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Advanced Topics in Communication Studies 

Harrington School of Communication and Media 
 

COM 410 
Fall 2015 

 
This course explores new approaches to digital learning in and out of school. Students 

practice the art of “creating to learn” by gaining knowledge and skills, creating messages 
using digital media in a wide variety of formats. 

 
Instructor 
Renee Hobbs, Ed.D. 
Professor, Department of Communication Studies 
Director, Media Education Lab 
Davis Hall 108 
Cell: 978 201 9799 
Email: hobbs@uri.edu 
Web: http://mediaeducationlab.com 
Twitter: @reneehobbs 
 
Time/Location 
Our course hashtag for Twitter, YouTube and Facebook is #COM410. All learning 
resources are available at the course website: http://unclassroomuri.com 
This is a fully-online class, which has a required weekly meeting, Wednesdays 7 – 9 p.m. 
 
Office Hours 
Virtual office hours are held online Wednesdays, 6 p.m. and other times by appointment 
 
Context and Background 
This course prepares students for work in the fast-paced, collaborative and creative 
digital media environments in communication and media fields. Students advance 
creativity, collaboration, critical thinking and communication skills as they explore the 
nature of learning in today’s contemporary digital world and interact with Rhode Island 
educators who are advancing the digital literacy competencies of children and young 
people.  
 
WHY TAKE THIS COURSE? 
 
Rationale 
Today, children and young people grow up with a rich and complex treasure trove of 
continually changing materials available to them through a variety of screen media. There 
is so much to learn and discover online! The rise of user-generated content has enabled 
even very young children to begin to discover the power of digital authorship, developing 
their creative expression skills and reaching audiences with their drawings, stories and 
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songs. The very nature of reading and literacy are in a state of transformation as 
new forms of information, entertainment and propaganda are part of everyday life.  
 
Some people see digital learning as a way to improve upon traditional education; others 
see it as a way to provide remedial or accelerated opportunities to those with special 
needs; still others aim to completely transform education as we know it to become more 
interest-driven and relevant to contemporary life. In this course, students select topics of 
interest and develop expertise on one or more of the many new paradigms developing in 
digital learning: massively open online courses (MOOCs), youth media, digital 
pedagogy, coding/programming in K-12, virtual reality in education, blended learning, 
adaptive learning, videogames in education, online fan communities as learning spaces, 
media literacy, apps in education, technology integration, virtual high schools, and much 
more.  
 
As one of the fastest growing sectors of the economy, digital technology in education 
represents an interdisciplinary merging of communication technology, media and 
education. Fortune magazine reported that venture capitalists have invested over $1 
billion in educational technology in 2014, which is four times as much as they invested in 
2010. Over the next ten years, educators in elementary and secondary (K-12) education 
and those in higher education may (or may not) adapt to the reality of ubiquitous wireless 
broadband access at home, school and workplace, or they may strenuously resist change 
to maintain an emphasis on lecturing and face-to-face instruction. Because the future of 
digital learning is uncertain, much will depend upon effective communication and 
mobilization of public opinion. That’s why a URI student with knowledge and experience 
at the intersections of communication technology, media and education will be in high 
demand. 
 
Real World Connections 
This course is designed to prepare you for any of a number of careers and professions that 
involve real-world skills of problem-identification, research, analysis, synthesis, and 
creativity. As independent learners, you will have the opportunity to customize your 
learning experience depending on your own interests and professional goals.  
 

• Creatives will imagine ways to express ideas through creative multimedia 
products, using print, visual, sound and digital media, learning how to use a 
variety of communication strategies that attract and hold the attention of the target 
audience to convey information and opinions.  

• Organizers will exercise the skills of time, task and project management, 
developing leadership and collaboration skills by communicating with partners, 
ensuring that problems are resolved and that teams are working effectively to 
meet goals. 

• Socials will use their skills of relationship development to build respect and trust 
with peers in order to ensure that everyone learns from everyone, providing 
meaningful feedback that provides a good balance of support and challenge.  

