COM 111: Introduction to Communication Theory
Spring 2026 | Online | Section 005
Instructor: Bryan Asbury, Illinois State University
Course Description
This course introduces students to foundational communication theories and the assumptions that guide the development and application of theory across interpersonal, intercultural, organizational, rhetorical, mediated, and public communication contexts.
Course Learning Outcomes
CLO 1: Articulate communication theories across disciplinary contexts.
CLO 2: Analyze communication theories for metatheoretical assumptions and implications.
CLO 3: Evaluate the heuristic value and limitations of communication theory in personal, social, and professional contexts.
CLO 4: Construct practical solutions to social problems using communication theories as frameworks.

Textbook
Griffin, E., Ledbetter, A., & Sparks, G. (2019). A First Look at Communication Theory. McGraw Hill. (ISBN10: 1259913783. ISBN13: 9781259913785)
This course will begin with the textbook, but will include additional reading and support materials.

Course Policies and University Resources
Teaching Philosophy
This course is grounded in a pedagogy of community, trust, and intellectual risk-taking. Students are expected to stay prepared, engage thoughtfully, and commit fully to the learning process.
Ungrading Policy
This course uses an ungrading approach. Students will assign their final grade and submit a written learning narrative reflecting on engagement, growth, and achievement of course outcomes.
Learning With Grace (Late Work Policy)
All assignments are due by the posted deadlines. If you anticipate needing an extension, you must contact the instructor before the due date and propose a revised timeline. Work submitted after the deadline without prior approval will not be accepted. Students are also unable to fall behind by more than one unit. So please stay focused on this class.
Professional Courtesy and Netiquette
Students are expected to engage respectfully and professionally in all course interactions, including online discussions.
Academic Integrity
Students are expected to adhere to the Illinois State University Code of Student Conduct. Academic dishonesty may result in academic penalties and referral to Student Conduct.
Student Support Resources
Students are encouraged to use campus resources including Student Access and Accommodation Services (SAAS) and Student Counseling Services. These services are confidential and free to enrolled students.


Unit Goals Aligned to Course Learning Outcomes
Unit 1: Approaching Theory
Unit Focus: Foundations of theory, metatheory, and assumptions
Aligned Course Outcomes: CLO 1, CLO 2
Unit Goals
· Introduce the purpose and value of theory in communication studies
· Examine scientific, humanistic, and critical approaches to theory
· Identify how ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions shape knowledge
Unit 2: Interpersonal & Intercultural Approaches to Theory
Unit Focus: Communication, relationships, and difference
Aligned Course Outcomes: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Unit Goals
· Apply interpersonal and intercultural theories to relational contexts
· Analyze how difference affects communication quality and outcomes
· Develop theory-informed strategies for improving interaction across difference
Unit 3: Rhetorical & Persuasive Approaches to Theory
Unit Focus: Message construction, influence, and interpretation
Aligned Course Outcomes: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Unit Goals
· Examine how messages persuade and shape meaning
· Apply rhetorical and persuasion theories to real-world messages
· Evaluate ethical and strategic implications of persuasive communication
Unit 4: Organizational & Small Group Approaches to Theory
Unit Focus: Collective communication and coordinated action
Aligned Course Outcomes: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Unit Goals
· Analyze communication within and across groups and organizations
· Apply theory to improve decision-making, coordination, and collaboration
· Evaluate how power and difference influence collective communication
Unit 5: Mediated & Public Relations Approaches to Theory
Unit Focus: Media systems and organizational messaging
Aligned Course Outcomes: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Unit Goals
· Examine how media shape social understanding and public discourse
· Apply public relations theory to organizational communication challenges
· Develop theory-informed strategies for responsible mediated communication


Course Structure and Weekly Rhythm
This online course is organized into instructional weeks that begin on Monday and conclude on Friday. Weekends are intentionally unscheduled to allow students time to rest or work ahead. All due dates are posted in Canvas and align with the weekly schedule below.
	Week(s)
	Unit
	Topics
	Key Assignments
	Aligned Outcomes

