
In the Classroom, with Dr. Christina Knopf 

The Syllabus 

I view the syllabus as a rhetorical document, and a promise to my students, more 

than a contract. The syllabus is a resource; it is designed to help students make sense of 

and succeed in the course, and perhaps beyond it. It offers course information, tells 

what they will learn, what they need, how they can reach me, how they will be graded, 

what to do if they miss a class, how to submit work if they will not be in class, why those 

policies are in place as they are, where to go if they need academic or personal help, 

what the workload is, when the due dates are, what the assignments will be (with 

instructions), what the grading criteria for those assignments are (with rubrics), how the 

assignments relate to course goals, how to prepare for exams and/or speeches, how 

the… It lays the entire semester out for them in one document so they can best 

determine how to navigate the class. I want it to encourage students to see the value in 

the course, its content, and its structure; to help them understand that policies are in 

place (and enforced) to maximize fairness for everyone, to facilitate a generally-

conducive learning environment for all, and to help reinforce basic job skills; one that 

empowers students to take charge of their learning and to be proactive.  

The Lecture 

Over the years, I’ve had many colleagues compliment my presentation style – the 

presence I have while speaking. Students, too, frequently comment in evaluations about 

the energy I bring to the classroom. A majority of instructors rely on lectures (Fink, 

2003), especially in the communication discipline where we are exceptionally 

knowledgeable and skilled in the presentation of engaging lectures (Mino & Butler, 

1997). The lecture is probably one of the oldest, and still most widely used, teaching 

techniques in American universities. It is a useful tool for providing students with 

information more current than that found in their texts, for giving students a structure 

to more effectively read their texts, and for motivating students through raising 

awareness, creating conflict, and sharing enthusiasm (McKeachie,1980). For lectures to 

achieve these goals, however, they must take into account, and respond to, the way 

students process the lecture. Because of the note-taking practices of students, I have 

found that some use of PowerPoint is necessary to augment the lecture. I avoid 

“PowerPoint karaoke” at all costs, using slides only as appropriate and avoiding bullet-



point formats as much as usefully possible. Instead, I depend more heavily on the 

assertion-evidence style of slide-deck design. Based on studies from the psychology of 

learning, in the assertion-evidence approach slides are focused on key messages rather 

than topics that are supported with visual evidence instead of bulleted lists.  

There is value in the lecture/discussion. As Alex Small noted in the Chronicle of 

Higher Education, “A good lecturer doesn’t just deliver facts but models how an expert 

approaches problems” (2014, para. 1). I add to this with the suggestion that, especially 

in the public speaking classroom, a good lecturer doesn’t just deliver facts but also 

models preferred public speaking skills and behavior. One of the most basic elements in 

determining how well students will process information in a lecture is their ability to pay 

attention to it. “Changes in the environment recruit attention” (McKeachie, 1980, p. 29). 

For this reason, few of my classes are lecture-only. I try to find and use a mix of lecture, 

discussion, and some other form of activity to employ at least once a week. 

Discussions 

The nature of classroom dialogue has changed over the years. As society has 

turned more and more to digital communication, classrooms have become quieter and 

quieter. As an introvert and as a teacher who must, in the course of my regular 

interactions with students, contend with Communication Apprehension, and as a 

professor in a time when colleges are seeing a mental health crisis on campus- with a 

growing percentage of students experiencing depression, anxiety, and other challenges, 

I am uncomfortable with “forcing” students to participate vocally in class. Practices like 

“cold calling” on students, designed to increase participation, may actually have little 

impact on true participation and, research shows, can be harmful to student learning 

overall, increasing students’ anxiety and nervousness and decreasing their trust in the 

instructor (see Tankersley, 2021). Similarly, other common practices intended to 

promote student participation may actually create a classroom climate that is not 

hospitable to the participation it seeks; breaking the class into groups, for example, my 

create sites for microaggressions against students of color (see Booker, 2018), or could 

simply trigger social anxiety or some forms of communication apprehension.  

I try to present my classes with stimulating ideas and examples to prompt their 

reactions and questions. I provide opportunities for students to speak. I plan some 



formal discussions (using National Issues Forum Institute guides), giving students 

ample advance notice, materials, and expectations for their participation. I give group 

work that presents options to students so that they can choose whether to collaborate, 

delegate, or divide the work, and they can choose to join or leave groups. I use 

techniques like thin (or write)-pair-share to make speaking publicly more comfortable.  