• Researchers will gather information through online research and interviewing to 
synthesize key ideas about the social and educational practices, products and 



	  

	   3	  

people associated with digital media and technology in learning in the 
State of Rhode Island, across the nation, and around the world. 

 
Learning Outcomes 
These learning outcomes are expected for every participant. You will: 

1. Gain current and timely knowledge of the role of digital media and technology in 
education at the local, national and international levels.  

2. Understand the strengths and limitations of digital learning as it is currently 
practiced and consider its potential impact on innovation in American public 
education.  

3. Identify the information needs, drives, interests and fears of a target audience and 
use creativity to share information that influences knowledge, attitudes, and 
beliefs.  

4. Strengthen research and collaboration skills through activities that require the 
synthesis of divergent ideas, information and concepts.  

5. Develop independence as a lifelong learner by gathering information, evaluating 
it and synthesizing it in creative ways. 

6. Advance communication skills including interviewing, writing, performance and 
media production skills that require creativity and professionalism. 

7. Gain problem-solving skills in project management, focusing the scope of an 
inquiry, establishing goals, and executing under tight deadline pressure.  

8. Gain digital tool skills, including the use of social media for learning, 
collaboration, communication and advocacy. 

9. Reflect on how changing media and technologies reshape information, education 
and society. 

10. Appreciate the role of leadership and advocacy in helping to creating equitable 
access to educational innovation. 

 
REQUIRED BOOKS 
 
Rheingold, H. (2012). Net Smart: How to Thrive Online. Cambridge: MIT Press. 
 
Additional required readings are listed on the syllabus.  
 
COURSE DESIGN 
 
Educational Philosophy 
This fully-online course is based on the assumption that (1) learners are engaged and self-
directed, able to make strategic choices in order to maximize all available learning 
opportunities. Another key assumption of this class is that (2) people learn best by 
making and doing things. A final assumption of this course is that (3) reflection is an 
essential component of learning that can be activated through social interaction in a 
challenging and supportive community where there are high levels of respect and trust. 
For the best learning environment possible, we will depend on every student to respect 
and apply these fundamental design principles. 



	  

	   4	  

 
 
Open Network Learning Environment 
The design for this course is a form of open network learning environment. Instead of 
keeping learning behind the walled garden of a learning management system like Sakai, 
learners participate in a variety of online creative and collaborative endeavors, using a 
variety of digital tools and technologies. In an open networked learning environment, 
your work is part of a network that is visible and public. You participate in the learning 
experience as a public intellectual, sharing and learning with the world. 
 
Format of the Course 
This is an online learning experience so you’ll have an intense experience that will 
require self-direction and independent learning.  
 
• Online Community. We will use a combination of video face-to-face, threaded 

discussion, text messaging and other online tools to build and sustain a learning 
community. Each week, you will be expected to participate in an synchronous 
online learning community at a regularly scheduled time on Wednesday evening. 
Non-synchronous informal learning assignments (counted as Class Participation) 
will be assigned each week. You are expected to complete all activities, reading, 
and assignments for this course.  
 

• Creating media is a powerful form of digital learning. The instructor will provide, in 
writing, specific description of the assignments with expectations and criteria to be 
used for evaluation. Assignment materials for each of the assignments listed below 
will be available under “Assignments” on the course website. You will receive 
written feedback through email. Due dates will be set for Wednesdays of each 
week. 
 

• Reflection and self-assessment are a vital component of online learning and you 
will be expected to notice what you are learning about yourself as a learner and 
creative person this semester and compose two reflective essays using a 
combination of language, image and multimedia.   

 
A Note about Technology Competencies 
You may or may not have had experience as a media creator before taking this course. 
That’s OK. Everyone is on the journey of a lifetime: learning to learning new technology 
tools, as our cell phones, tablets, laptops become essential part of leisure, work and 
citizenship. We all don’t begin this course with the same kinds or levels of skill. And 
when it comes to digital media and technology, everyone can learn from everyone. That’s 
why peer learning is a key feature of our work in developing technology fluency and 
digital media literacy competency.  
 
