
 

 
 

JOUR 491/891 014 Special Topic: Social Media for Journalists  
3 credit hours | Mondays-Wednesdays, 1:30-2:45 p.m. | Andersen 29 

Course blog:  http://socialmediaforjournalistscojmc.wordpress.com/ 

Course Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/255651317896195/ 

Course hashtag: #j491 
 

Instructor contact info: 
 
Michelle Carr Hassler | 243 Andersen | mhassler3@unl.edu | blog | twitter | diigo |402-472-7050 | 
402-580-5816 (c) 
 
Welcome to the course! As a self-professed social media geek, I’m excited to help you learn to 
navigate the interesting and ever-changing field of social media. Today’s journalists are well served 
by having a broad understanding of how social media works and how it can help them in pursuit of 
news. 
 
I’m a life-long journalist and journalism educator who has one foot in the old and the other in the 
new. My background is in traditional, old-time journalism; I cranked out copy on a typewriter at my 
first internship. But I’ve embraced digital journalism enthusiastically. I’m a member of the Online 
News Association and have participated in News21, an innovative approach to journalism 
education. I routinely teach online journalism as part of Journalism 450, the college’s capstone 
journalism course. Before beginning my teaching career at UNL in 1998, I was a working journalist 
for more than 15 years. 
 
If you are a novice at social media, don’t worry. This course will help you with the nuts and bolts of 
social media – and I’ll provide both the time and resources to help you master the basics. 
 
Don’t ever hesitate to ask if you questions.  That’s what I’m here for. 
 

Course communication 
 

 For general questions about the course, please post to our group on Facebook.  
 

 For help for issues that are only relevant to you, please email me. I will try to answer you 
within 24 hours. 

http://socialmediaforjournalistscojmc.wordpress.com/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/255651317896195/
mailto:mhassler3@unl.edu
http://michellehassler.wordpress.com/
http://twitter.com/michellehassler
https://www.diigo.com/user/mhassler3
http://socialmediaforjournalists.wordpress.com/


 

 
 If you’d like to schedule a face-to-face meeting, please schedule a time on myPlan 

(Blackboard). My office hours are Wednesdays and Thursdays, 3:00-4:30 p.m. If those hours 
do not work with your schedule, please email me and we’ll find a time that works. 
 

 This syllabus, readings, assignments, rubrics and resources can be found on the class blog.  I 
will use Blackboard only for posting grades. (The mobile WordPress app is handy for 
accessing the blog.) 

 
Course description 
 
"The Internet has turned what used to be a controlled, one-way message into a real-time dialogue with 
millions." – Danielle Sacks, senior writer at FastCompany. 

The social media revolution has profoundly altered the practice and profession of journalism, and 
today’s journalists need to understand why and how – and what’s next. Digital journalists also need 
to add social media expertise to their ever-expanding reporting toolkit. This course will approach 
social media from both the practical and theoretical aspects. You will study and demonstrate the 
best practices of social media, including those involving ethics, community engagement and the use 
of it for reporting and distributing news. You also will explore research, theories and commentary 
about the way social media has disrupted journalism and how it may help save it.  

Course objectives 

 Identify and practice the ways social media can be used to enhance reporting. 
 Identify and practice the ways social media is used to create and distribute news. 
 Examine the ethical dilemmas surrounding the use of social media and how news 

organizations handle them.  
 Examine how journalists and news organizations use social media to create an identity 

brand. 
 Analyze the historical and sociological aspects of journalism communication, with a focus 

on how the Internet has disrupted traditional channels and given rise to social media. 
 Analyze innovations in the field of journalism and mass communications.   

Course organization 

Social media is all about conversation – so we’ll be having lots of them, in addition to providing you 
with hands-on experience with social media platforms and tools. 

On Mondays, part of class will be devoted to discussing a particular big issue or question. I’m calling 
those days Big Picture Mondays. Over the course of the semester, each of you will be assigned a role 
in Big Picture Mondays. More on that in a minute.  

On Wednesdays I’ll try to give you as much hands-on experience with the tools and techniques we 
are scheduled to cover that week.  

Your role in the course  

This is a course about social media, so all of us will be expected to be social. At its core, social media 
is about conversation and sharing – so we will be frequently conversing and sharing in a variety of 
social media venues. Please abide by the etiquette of cyberspace, which you should review here.   

http://www.albion.com/netiquette/corerules.html


 

 
In addition to the sharing and participation in the conversation, you will be completing a variety of 
coursework to help you better understand social media and journalism. 
 

