to learn, interact, and focus on 
writing. Offenders will be counted absent for that day. I also require that the lab computers be 
turned off at the beginning of class, during instruction, discussion, and quizzes. Computers 
should remain off until I ask you to turn them on for the writing workshop portion of class. For 
your own benefit, avoid multitasking during workshop time. Email, social networking sites, and 
other computer use not related to class hurt your ability to participate in the workshop and be 
productive. 
 
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 newswriting. You will be spending 
many hours writing, rewriting, and rewriting again. Likewise, I will be spending many hours 
reading 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 are still 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 conversation about writing. Visit my office hours or 
talk with me during class. 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. This need 
to talk about writing is also why we will have Writing Critique assignments in-class. 
 
Course Assignments 
All 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. Remember to save your work frequently, to back up your work and related 
files, and submit each assignment to its Carmen dropbox on time. 
 
Writing Critiques 
Before each class period, you should find and read a piece of news or PR writing (less than 2,000 
words) to critique and share with the class. I will ask each of you to alternate between pieces that 
you feel are excellent and those that you feel are lacking in quality or violate writing values. 
Avoid selecting pieces based on their subject matter; your critique and our in-class discussion 
will exclusively deal with writing technique and style, not the author’s choice of topic. I will 
periodically assign the articles for critique. Before class, post a link to the article or press release, 
along with your short critique (around 150 words) to the appropriate Carmen discussion forum. 
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News Quizzes 
As a professional in areas focused on communication and writing, you have an obligation to stay 
informed of local, national, and global news. A good news-reading routine is necessary for you 
to stay aware of what is going on in the world, what people care about, and how news media are 
writing about these issues. Being a voracious reader is also an important key to becoming a 
better writer. To that end, we will have six News Quizzes. Your five highest scores will count, 
and the lowest score will be dropped. Quizzes will test your knowledge about local, national, and 
global news from the previous two days. Online subscriptions to The Columbus Dispatch, The 
Lantern, and other news outlets will help you keep up on current news. News Quizzes will be 
administered as pop quizzes at the beginning of class, and will include about five multiple choice 
and open-ended questions. 
 
AP Style Quizzes 
The Associated Press (AP) Stylebook is an annual publication that sets the standards by which 
writers and editors format their work. AP Style provides a consistent format for the printed word 
everywhere, and helps define and articulate the values that constitute good writing in news and 
public relations. You will be expected to know and follow AP Style throughout your career in 
communication, so your knowledge will be tested with five quizzes. AP Style Quizzes will be 
administered as pop quizzes at the beginning of class, and will include about 10 to 15 multiple-
choice items. The quizzes will be closed book format. 
 
In-Class Assignments 
A series of 10 small writing assignments will be completed in class, during workshop time. 
These assignments are designed to emphasize the application of specific skills or concepts (e.g., 
developing strong news leads, or “writing for the ear” in broadcast settings). They will also 
challenge you to write under a deadline. These various assignments will be detailed in advance 
both in class and on Carmen. 
 
Event Writing Assignment 
A staple of news coverage is the preview or review of an event. The Event Writing Assignment 
is a 300-400 word news report on a local event. Events could include an invited speaker, play, 
concert, exhibit, or festival. You will pick a local event and pitch it to me. Once approved, you 
will attend the event as a reporter, take notes, and write a review. The review is a factual story 
about the event and what occurred, not a critic’s review or any form of editorial writing. 
 
Feature Writing Assignment 
Another important genre in newswriting is the feature. A feature is an in-depth, often narrative, 
story about a particular person or organization. Reporters write features for newspapers, 
magazines, and other media, and public relations practitioners write features for employee 
newsletters, industry publications, and other PR venues. The Feature Writing Assignment is a 
400-500 word story on an OSU person, unit, or event. Imagine that you are a writer for Connect: 
News from Ohio State, a publication targeted at Ohio State alumni. You will pick a subject here 
at OSU and pitch it to me. Once approved, you will need to conduct interviews, take notes, and 
write the feature, incorporating quotes from at least three people. 
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Media Kit Assignment 
In this assignment, you will develop the kind of packet of written materials that a public relations 
practitioner would send to a media organization as part of their efforts to cultivate relationships 
with news media and advance their client’s PR goals. You will utilize the knowledge you learn 
about newswriting, public relations, and media kits in this class to prepare a kit for a client. The 
media kit should, at the least, include a news release, fact sheet, and backgrounder. The client 
should be local, and an organization that you belong to or that you volunteer for. You will pick 
an organization and pitch it to me. Once approved, you will proceed with developing the Media 
Kit materials. 
 
Final Exam 
The final exam is a 50-question exam with multiple choice, true/false, matching, short answer, 
and long answer items. It will test your knowledge of the concepts and practices covered during 
this quarter in the assigned readings, class instruction and discussion, and assignments. A study 
guide will be handed out on August 16. 
 
Extra Credit 
You will have the opportunity to earn up to four additional percentage points (one point per half-
hour) by participating in OSU research projects. Studies may involve surveys, lab sessions, or 
online sessions. Flyers for these extra credit opportunities will be posted to Carmen.  
 
Course Schedule 
 
Week 1 
T, June 21 
 Introductions, syllabus, basics of writing 
R, June 23 
 Basics of writing, cont’d 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 1 & 2 
 
Week 2 
T, June 28 
 AP Style and the stylebook 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 3, AP Style pp. 363-374 
R, June 30 
 News values 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 4 
 Due: Pitch for Event Writing topic (due no later than 11:59pm) 
 
Week 3 
T, July 5 
 Writing leads 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 5 
R, July 7 
 News writing 
 
Week 4 
T, July 12 
 Editing and rewriting 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 6 
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R, July 14 
 Feature writing 
 Due: Pitch for Feature Story topic (due no later than 11:59pm) 
 
Week 5 
T, July 19 
 Writing for public relations 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 11 
 Due: Event Writing Assignment (due no later than 11:59pm) 
R, July 21 
 Writing for public relations 
 Read: Handout on Carmen 
 
Week 6 
T, July 26 
 Writing for the web 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 7  
R, July 28 
 Writing for the web, cont’d 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 8 
 Due: Pitch for Media Kit client (due no later than 11:59pm) 
 
Week 7 
T, August 2 
 Writing for broadcast 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 9 
 Due: Feature Story draft (due no later than 11:59pm) 
R, August 4 
 Writing for broadcast, cont’d 
 Read: Stovall Ch. 10 
 
Week 8 
T, August 9 
 Advertising copy 
 Due: Feature Story Assignment (due no later than 11:59pm) 
R, August 11 
 Advertising copy, cont’d. 
 
Week 9 
T, August 16 
 Writing and the law 
 Stovall Ch. 12, see also AP Style pp. 375-417 
R, August 18 
 Portfolios and next steps 
 Due: Media Kit Assignment (due no later than 11:59pm) 
 
Finals Week 
R, August 25 
 Final Exam for Section 0010 is from 1:30-3:18pm 

Final Exam for Section 0020 is from 5:30-7:18pm 
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Grade Composition     Total 
Participation and Writing Critiques     5% 
News Quizzes, best 5 of 6  2% each 10% 
AP Style Quizzes, 5 total  3% each 15% 
In-Class Assignments, 10 total 2% each 20% 
Event Writing Assignment    10% 
Feature Writing Assignment    15% 
Media Kit Assignment    15% 
Final Exam      10% 
                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, collusion 
(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.  
 
Reasonable 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 292-3307; TDD 292-0901; http://www.ods.ohio-state.edu.  
 
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. 