Many of the digital tools we explore may be new to you. Others will be quite familiar. 
Some examples include: Google Apps for Education, WordPress, FlipGrid, Videolicious, 
Screencast-O-Matic, Padlet, and Titanpad. You may be knowledgeable about the use of 
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other digital tools and technologies that will help you accomplish the project 
goals. You can learn from others and teach others by supporting your peers by being a 
helper, coach, mentor, colleague, collaborator, and critic.  Each of these roles promotes 
learning. 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Class Participation (200 points) 
You are expected to join a synchronous learning experience each Wednesday. Each 
week, you will be responsible for completing some digital media activities designed to 
support our shared goal. You will be expected to participate in online discussion and 
contribute to class discussions of the readings and course materials. You will be expected 
to share your best work widely online and use Twitter as a professional learning tool 
using our course hashtag, #COM410.  
 
LEAPS (600 pts) 
Four different types of creative media production projects give you the opportunity to 
develop your creative, collaborative, critical thinking and communication skills. You will 
be creating media to apply and extend what you are learning about digital learning. All 
the digital tools we will use in this course are freely available. Others are available as 
inexpensive apps. Your cell phone and laptop are powerful production tools for digital 
media creative projects that you can use in your LEAP assignments. Some of your LEAP 
projects will require that you collaborate with a partner. Each LEAP will be described 
under “Assignments” and an evaluation rubric will be provided.  
 

LEAP 1. Memoir. Your Life as a Digital Learner (100 points) 
LEAP 2. Screencast: Summarize and Analyze (100 points) 
LEAP 3. Multimedia: Collaborate and Connect (200 points) 
LEAP 4. Multimedia: Examine Digital Learning in Action (200 points) 

 
Reflective Essays (200 pts) 
When done well, online learning can be among the most intellectually stimulating 
experiences, building knowledge and providing opportunities for meaningful reflection 
and critical thinking. These experiences can contribute to the development of your 
personal and professional identity. Twice during the semester, you will reflect on what 
you are learning, You will be expected to integrate multimedia content (images, videos, 
sound, social and interactive media, etc) into your reflection. Expectation: 3 – 5 pages, 
750 – 1500 words. 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 

Class Participation 
Active participation is expected as a sign of your intellectual curiosity and 
commitment to the learning process. Students are expected to fully participate in all 
interactive learning experiences and to demonstrate critical thinking and synthesis 
skills in small group discussion.  
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NOTE: There are no make-up opportunities for missed homework, papers or other 
assignments. Please do not ask for an exception. Because media businesses rely on 
strict adherence to deadlines, this course employs a deadline standard similar to 
most print and TV newsrooms. Work submitted later than 7 pm. on the due date 
will not be evaluated or counted for course credit. No exceptions. 
 
Accommodation for Disabilities and Special Needs 
Any students who have a need for accommodation based on the impact of a 
disability should contact me privately to discuss the specific situation. Contact 
Disability Services to coordinate reasonable accommodations for students with 
documented disabilities at 330 Memorial Union, 401-874-2098, 
http://www.uri.edu/disability/dss/ 
 
Plagiarism 
Students are expected to produce original writing and creative work for this course, 
and it is expected that you will be the author of all the work you submit. Students 
should hyperlinks and a works cited list to identify all materials used for reference 
and information gathering. Please consult the instructor(s) if you have questions on 
how to identify the information sources that you use in preparing your work. 
Penalties for plagiarism may range from a reduced grade on an assignment to 
failing the course. 
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COM 410 Advanced Topics in Communication Studies: Digital Learning 
Professor Renee Hobbs 
Fall 2015 
Course Schedule 
 

The schedule is subject to modification with fair notice.  
 