	1–3
	Unit 1
	Theory, Metatheory, Assumptions
	Intro Bio, Discussions 1–3
	CLO 1, 2

	4
	Unit 1
	Demonstrations of Knowledge
	Formal Demo #1
	CLO 2, 3

	5–6
	Unit 2
	Interpersonal & Intercultural Theory
	Discussions 4–5
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	7
	Unit 2
	Demonstrations of Knowledge
	Formal Demo #2
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	8
	Unit 3
	Rhetorical Theory
	Discussion 6
	CLO 1, 3

	10
	Unit 3
	Persuasion Theory
	Discussion 7
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	11
	Unit 3
	Demonstrations of Knowledge
	Formal Demo #3
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	12–13
	Unit 4
	Small Group & Organizational Theory
	Discussions 8–9
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	14
	Unit 4
	Demonstrations of Knowledge
	Formal Demo #4
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	15–16
	Unit 5
	Media & Public Relations Theory
	Discussions 10–11
	CLO 1, 3, 4

	17
	Unit 5
	Final Demonstrations
	Formal Demo #5, Grade Rationale
	CLO 1, 3, 4





Appendix A: Assignment Descriptions
Appendix A contains full descriptions of all informal and formal demonstrations of knowledge, including guiding questions, approved formats, and course-outcome alignment. Students should consult this appendix for complete assignment expectations.
Informal Demonstrations of Knowledge
Theory Discussions
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Theory discussions invite students to use communication theories from each unit to analyze and propose responses to shared social problems. Students identify relevant theories, explain key concepts, and apply theoretical frameworks to improve a selected situation. Emphasis is placed on heuristic value, clarity of explanation, and thoughtful application rather than correct answers.
Reflection Papers
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 2, CLO 3
Reflection papers ask students to engage in metacognitive reflection on their learning and course experience. Students respond to two guiding prompts: (1) their most significant learnings from the unit and anticipated applications, and (2) reflections on how the course is working for them and how they might improve their learning. Reflections support contextualization of theory, self-assessment, and ongoing learning adjustment.

Formal Demonstrations of Knowledge (Required for Passing)
All formal demonstrations must be completed to earn passing credit in the course.
Demonstration of Knowledge #1: Metatheoretical Identity
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 2, CLO 3
Students analyze their own metatheoretical position and examine how assumptions about ontology, epistemology, and axiology shape their interpretation of a social problem. This assignment emphasizes reflexivity and theoretical self-awareness.

Demonstration of Knowledge #2: Interpersonal & Intercultural Communication
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Students apply interpersonal and intercultural theories to examine communication across difference and propose strategies for improving relationships and interaction quality in a selected situation.

Demonstration of Knowledge #3: Rhetoric & Persuasion
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Students analyze how messages are constructed and interpreted, applying rhetorical and persuasive theories to improve message effectiveness and ethical communication practices.

Demonstration of Knowledge #4: Small Group & Organizational Communication
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Students examine communication within and across groups and organizations, applying theory to improve coordination, decision-making, and organizational interaction in the selected situation.

Demonstration of Knowledge #5: Media & Public Relations
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Students analyze mediated communication and public relations strategies, evaluating how media and organizational messaging shape social outcomes and proposing theory-informed improvements.

Demonstration of Knowledge #6: Summary Demonstration
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1, CLO 3, CLO 4
Students synthesize insights across communication contexts and theories to develop integrated, practical recommendations for improving the selected situation.

Formats for Demonstrations of Knowledge
Course Outcomes Addressed: CLO 1–4 (varies by format and content)
Students may select from a wide range of formats (e.g., essays, podcasts, infographics, videos, websites). All formats must clearly demonstrate engagement with theory and ensure accessibility through captions, transcripts, and alternative text where applicable. Please see Canvas for additional details.