Coursework: Reading 

 
Although there is no required textbook, you will be required to read a lot of material. And while I 
don’t plan to have reading quizzes, I may decide otherwise if the quality of the class discussions or 
blog posts indicates that students are not completing the reading assignments. 
 
Coursework: Participation 
 
We’ll be doing a variety of social participation in this class. You will be required to do the following: 
 

Tweet or retweet at least three times a week (weeks run from Monday to Saturday) using 
the course hashtag: #J491. Your tweets (or retweets) should be of general interest to the 
class and focus on some interesting aspect of social media and/or journalism.  For examples 
of the type of tweets, see the Assignments page on the blog. 
 

You will be composing a variety of posts to the course blog.  You will receive rubrics to help guide 
you on writing these posts.   

You will be required to do each of the following at least once during the semester, based on a 
schedule that will be posted during the second week of class. (Please note: the Big Picture Monday 
for the first week of April will actually be on a Wednesday.) 

Big Picture blog (350 to 500 words) – write a post about something you found interesting 
in the Big Picture readings (the ones with *) and expound upon it.   

5-questions – post to the blog five questions based on the readings that you think the class 
should discuss. 

#491 Twitter discussion curator – Post a link on the blog to a Storify that rounds up the 
previous week (Monday through Saturday).  Highlight and discuss at least four interesting 
links/tweets in story form and compile the rest of the class tweets. (I’ll post an example 
after the first week.)   

Those who have Big Picture blogs and 5-questions posts due should be prepared to act as the 
discussion leaders in class on that Big Picture Monday.   

Coursework: Assignments 

You will be assigned a variety of in-class and out-of-class exercises and assignments throughout the 
semester to help you understand the practical aspects of working with social media. Although you 
will not be notified in advance, not all of the assignments you complete will receive a grade, which 
means you must always strive for excellence in everything you do.  And some of these assignments 
may not be graded until after you have turned in your social media portfolio.  

An example of the some of the assignments you’ll be doing: 
Covering a live news event on Twitter 
Curating news on Storify 
Posting news photos/videos to social media 

http://socialmediaforjournalistscojmc.wordpress.com/assignments-2/


 

Participating in a Twitter chat 
Developing story ideas from social media channels 

 
Be sure to check the Assignments page on the blog to find the information for the upcoming week. 
 
You also will be enrolled in Hootsuite University and will take part in four to six hours of out-of-
class training in how to use the social media tool.  Completing the training and taking the 
certification test is a course requirement. See the schedule below for more information on HSU 
deadlines. 
 
Coursework: Social media portfolio 
 
You will compile all of your participation components and selected assignments into an online 
social media portfolio that will be graded based on its completeness and quality. Also included in 
the portfolio will be a reflection essay about the assignments and participation activities you’ve 
completed in the course.  
 
You will receive a rubric and instructions on putting together the portfolio.  
 
The first half of the portfolio will be due in class on Monday, Feb. 24, and the second half will be 
due Wednesday, April 23.  
 

Coursework: Case study/research paper 

Students will demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of social media by completing a 
well-researched and well-written case study/research paper, which will be due Monday, April 7. 
You will present your paper in class on either Wednesday, April 23 or Monday, April 28. 

Undergraduates will research and write a 2,500-word paper that analyzes the way a particular 
media outlet uses social media. The case study also will include comments from at least one person 
familiar with the outlet’s use of social media that you have interviewed either in person, by phone 
or through email.  

We will devote at least one class session to developing the framework and components of the case 
studies so everyone will understand what they entail and what to include.  

By Feb. 10, you will choose a media outlet for study (approved by instructor) and begin monitoring 
its everyday use of social media, taking notes of the way it handles news distribution, community 
engagement, etc.  You also should be compiling screenshots to use as examples of its social media 
content. 

Graduate students will do one of the following: 

 A 4,500-word case study that compares and contrasts the way two media outlets use social 
media. (Outlets must be approved by the instructor.) 

 A 2,500-page case study of one media outlet’s use of social media and a literature review for 
a research paper topic. (Outlets and topics must be approved by the instructor.) 

 
 
 

http://socialmediaforjournalistscojmc.wordpress.com/assignments-2/


 

Deadlines 
 
You are journalism students, and in journalism, deadlines are sacrosanct. You can’t miss them. And 
if you do, bad things happen. Like zeros. I generally don’t accept late work. 

Attendance policy 
 
Attendance in this class is required.  I will deduct points from your participation grade with each 
absence. Obviously, serious illness or family emergencies are legitimate reasons for not attending. 
However, you must let me know — ahead of time when possible. In case of an emergency, please 
talk with me about your absence ASAP thereafter. If you are going to miss a class, it is your 
responsibility to:  

 Notify me  
 Make-up any missed assignments. (Your grade will drop for late assignments.) 

