
 

 
University of San Francisco 

COMS 356: 
Organizational Communication 
Instructor: Dr. Brandi Lawless 

Spring 2018

 
Email: bjlawless@usfca.edu  
Office: KA 337 
Office Hours: M/W 11-12pm or by appointment 
Skype: proflawless 
 
Required Texts:  
Mumby, D. K. (2013). Organizational communication: A critical approach. Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 
 
* Assignments and readings were chosen with the expectation that students will engage in approximately 8 
hours of out-of-class work per week.   
 
**Additional required readings are available on Canvas. 
 
Course Description: This course examines the relationship between organizational contexts, culture, and 
communication. We move beyond traditional conceptions of an “organization” and will theorize this type of 
communication in relation to community engagement. We will take a critical approach to understanding 
organizational culture(s) and structure(s). In this sense, you will begin to understand how organizations foster 
specific forms of communication, and more importantly, how identities, subjectivities, status-based hierarchies, 
and hegemonic discourses are (re)produced within organizations. In other words, we will examine how 
organizations operate and why they operate. Some questions that will arise are: What organizations am I a part 
of? What is the organizational culture? What is my relationship to the organization? How are identities 
constituted by organizational discourses? This framework will allow you to become more critically aware of the 
organizations you participate in and those you wish to serve as engaged citizens. Service learning will help you 
to observe a specific organization and analyze the culture(s) and structure(s) within it. We will accomplish these 
goals through lecture, discussion, case studies, written assignments, exams, and a service-learning project in 
which you will actively contribute to the operations of the organization.  

Prerequisite: COMS 204 
 
Course Learning Outcomes 

By the end of this course, you should be able to: 

1. Define key organizational communication concepts.  
2. Articulate a theoretical framework for understanding organizational structures  
3. Demonstrate a greater awareness of how communication influences organizational behavior  
4. Describe the characteristics and functions of nonprofit organizations 
5. Illustrate skills of collaboration, decision-making and communication within organizations 
6. Examine how organizational context(s) influence communication processes 
 
 



Department of Communication Studies Program Learning Outcomes 

1. Students will articulate and define major theories and concepts used in the study of communication. 
2. Students will design a research project that engages scholarly literature to address significant and 

appropriate questions/issues. 
3. Students will demonstrate the ability to select and analyze text(s), collect and analyze data, and answer 

research questions and test hypotheses. 
4. Students will identify and assess the social context for their messages and craft effective messages for 

specific audiences. 
5. Students will be able to identify how communication produces, reinforces, and critiques social 

inequalities and power relations. 
 
SERVICE LEARNING: This class will be taught as a service-learning course. Participation in the service-
learning aspects of the course is MANDATORY. Throughout the semester, you are expected to work in/with a 
nonprofit organization. I provide detailed information about nonprofits that are eligible for partnership and how 
to contact them. Specific guidelines and expectations will be introduced in class. Service learning will enhance 
your understanding of course concepts through enabling you to practice what you have learned in a community 
setting. It is important to think of this experience not as a way of “doing good” but as a vehicle for learning 
from community members. Go into this knowing that you will learn as much from the organization as much as 
they will be learning and benefitting from your presence. As a service-learner, you will be able to apply 
concepts/theories to the organization you work with, develop a sense of social responsibility, and 
build/strengthen bonds with community members outside of the University walls. I believe that in order to truly 
understand an organization, you must participate in its organizational culture. This approach helps you to do 
that. Course projects have been adapted to work within the parameters of service learning. The Service Learning 
Journal, for instance asks you to apply course concepts and skills to each visit with your community partner. 
 
Service Learning Outcomes 
 
By completing the Service Learning graduation requirement, USF students will: 

1. Discover how to apply and extend what is learned in the classroom while addressing the needs and 
issues of the community agency that hosts the service learning experience; 

2. Analyze their own beliefs, values, assumptions and identities while learning about the beliefs, voices 
and values of others; 

3. Demonstrate an understanding of the responsibility that all individuals share to be ethically engaged in 
furthering the welfare of their communities; 

4. Demonstrate the ability to properly identify the demographic characteristics, socio-cultural dynamics, 
needs and strengths of a group or community; 

5. Reflect on the personal and academic impact of their experiences with a community or agency; 
6. Demonstrate learning from multiple sources of knowledge and an appreciation for the reciprocity 

between scholarly knowledge and community action; 
7. Think critically and act compassionately as they promote social justice. 

