Standard Syllabus
Ethics and Communication 

CMUN 217

A fundamental premise of this course is that every intentional act of communication involves ethical choice. In turn, each choice has ethical implications--- sometimes minor and sometimes quite significant. Further, this course assumes that most people making these choices generally intend to be ethical but that they are not always aware of the choices they make, the other options available to them, or of the many possible consequences of their communication behavior. This course is designed to heighten that awareness as well as give students analytic tools that they can use to help themselves with ethical decision making.
	Knowledge Area(s) satisfied:
	Philosophical Knowledge, Ethics

	Skill(s) Developed:
	Critical Thinking Skills and Dispositions, Ethical Awareness and Decision-Making

	Values Requirement(s) satisfied:
	Understanding and Promoting Justice


Learning Objectives:  
Knowledge Area (Philosophical Knowledge):
Students will

a. Articulate some of the major problems and responses that are foundational to philosophical inquiry, including questions concerning the nature of reality and existence; the nature of truth, cognition, and the reliability of knowledge; and the nature of moral value and social justice:
This course considers the basis for moral claims as distinct from factual and conceptual claims and reflects on the distinction between objective and subjective foundations for moral claims. Moral relativism is examined and critiqued. Course readings, assignments and discussion consider the definition and ramifications of moral agency as well as both historic and current attempts to limit that agency. The course routinely looks at the role of ethics in shaping personal lives, organizational structure and societal norms. Because of the focus on communication, particular attention is paid to the concepts of truth and truthfulness and the impact of lying on individuals, groups and societies. Ways to alleviate the negative impact of lying and deception, particularly with regard to social justice are explored.

b. Demonstrate the ability to provide reasoned argument in support of their ideas, to break through limited perspectives and points of view, and to provide fair and balanced evaluations of positions where there may be disagreement:
A basic premise of this course is that even well intentioned individuals often make communication decisions out of habit, adherence to unchallenged cultural norms and other unexamined assumptions. Students are asked to consider themselves as moral agents involved in daily communication decisions, both as the encoders and decoders of messages. In written assignments and oral discussions, students are asked to explain and defend the behavioral decisions they would make, both as message encoders and decoders, in specific situations involving ethical choices. An important segment of the course looks at one or more contemporary controversies involving ethical communication in the public square [e.g., mass media, politics, new technologies, intercultural matters, civility]. Ethical issues in these areas are examined in terms of various critiques and principled defenses.

Knowledge Area (Ethics):
Students successfully completing this course will be able to

identify opportunities for ethical decision making with regards to a wide range of situations and communicative behaviors

understand how ethical decision making regarding communication involves people both as senders and receivers of verbal and nonverbal communication messages

understand various bases of ethical decision-making [ such as egoism, natural law, utilitarianism, rights/duties, virtue, respect, and caring]

compare and contrast various bases of ethical decision-making with regard to criteria including consistency and usefulness

discern opportunities to make ethical decision regarding their own communication in a variety of situations

use systematic analysis in order to make decisions regarding their own communication behavior in a variety of situations

to engage in dialogue with others about ethical issues and ethical decision involving communication

Recognize the need for ethical judgment:
This course presents numerous contemporary situations involving a wide range of communication behaviors in which ethical reasoning should be used in order to choose among possible actions. On a regular basis, through written assignments and discussion, students are asked to identify the bases of ethical dilemmas and articulate the need to address hose dilemmas with systematic moral reasoning.

Distinguish alternative courses of action:
When considering any ethical dilemma, students are required to identify multiple options regarding the communication actions one might realistically take. Because this course focuses on moral reasoning rather than received truth, law or custom, there is an ongoing, routinely articulated assumption that there are numerous responses that one might make to any perceived impetus. The emphasis on cases analysis necessitates that students conceive of several courses of action they might consider in any given case, choose among them and justify that choice.