 
Grading 
 
You will earn letter grades for all your work based on the following:  

 25 percent will be based on your weekly Twitter participation, blog posts and final in-class 
reflection. 

 40 percent will be based on your assignments and social media portfolio. 
 35 percent will be based on your case study/research paper. 

 
Grading scale 
    

 
 

Classroom computers and Internet access 
 
This class will meet in a Mac lab, so you will have access to computers to complete any in-class 
assignments.  
 
CoJMC Internet access is for class-related purposes only. Keep your non-class related Web surfing, 
e-mailing, text messaging and social networking outside class. And keep computers and cell phones 
off or “asleep” during class presentations and discussions.  
 

Course schedule (subject to instructor changes) 
 

Dates Topics Reading for following class 

   

Mon., Jan. 13  Syllabus, course 
introduction and 
pre-assessment 
survey. 

 Big question: What 

is social media? 

 

 “Read like a scholar,” Dustin Wax 
 
Netiquette 

   

http://www.lifehack.org/articles/productivity/advice-for-students-how-to-read-like-a-scholar.html
http://www.albion.com/netiquette/corerules.html


 

Wed., Jan. 15 Blogs and web 
writing 

Ten Commandments of Twitter 
 
Mom, this is how Twitter works. 
 
Watch this: Being effective on Twitter. (Lasts about 
25 minutes; must sign up as a member first.) 
 

Mon., Jan. 20      NO CLASS  
MLK HOLIDAY 
 

 

Wed., Jan. 22 

 

Tweet all about it: 
Twitter and the 
news 

*Here Comes Everybody, Chap. 3, pgs. 55-80. 
“Everybody is a Media Outlet.” 
 
*Here Comes Everybody, Chap. 4, pgs. 81-108. Publish 
then filter 
 
*Blur, Chap. 2, pgs. 12-25 “We have been here 
before.” 
 

Mon., Jan. 27 

 

 Big picture: How did 
we get here? 

 Mining social media 
for reporting 
 

 
 

Wed., Jan. 29 Mining social media 
for reporting  
 

Complete HSU 100, 105, 
110 and 210 modules. 

 

*Here Comes Everybody, Chapter 7, pp. 161-187 
 

*JournalismNext, Chap. 10, 263-292. News as 
conversation. 

Mon., Feb. 3  Big picture: News as 
a conversation 

 Curation 
 

 
 
 

Wed., Feb. 5 Curation *Pew: State of news media 2013 overview 

 

*Pew: news use across social media  

 

*Pew Internet: Social media update 

 

Mon., Feb. 10 

 

 

 Big picture: State of 

the Media 

 Verification  

 

Case study/research 

paper outlet/topic due 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

http://lavrusik.com/2010/04/07/10-commandments-of-twitter-etiquette/
http://www.momthisishowtwitterworks.com/
http://www.knightdigitalmediacenter.org/learning-module/being-effective-twitter
http://0-cors0812.unl.edu.library.unl.edu/ereserves/contents/jour491/jour491.html
http://0-cors0812.unl.edu.library.unl.edu/ereserves/contents/jour491/jour491.html
http://0-cors0812.unl.edu.library.unl.edu/ereserves/contents/jour491/jour491.html
http://0-cors0812.unl.edu.library.unl.edu/ereserves/contents/jour491/jour491.html
http://0-cors0812.unl.edu.library.unl.edu/ereserves/contents/jour491/jour491.html
http://stateofthemedia.org/2013/overview-5/
http://www.journalism.org/2013/11/14/news-use-across-social-media-platforms/
http://pewinternet.org/Reports/2013/Social-Media-Update/Main-Findings.aspx


 

Wed., Feb. 12 Verification 

 

Complete 120, 130 and 

140 HSU modules. 

 

*Community engagement report for newsrooms, 
Reynolds Center 
 

 

Mon., Feb. 17 

 

Big picture: 

Engaging the 

community 

 

 

 
 

Wed. Feb. 19 Engaging the 

community 

 

*What Facebook knows 

 

*Profitable learning curve for Facebook CEO 

 

*The rise of Pinterest and the shift to discovery 

 

Mon., Feb. 24 

 

 

Big picture: The 
ubiquitous Facebook 
and the pining 
Pinterest 
 

Social Media Portfolio 
Part I 
Due 

 

 

Wed., Feb. 26 

 

 

 

Facebook and 
Pinterest 
 

*Gawker, “Unmasking Reddit’s Violentacrez, The 

Biggest Troll on the Web” 