 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 
 
Assignments 
Service Learning Participation – You are responsible for working with your community partner for at least 25 
hours over the course of the semester. The community partner will identify needs for you to fill in addition to 
course assignments. You are expected to act in a professional and courteous manner while on site. On-time 
completion of assigned projects, respect for the co-educators at the organization you work with, and an 
orientation of openness at your site are required for a passing grade in the course. If you do not complete the 
minimum hours required, you will not pass the course. Community partners will be asked to fill out an 



evaluation about your participation, which will be incorporated into the final grade (25 points). Addresses 
Course Learning Outcomes 2, 3, 4, 5, 6    Addresses Service Learning Outcomes 1-7 
 

Service Timeline  
Must begin service by February 16th (or sooner per your community partner) 
Must have completed 15 hours of service by April 13th  
Must have completed 25 hours of service by May 9th  
 
Service Learning Partners   

 Faithful Fools     Contact: Sam Dennison  sam.dennison.01@gmail.com 
 Mission Graduates    Contact: Jenna Casey  jenna@missiongraduates.org 
	 Little Brothers Friends of the Elderly  Contact: Cathy Michalec cmichalec@littlebrotherssf.org 
 Boys Hope Girls Hope    Contact: Suzanne Palmer  spalmer@bhgh.org 
 
Service Learning Journal – You will keep a journal as a reflection of time spent with your nonprofit community 
partner. I will assign five prompts throughout the semester (see calendar for dates) as a way to guide your 
reflection and application of course concepts. It is important to note subjective experiences with/in your 
relationship (e.g. how you felt, what your position is, your relationship to others) as well as responding more 
objectively to the prompts that I assign. Specific prompts will be provided. Offer specific examples of how you 
can apply this knowledge to future experiences. Journals should be typed, double-spaced, 12 pt. font, Times 
New Roman. Journals are worth 20 points each and 100 points total. Addresses Course Learning Outcomes 
3, 4, & 6    Addresses Service Learning Outcomes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, & 7 
 
Celebrations of Knowledge – You will celebrate the knowledge you have gained through two in-class 
examinations. Your notes and readings are your study guide. These exams will consist of multiple choice 
questions and short essays. Celebrations of knowledge account for 50 points each. 
Addresses Course Learning Outcomes 1, 2, 3, 4, & 6   Addresses Course Service Learning Outcomes 1 & 
4 
 
Short Assignments – Throughout the semester, we will engage in a number of in class activities, take-home 
assignments, pop-quizzes, and group discussions. These assignments are designed to apply class concepts and 
supplement lectures. These participation activities will not always be announced ahead of time and cannot be 
made up. Twelve assignments will be collected and ten will be assessed for a total of 50 points.  
Addresses Course Learning Outcomes 1, 3, 4, & 6     Addresses Service Learning Outcomes 1 & 2 
 
Final Project – You will apply the concepts and theories that you learned through one of two options. The final 
project accounts for 125 points (25 points for the presentation and 100 points for the paper). Choose from the 
following options: 
 
Option 1: Create a proposal for a nonprofit organization that you design. This assignment has multiple 
components: (1) Identify a social need/problem that needs to filled. Why is this an issue? Are there nonprofits 
that currently fill this need? If so, what is still needed? You will need to do some research on the problem and 
the current organizations that already exist; (2) Introduce the nonprofit. What is the name? Purpose? 
Overarching goals? In other words, you should be answering the question: Why does this organization exist?; 
(3) Identify and explain your role within the nonprofit. What is the mission/vision statement? What are the core 
values or principles that guide the organization? (4) What is the organizational structure? Who do you need to 
make this nonprofit organization work?; (5) Describe the ideal organizational culture. How would you work to 
balance and maintain effective communication? 
 

• Analyze key communication issues or processes within this workplace. What are the communication 
dynamics of this specific place? What is the general organizational culture, and what kinds of 
communication practices does it promote or downplay? Discuss at least three issues or processes.   



• Use and cite a minimum of 6 credible sources in APA style to support and strengthen your argument. 
You are encouraged to employ academic journal articles, books, and book chapters that review 
empirical studies on organizational communication. When using Internet sources such as web pages 
and online blogs, you need to justify the credibility and authority of such sources. Although you are 
welcome to use the readings for this class for your paper, they do not count toward the required 
sources.  
 

Together, these items should total 10+ pages. In addition, you are expected to formulate a 7-9 minute 
presentation in which you share your proposal for the class, summarizing each component above. 
Addresses Course Learning Outcomes 2, 3, 4, & 6       Addresses Service Learning Outcomes 1-6 
 
Option 2: Describe your ideal workplace. After learning more about the communication dynamics of modern 
complex organizations, what type of workplace or organization do you see yourself in? What characterizes 
this workplace of your future and your position within it? And what organizational communication dynamics 
do you think will affect how you enact your role and how successful/unsuccessful your organization might 
be? This assignment is designed for you to think through these questions. You can be as original and/or 
realistic as you would like. You can also build or model your future workplace based on an actual 
organization, a type of organization, or a combination of organizations that you would like to work for in the 
future.          