Week Date     Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

1 
 

Sept 9 Introduction to the Course 

  OUR DIGITAL LIVES 
2 Sept 16 The Landscape of Digital Learning  

 
READ: Cator, K. (2015). How Should We Approach the Digital 
Divide in Education? https://medium.com/bright/how-should-
we-approach-education-s-digital-divide-dc1ea6c37c42 
 
READ: Liu, D. (2015). How Should We Approach Education’s 
Digital Divide? https://medium.com/bright/how-should-we-
approach-education-s-digital-divide-fc428454acd4 
 
READ: Ramirez, M. (2014, August 28). What it Really Takes 
for Schools to Go Digital. Time Magazine.  
 
READ: Hobbs, R. (2015). The Optimistic Heart of Digital 
Citizenship. Corwin Connects.  
 
	  

3 Sept 23 Essential Digital Learning Skills: Attention and Crap 
Detection 

 
READ: Rheingold, Chapter 1 - 2 (pp. 1 – 110) 
 
LEAP #1 DUE 
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Week Date     Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

4 
 

Sept 30 Participation & Power 
 

READ: Gee, J. P. (2005). Good Video Games, Good Learning. 
Phi Kappa Phi Forum 85(2), 33 – 37. 
 
READ: Rheingold, Chapter 3 (pp. 111 – 146) 

 
REFLECTIVE MULTIMEDIA ESSAY #1 DUE 

 
5 
 

Oct 7     Play and Learning in Participatory Culture 
     

READ: Jenkins, Henry, Puroshotma, Ravi, Clinton, Katherine, 
Weigel, Margaret, & Robison, Alice J. (2005). Confronting the 
Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 
21st Century, available 
at http://www.newmedialiteracies.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/NMLWhitePaper.pdf 

 
6 Oct 14      Networked Learning: Past, Present and Future 

 
READ:  Illich. I. (1971).  Deschooling Society. Chapter 6: 
Learning Webs. New York: Calder & Boyars. 
 
READ: Rheingold, Chapter 5 & 6 (pp. 191 – 254) 
 

     LEAP #2 DUE  
 

7 
 

Oct 21 Approaches to Digital Learning in Rhode Island 
 
READ: Hobbs, R., Densmore, B., Marosits, M., O’Gorman, D. 
& Kurucz, J. (2014, Feb 20). Going Digital: Developing 
Business and Education Strategies for a 21st Century Rhode 
Island. Providence: Digital City RI 
 
READ: National Association of State School Boards (2014). 
Rhode Island’s Blended Approach to Blended Learning.  
 

 
 



	  

	   9	  

Week Date     Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

8 
 

Oct 28     Creating to Learn 
 

READ: Hobbs, R. (2013). Improvization and Strategic Risk 
Taking in Informal Learning with Digital Media Literacy. 
Learning, Media and Technology, 38(2), 182-197. 

 
9 

 
Nov 4      Paradigms of Digital Learning  

 
READ: Concept Map, Holistic Approach to Technology 
Enhanced Learning 
 
READ: Web Literacy, Mozilla 
 
READ: Connected Learning 
 
LEAP #3 DUE 
 

10 
 

Nov 11      
Collective Intelligence and Public Policy 
 
READ: Rheingold, Chapter 4 (pp. 147 – 190) 
 
READ: Aspen Task Force on the Internet and Learning 
(2014). Learner at the Center of a Networked World. 
Washington, DC: Aspen Institute.  
 

 
11 
 

Nov 18   
Paradoxes of Digital Learning 

 
READ: Warschauer, M. (2007). The Paradox of Digital 
Learning. Learning Inquiry 1, 41 – 49. 
 
Wolf, M. (2012). Culture Shift: Teaching in a Learner-
Centered Environment Powered by Digital Learning.  
Washington DC: Alliance for Excellent Education.  

 
 Nov 25    THANKSGIVING BREAK 

13 
 

Dec 7  Synthesis & Reflection 
 
REFLECTIVE MULTIMEDIA ESSAY #2 DUE 
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Week Date     Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

14 
 

Dec 11    LEAP #4 DUE 

 
 

 