 

*Proof Google+ will prevail 

 

Mon., March 3 Big picture: The 
Dark Side and the 
other outliers: 
Reddit, Google+ and 
others 
 

The rise of visual social media 

 

Wed., March 5 See and share: 

Visual social media 

 

*Snapchat and the erasable future of social media 

 

*Snapchat and our never-ending quest for 

impermanence 

 

Mon., March 10 Big picture: Privacy 

and platforms such 

as Snapchat 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

http://rjionline.org/sites/default/files/engagement-guide_9.pdf
http://www.technologyreview.com/featuredstory/428150/what-facebook-knows/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/5o1n6ksx8tkme8c/TheZuck_WSJ.docx
http://techcrunch.com/2011/11/06/rise-pinterest-shift-search-discovery/
http://gawker.com/5950981/unmasking-reddits-violentacrez-the-biggest-troll-on-the-web
http://www.fastcompany.com/3004448/plus-one-proof-google-plus-will-prevail
http://www.fastcompany.com/3000794/rise-visual-social-media
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2013-02-07/snapchat-and-the-erasable-future-of-social-media#p5
http://gigaom.com/2012/12/29/snapchat-and-our-never-ending-quest-for-impermanence/
http://gigaom.com/2012/12/29/snapchat-and-our-never-ending-quest-for-impermanence/


 

Wed., March 12 Guest speaker:  

Gina Dvorak 

emerging platforms editor, 

Digital First 

Los Angeles News Group 

 

Complete 220, 230 and 

240 HSU modules. You 

can take the test any time 

before April 21. 

 

*Lessons from the NYT social media desk 
 
*ASNE best practices for social media 
 
 

Mon., March 17 Big picture: Best 

practices  

 

 

Wed., March 19 Location. Location. 

Location: GPS and 

social media 

       

       

*Predictions 2014 – read them all 
 
*Google’s Richard Gingras on the future of 

journalism. 

 

*Blur, Chap. 9, pgs. 170-197 What we need from next 
journalism. 
 

March 24      NO CLASS 

SPRING BREAK 

 

 

March 26      NO CLASS  

SPRING BREAK 

 

 

Mon., March 31 Big picture: What’s 

on the horizon? 

 

 

Wed. April 2 Location. Location. 

Location: GPS and 

social media 

 

Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics 

 

 

Mon., April 7 Social media ethics  

 

 

Case studies/ 

reports due 

 

*Newtown aftermath (read all of the following): 

 Mea culpa — NYT 

 Mea culpa — BuzzFeed 

 Craig Silverman 

 Matthew Ingram 

 Jeff Jarvis (be sure and read the comments) 

 

Wed., April 9 Big picture: Social 

media ethics 

 

*Who gives a Tweet: Evaluation of Microblog 

Content 

 

*Journalism as conversation 

http://www.niemanlab.org/2014/01/if-a-tweet-worked-once-send-it-again-and-other-lessons-from-the-new-york-times-social-media-desk/?readnext
http://asne.org/Files/pdf/10_Best_Practices_for_Social_Media.pdf
http://www.niemanlab.org/collection/predictions-2014/
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/top-stories/185089/googles-gingras-the-future-of-journalism-can-and-will-be-better-than-its-past/
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/top-stories/185089/googles-gingras-the-future-of-journalism-can-and-will-be-better-than-its-past/
http://0-cors0812.unl.edu.library.unl.edu/ereserves/contents/jour491/jour491.html
http://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
http://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/17/errors-in-newtown-shootings-coverage-reflect-growing-pressures/
http://www.buzzfeed.com/bensmith/a-local-crisis-meets-the-global-social-web
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/regret-the-error/198487/in-real-time-journalism-declaring-what-you-wont-report-can-be-just-as-important-as-what-you-will/
http://gigaom.com/2012/12/15/its-not-twitter-this-is-just-the-way-the-news-works-now/
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:http://buzzmachine.com/2012/12/14/i-confess-a-journalistic-sin/
http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~pandre/pubs/whogivesatweet-cscw2012.pdf
http://www.poynter.org/uncategorized/97407/big-idea-conversational-journalism/


 

 

Mon., April 14 Big picture: Social 

media and academic 

research  

Guest speaker: 

Prof. Bryan Wang 

 

Wed., April 16 Big picture: 

Analyzing the 

analytics 

*Robin Phillips, “Creating your brand.” 

 

*Joe Grimm on branding. 

 

*Steve Buttry, “Confessions of a branded journalist.” 

 

Mon., April 21 Big picture: Creating 

your brand 

 

Deadline for taking 

HSU test. 