• Introduce and describe the nature of this workplace and your role within it. What types of work does it 
do? What are its vision, mission, goal, and/or purpose? What position do you occupy within the 
organizational hierarchy, and what do you do exactly?   

• Analyze key communication issues or processes within this workplace. What are the communication 
dynamics of this specific place? What is the general organizational culture, and what kinds of 
communication practices does it promote or downplay? Discuss at least three issues or processes.   

• Analyze your role in enacting and influencing organizational communication dynamics. Discuss at 
least three things or issues.  

• Conclude how you could prepare yourself for pursuing your future workplace.   
• Use and cite a minimum of 6 credible sources in APA style to support and strengthen your argument. 

You are encouraged to employ academic journal articles, books, and book chapters that review 
empirical studies on organizational communication. When using Internet sources such as web pages 
and online blogs, you need to justify the credibility and authority of such sources. Although you are 
welcome to use the readings for this class for your paper, they do not count toward the required 
sources.  
 

Together, these items should total 10+ pages. In addition, you are expected to formulate a 7-9 minute individual 
presentation in which you share your ideas with the class, summarizing each component above. 

Addresses Course Learning Outcomes 2, 3, 4, & 6 
 
Note: All written work must follow the following guidelines: Typed, using 12-point font, Times New Roman, 
black ink, double spaced, 1-inch margins on all sides, stapled in the top left corner. All assignments for this 
class should conform to APA 6th edition style. It is your responsibility to obtain the style guide and make sure 
you understand how to properly cite your sources both in the text and in the reference section. You can also 
refer to the website http://owl.english.purdue.edu/. Papers that do not follow these guidelines will receive a 5% 
automatic grade deduction.  

 
You should proofread all papers for typographical and grammatical errors.  I expect that all written work will 
meet college level standards. If you would like assistance with your writing, the USF Learning & Writing 
Center can be reached at 422-6713, Cowell Hall 215 



Due Dates – Assignments are due at the beginning of class on the date assigned. Any paper turned in after this 
time is LATE. If you are going to miss class on a day an assignment is due, it is your responsibility to plan 
ahead and turn in all work ahead of time. This policy is enforced to be equitable to all class members. For each 
weekday an assignment is late, it will drop one letter grade.  For example, if an assignment would have earned 
an A- had it been turned in on time on Monday, it would receive a B- if you turn it in on Tuesday (one day late), 
and a C- if you turn it in on Wednesday (two days late). NOTE: Computer or printer problems DO NOT 
constitute an excuse for late or incomplete work. 

 
If an extenuating circumstance (emergency or illness) arises which causes you to miss a lot of class and/or 
assignments, it is your responsibility to notify me before you miss class, so we can discuss options.  
Assignments will not be accepted via e-mail. 

Attendance & Participation – This class is designed for active student participation, and involvement is a 
necessary, important, and required part of this course. Your involvement is what will bring meaning to the 
information in this class and make this class worthwhile for you and others. I am looking for quality 
involvement, not just quantity. You will have the opportunity to assess your own involvement and receive 
feedback from me during the course of the semester. Involvement includes, but is not limited to, the following: 

• Attending class regularly and on time 
• Completing reading prior to class 
• Contributing to class discussions 
• Participating relevantly and actively in group discussions and class activities 
• Raising thoughtful questions 
• Being focused and practicing good listening skills 
• Helping to build a positive classroom environment 
• Expressing interest, both verbally and nonverbally, in the class content and activities 
• Visiting my office hours to talk about class concepts, skills, and issues 
• Relating class material to your personal experiences and the “outside” world 
• Not monopolizing discussions or discrediting others 
 

I expect that you will be present in class throughout the semester.  If you need to miss class for any reason, it is 
your responsibility to make arrangements for making up what you have missed, including getting notes from a 
classmate, finding out about assignments or schedule changes, etc.  I appreciate knowing ahead of time if you 
need to miss class, if possible, although notifying me that you will not be in class does not mean the absence is 
excused.  Excessive absences from class (which I define as three or more) will lower your involvement grade 
and therefore your final class grade.  

 
**If you are traveling on University related business (e.g., athletics, student government, etc.), you should 
notify me in advance of your scheduled absence. 