Articulate the relevant ethical values, principles, rights, and virtues from the point of view of each stakeholder:
Stakeholder identification is critical to the case-based approach of this course. In their case analyses, students are required to identify all possible individuals, groups, and categories of people who might reasonably be affected by the communication choice made. Students are urged to consider not only contemporary stakeholders but future generations as well. When students justify their particular behavioral choices in cases analyses, they are expected to use a specific moral framework and to include impact on stakeholders as part of their reasoning. Thus, for example, a student explaining his/her decision in terms of utilitarianism is expected to consider both the quantity and distribution of utility regarding all stakeholders identified. A student using a rights approach is expected to consider the rights and duties of each stakeholder and justify her/his decision accordingly. In unit exams, students are expected to demonstrate the ability to apply all moral frameworks covered in the class to particular situations and stakeholders.

Formulate and support an ethical judgment:
In both case analyses and other written assignments such as unit tests as well as class discussion, students consider situations that contain ethical dilemmas concerning communication. In the cases analyses, they must identify the known facts, the ethical issue[s] involved, and the stakeholders. Then they must choose the vantage point of one moral agent in the situation, identify that person s options in terms of communication behavior, and explain any constraints on that person s ability to do what s/he believes most ethical. The student must then state what s/he would do if in that position and justify that choice using one or more ethical principle. In short answer test questions as well as class discussions, students are asked to explain how a person might validate a particular decision based on ethical principle.

Compare and contrast ethical theories and evaluate them in terms of strengths and weaknesses:

This course considers at least seven moral theories or frameworks; most typically egoism, natural law, rights/duties, utilitarianism, respect, virtue, and caring [feminist ethics]. We consider each in terms of moral standards and principles [both individual and social]. Distinctive concepts arising out of consideration of each theory are discussed. These include paternalism, common good, forfeiture, double effect, utility, and moral agency. The strengths and weaknesses of each are considered. In each case analysis, students are asked to choose one of these theories as a basis for their decision and explain why that theory was useful to them. Class discussion routinely considers how people using different frameworks might arrive at contrasting decisions in the same situation.
Skills (Critical Thinking Skills and Dispositions):
Students will 

engage in critical thinking by performing systematic written analyses of cases studies. Steps include discerning ethical issues involving communication, separating fact from judgment, identifying stakeholders, discerning alternative communication actions, making a decision and justifying that decision based on moral precepts

engage in critical thinking by applying moral theories to practical situations
Skills (Ethical Awareness and Decision-Making):
raise their ethical awareness of the nature and scope of ethical issues involving communication

raise their ethical awareness of themselves as moral agents

raise their ethical awareness of themselves as both senders and receivers of verbal and nonverbal messages
Values Area (Understanding and Promoting Justice):

Students will:

increase their ability to act as moral leaders through their ability to identify ethical issues involving communication as well as articulate ways of approaching practical situations

increase their ability to engage in civic life by practicing public discourse about ethical dilemmas

enhance their understanding of justice as it applies to situations in which communication practices interfere with the rights, well-being, and dignity of other individuals or groups 

Learning Activities:
Possible array of texts: 




· Applying Moral Theories, Harris 

· Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life, Bok 

· 3 episodes of Jerry Springer

· 2 other talk or “reality-based” programs

and either  

· Civility, Carter 

· The Money Shot, Grindstaff 

Note: (Instructors may vary the textbooks.)

Possible evaluation methods:

· Lecture 
· Discussion

· Case Analysis

· Examinations

· Portfolio
Note: (Instructors may vary the evaluation categories.)
Sample Semester Schedule:
Week 1:
Introduction & Overview
Week 2:
Nature & Scope of Morality
Week 3:
Moral Theory & Decision-Making


Egoism


Week 4:
Respect & caring


Virtue

Week 5:
Nature & Scope of Lying


Week 6: 
“Justifications” for lying
Week 7:
“Justifications” for lying






Speaking Truth to Power
Week 8:
Lying in Professional Contexts
Week 9:
Ethical foundations of civility


Week 10:
Ethical elements of TV talk shows
Week 11:
Ethics in the electronic public forum

Week 12:
hate/hateful speech
Week 13:
Encouraging ethical discourse
Note: (Instructors may vary the presentation of topics to some degree, but the material covered will remain the same.)