 

 

Wed., April 23  Creating your brand 

 Class presentations 

 

Social media portfolio 

Part II due 

 

 

Mon., April 28  Class presentations  

Wed., April 30  Final in-class 

reflections 

 Assessment surveys 

 

 

 

 

Academic integrity 
 
Every student must adhere to the policy on academic integrity set forth in the UNL Student Code of 
Conduct as outlined in the UNL Bulletin. Students who plagiarize may receive a failing grade on an 
assignment or for an entire course and may be reported to the Student Judicial Review Board. The 
work a student submits in a class must be the student's own work and must be work completed for 
that particular class and assignment. Students wishing to build on an old project or work on a 
similar project in two classes must discuss this with both professors.  
 
Academic dishonesty includes:  

 Handing in another's work or part of another's work as your own.  
 Turning in one of your old papers (including something you wrote in high school) for a 

current class.  
 Turning in the same or similar paper for two different classes.  

http://www.slideshare.net/RobinJPhillips/creating-your-brand-15196655
http://www.jobspage.com/2009/08/building-your-own-journalistic-career-brand/
http://stevebuttry.wordpress.com/2011/06/28/confessions-strategies-of-a-branded-journalist-or-a-journalist-with-a-reputation-if-you-prefer/


 

 Using notes or other study aids or otherwise obtaining another's answers for a quiz or an 
examination.  

 
Anything and everything you include in your papers that comes from another source must be 
attributed with proper citation. That includes ideas and opinions. Plagiarism consists of using 
phrases, sentences or paragraphs from any source and republishing them without alteration or 
attribution. The sources include, but are not limited to, books, magazines, newspapers, television or 
radio reports, websites and other students’ papers.  
 
Please also see Student Code of Conduct (http://stuafs.unl.edu/ja/code/three.shtml) and take 
special note of section 4.2 regarding Academic Dishonesty 
 

Students with disabilities 
 
Students with disabilities are encouraged to contact the instructor for a confidential discussion of 
their individual needs for academic accommodation. It is the policy of the University of Nebraska‐
Lincoln to provide flexible and individualized accommodation to students with documented 
disabilities that may affect their ability to fully participate in course activities or meet course 
requirements. To receive accommodation services, students must be registered with the Services 
for Students with Disabilities (SSD) office, 132 Canfield Administration, 472‐3787 voice or TTY.  
 

Diversity 
 
The College of Journalism and Mass Communications values diversity, in the broadest sense of the 
word – gender, age, race, ethnicity, nationality, income, religion, education, geographic, physical and 
mental ability or disability, sexual orientation. We recognize that understanding and incorporating 
diversity in the curriculum enables us to prepare our students for careers as professional 
communicators in a global society. As communicators, we understand that journalism, advertising 
and other forms of strategic communication must reflect society in order to be effective and 
reliable. We fail as journalists if we are not accurate in our written, spoken and visual reports; 
including diverse voices and perspectives improves our accuracy and truthfulness. In advertising, 
we cannot succeed if we do not understand the value of or know how to create advertising that 
reflects a diverse society and, thus, appeals to broader audiences. 

 
Emergency Guidelines 
 
UNL Classroom Emergency Procedures are posted on the class blog on the syllabus page.  
 

Privacy/Facebook 
 
We will engage in online discussion in a Facebook group, you will not be required to become 
Facebook friends with anyone in the class, and no one in the class will be able to see any 
information you have on Facebook on which you have placed privacy restrictions (in other words: if 
your info is visible only to friends, your classmates will only be able to see your name, your profile 
picture, and basic information like your school or hometown (if you have that information listed). If 
you’re not sure what your privacy settings are, you can access them through the down arrow next 
to your name in the upper right of your Facebook page.  
 
The professor will not accept Facebook friend requests from you during the course of the semester 
to maintain appropriate boundaries.  
 

http://stuafs.unl.edu/ja/code/three.shtml


 

Do remember that your professor and fellow students can always see your profile picture.  
 
If you do not currently have a Facebook account, you will need to create one by visiting 
www.facebook.com. It is free, you do not have to use it for anything other than course discussion, 
and you may delete the account once the course has finished. 
 
The privacy settings on Facebook can be pretty specifically controlled. If you plan to use Facebook I 
would suggest familiarizing yourself with them so you can guide students on how to adjust their 
settings. The most particular one might be for students who are joining Facebook just for the class 
and have concerns about being found. Students can control who can find them through search by 
choosing "How You Connect" in Privacy Settings and choosing "friends" who can look up my profile. 
 