 
Diversity – This course encourages different perspectives related to such factors as gender, race, nationality, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and other relevant cultural identities. This course seeks to foster 
understanding and inclusiveness related to such diverse perspectives and ways of communicating.  
 
Canvas – A portion of the class will require use of the Canvas website.  You will be able to access the syllabus, 
important class documents, and a class discussion board at instructure.usfca.edu 

Academic Integrity – As a Jesuit institution committed to cura personalis—the care and education of the whole 
person—USF has an obligation to embody and foster the values of honesty and integrity. USF upholds the 
standards of honesty and integrity from all members of the academic community. All students are expected to 
know and adhere to the University's Honor Code. You can find the full text of the code online at 
https://myusf.usfca.edu/academic-integrity. The policy covers:  



• Plagiarism — intentionally or unintentionally representing the words or ideas of another person as your 
own; failure to properly cite references; manufacturing references. 

• Working with another person when independent work is required. 
• Submission of the same paper in more than one course without the specific permission of each 

instructor. 
• Submitting a paper written by another person or obtained from the internet. 
• The penalties for violation of the policy may include a failing grade on the assignment, a failing grade in 

the course, and/or a referral to the Academic Integrity Committee.  

Students with Disabilities – If you are a student with a disability or disabling condition, or if you think you 
may have a disability, please contact USF Student Disability Services (SDS) at (415) 422-2613 within the first 
week of class, or immediately upon onset of disability, to speak with a disability specialist. If you are 
determined eligible for reasonable accommodations, please meet with your disability specialist so they can 
arrange to have your accommodation letter sent to me, and we will discuss your needs for this course.  For more 
information, please visit: http://www.usfca.edu/sds or call (415) 422-2613. 

Behavioral Expectations – All students are expected to behave in accordance with the Student 
Conduct Code and other University policies (see http://www.usfca.edu/fogcutter/).  Open discussion and 
disagreement is encouraged when done respectfully and in the spirit of academic discourse. There are also a 
variety of behaviors that, while not against a specific University policy, may create disruption in this course. 
Students whose behavior is disruptive or who fail to comply with the instructor may be dismissed from the class 
for the remainder of the class period and may need to meet with the instructor or Dean prior to returning to the 
next class period. If necessary, referrals may also be made to the Student Conduct process for violations of the 
Student Conduct Code.  

Learning, Writing, and Speaking Centers – The Learning Center provides assistance to all USF students in 
pursuit of academic success. Peer tutors provide regular review and practice of course materials in the subjects 
of Math, Science, Business, Economics, Nursing and Languages. Other content areas can be made available by 
student request. The Writing Center provides writing support for all USF students.  The Speaking Center is 
available to help USF students prepare for public speaking - including speeches, oral presentations, team 
presentations, and visual aid demonstrations. To schedule an appointment, log on to https://myusf.force.com/. 
For more information about these services contact the Learning, Writing, and Speaking Centers at (415) 422-
6713, email: lwc@usfca.edu. Information can also be found on their website at https://myusf.usfca.edu/student-
life/lwc. 

Counseling and Psychological Services – Our diverse staff offers brief individual, couple, and group 
counseling to student members of our community. CAPS services are confidential and free of charge. Call (415) 
422-6352 for an initial consultation appointment. Having a crisis at 3 AM? We are still here for you. Telephone 
consultation through CAPS After Hours is available between the hours of 5:00 PM to 8:30 AM; call the above 
number and press 2. 

Confidentiality, Mandatory Reporting, and Sexual Assault – As an instructor, one of my responsibilities is 
to help create a safe learning environment on our campus. I also have a mandatory reporting responsibility 
related to my role as a faculty member. I am required to share information regarding sexual misconduct or 
information about a crime that may have occurred on USF’s campus with the University. Here are other 
resources: 

• To report any sexual misconduct, students may visit the Title IX Coordinator Leighia Fleming 
(UC 5th floor) or see many other options by visiting our website: https://myusf.usfca.edu/title-ix 

• Students may speak to someone confidentially, or report a sexual assault confidentially by 
contacting Counseling and Psychological Services at (415) 422-6352 or speaking to a clergy 
member in University Ministry at (415) 422-4463. 



• To find out more about reporting a sexual assault and resources at USF, visit USF’s Callisto 
website at: https://usfca.callistocampus.org/. 

• For an off-campus resource, contact San Francisco Women Against Rape (SFWAR) (415) 647-
7273 (www.sfwar.org). 
 

Student Accounts - Last day to withdraw with tuition reversal – Students who wish to have the tuition 
charges reversed on their student account should withdraw from the course(s) by the end of the business day on 
the last day to withdraw with tuition credit (census date) for the applicable course(s) in which the student is 
enrolled. Please note that the last day to withdraw with tuition credit may vary by course. The last day to 
withdraw with tuition credit (census date) listed in the Academic Calendar is applicable only to courses which 
meet for the standard 15-week semester. To find what the last day to withdraw with tuition credit is for a 
specific course, please visit the Online Class Schedule at www.usfca.edu/schedules. 

Financial Aid - FAFSA priority filing deadline (undergraduates only) – March 2 - Priority filing deadline 
for FAFSA (The Free Application for Federal Student Aid - https://fafsa.ed.gov/) for continuing 
undergraduates.  

Cell Phones/Electronic Devices – Please turn off or silence (not vibrate) your electronic devices.  It is very 
disruptive when a student is texting in class or their phone goes off. Give your undivided attention to the 
classroom activities and I will do my best to make it worthwhile. 

Grading: (The +/- system will be used and is based on the following point system): 

376-400  = A 
360-375  = A- 
348-359  = B+ 
336-347  = B 
320-335  = B- 
308-319  = C+ 

296-307  = C 
280-295  = C- 
268-279  = D+ 
256-267  = D 
240-255  = D- 
0-239    = F 

There are 400 points possible for the semester: 
 

**SERVICE LEARNING HOURS MUST BE COMPLETED TO PASS THE CLASS 
 

   Assignment   Points Earned  Points Possible 
Service-Learning Journal  100 
Celebration # 1  50 
Celebration # 2  50 
Short Assignments  50 
Service-Learning 
Assessment 

 25 

Final Research Paper  100 
Final Presentation  25 
Total  400 



Tentative Course Schedule 
  

      Date             Topic      In-class Assignments 
1/22 Course introduction  

1/24 COMMUNITY PARTNERS VISIT  

1/26 What is Service Learning?  

1/29 What are organizations? Lune – Introducing Organizations 

1/31  Lune – Classic Theories of Organizations 

2/2   

2/5 The Critical Perspective Mumby - Chapter 2 

2/7 Critical Community Engagement Lune – The Nonprofit Sector 
 

2/9 Community Organizing Lune – Organizing for Social Change 
 

2/12 Case Study  

2/14 Case Study Journal Prompt 1 Due 

2/16 McCarthy Center Visit  

2/19 President’s Day – NO CLASS  

2/21 Organizations and Communication 
Systems 

Mumby – Chapter 5 

2/23  Barrett: Creativity and Improvisation in Jazz 
and Organizations 

2/26  
Communication and Organizational 
Culture 

Mumby – Chapter 6  
 

2/28 Communication and Organizational 
Culture 

Hawkins: Double Agents: Gendered 
Organizational Culture, Control and 
Resistance 
 

3/2 FILM Journal Prompt 2 Due 

3/5  

3/7 Review  

3/9 Celebration of Knowledge #1  

3/12 SPRING BREAK – NO CLASS   

3/14  

3/16  
 



3/19 Power and Resistance Fleming: Sexuality, Power and Resistance in 
the Workplace  
 
 

3/21   

3/23  Gossett & Kilker: My Job Sucks 
 

3/26 Identity Negotiation and 
Organizational Conflict 

Journal Prompt 3 Due 

3/28  Zane-The Glass Ceiling is the Floor My Boss 
Walks On 

3/30 NO CLASS- EASTER BREAK  

4/2  Miller et al.: Diversity in Blue: Lesbian and 
Gay Police Officers in a Masculine 
Occupation 

4/4 Individual Meetings   

4/6 Individual Meetings  

4/9 Communicating Difference Mumby – Chapter 10 

4/11  Ragins, Cornwell, & Miller: Heterosexism in 
the Workplace 

4/13  Journal Prompt 4 Due 

4/16 Leadership Mumby – Chapter 11 

4/18  Hetland et al.: Followers’ Personality and 
Leadership 

4/20 Organizational Communication, 
Globalization and Democracy 

Mumby – Chapter 13 

4/23  Johnson et al.: Economic Globalization and 
the Future of Black America 

4/25  Yuval-Davis: Women, Globalization, and 
Contemporary Politics of Belonging 

4/27 Review Journal Prompt 5 Due 

4/30 Celebration of Knowledge #2  

5/2 Student Presentations  

5/4 Student Presentations  

5/7 Student Presentations  

5/9 Student Presentations  

5/14  Final Papers due via Canvas 

 



Course Readings Available on Canvas 
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Gossett, L M., & Kilker, J. (2006). My job suck: Examining counterinstitutional web sites as locations for  
 organizational member voice, dissent, and resistance. Management Communication Quarterly, 20(1),  
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