Media 

“Feature films are excellent resources for teaching communication courses” 

(Proctor III, 2002, p. 1). The approach of using entertainment products to foster 

knowledge and understanding is described as “casual learning” (Pustz 2012). Though 

some entertainment is designed specifically with the dual goal of amusing and teaching 

an audience – “entertainment-education” products (Singhal and Rogers 2004) - the 

strategy of casual learning relies on entertainment as a cultural text that reveals 

something about the societies of its creation and depiction. Using films and TV shows 

provides illustrations that are not only verbal but visual, and they provide a change in 

environment to help get and maintain students’ attention. Though my colleagues in 

literature have observed that I do not open film clips up for discussion and student 

analysis, and instead direct the students to what I want them to see in it, that is because 

I usually do not use film/television for analysis (except in methods courses or classes 

like CIN210) but as exemplars, illustrations, and explanations; in many instances, 

opening the text up for individual interpretation could contribute to confusion rather 

than clarity. 

Games 

As a teacher and a communication scholar, I recognize that, “Groups of people 

are… acknowledged as the source of knowledge construction. [That] bringing together 

people with different experiences, values, and knowledge, will be more effective in 

adequately solving the problems than are individuals” (Van den Bossche, Segers & 

Kirschner, 2006, p. 491). Some students, however, believe that, “Group work is an 

exercise in frustration and hate mongering” and that students get “the most benefit out 

of completing individual projects…” (Kapp, 2000, np).  In fact, students apparently do 

not recognize, or wish to acknowledge and accept, interactivity in education as 

important (Shelton, Lane, & Waldhart, 1999, p. 409). Games are a great way to 



encourage not only active, but interactive learning in a non-threatening, and even 

entertaining, format. Games can help students to learn and think in ways in new ways. 

Games are inherently social, and learners are embedded in not only a material but also a 

social world. “…Reading, writing, and thinking are inextricably linked to social and 

cultural practices” and games allow students to network with other people as well as 

with various tools (Gee, 2003, p. 8). Playing games to help illustrate concepts lets 

students experience the world in new ways or to connect new ideas with old practices. It 

also provides a safe and fun environment for students to create and participate in a new 

community, while gaining resources that can prepare them for future learning and 

problem solving. I have, therefore, adapted a number of classic board games to the 

classroom environment, especially in my public speaking classes. 

Exams 

Over the years, I have attempted classes both with and without exams. In recent 

years, I have more steadily relied on the use of tests, particularly in upper-division 

courses. Psychological research on the science of successful learning has demonstrated 

that the act of preparing for a test and actually taking the test and retrieving information 

is a great boost to memory (Paul, 2015; Supiano, 2015). Exams are not just instruments 

of assessment, they are also an important learning instrument. Exams are a clinically 

proven way to help students keep up with classwork – they encourage attendance, 

preparation and review in ways that less traditional or structured means don’t, and the 

use of frequent quizzes or tests is likely to promote regular, moderate, work, whereas a 

few larger assignments tend to produce short bursts of cramming, often at the last 

minute.  Furthermore, it is my hope that quizzes and exams will create familiarity with 

the language of Communication discipline, while other activities and assignments can 

aid in the application of Communication concepts. 

Though it has been argued that memorization of information is outmoded in the 

digital age where global reference devices are tucked into “everyone’s” pockets and 

palms, in the fallout of Nicholas Carr’s (2008) controversial essay, Is Google Making Us 

Stupid?, I believe that reinforcing some old-fashioned teaching and learning – such the 

internalizing and remembering of key information – is not without its place. Moreover, I 

frequently encounter students who are extremely literal; if they are given examples, 



many are likely to mimic or copy the example outright in their own work. If I give them 

a list of the kinds of things that should be included in a speech or paper, they 

automatically assume the list is definitive and that those things – all of them, but 

nothing else – must be used. This may be a result of the kinds of information seeking 

habits that are characteristic of the digital era –quick over quality (Wood, 2011; Gabriel, 

2010; Weiler, 2005). Therefore, exam formats offer some benefits to students: they are 

relatively quick, in comparison to week-to-semester long projects, which can be a 

benefit to students overwhelmed by scheduling demands; they are clear-cut, which can 

reduce frustration; they are light on directions, appropriate for the modern move away 

towards reading as a form of information-seeking. 

Though I have used short-answer and essay exams at different points and in 

different classes, I preference the multiple-choice style. Multiple-choice exams have a 

more objective appearance in form and feedback. It has been found that younger 

generations take evaluation, among other things, more personally than their 

predecessors – believing criticism, even constructive criticism, to be a reflection of how 

the judge feels about or perceives them as people and individuals, rather than how the 

judge interprets their performances (Zimmerman & Kelly, 2011). A multiple-choice 

exam removes that stigma; if a student chooses “B” and the answer was “C” it is not as 

easy to translate that into “The professor does not like me.” Therefore, use of multiple-

choice exams allows me to better position myself as being an ally rather than opponent 

in the educational process, which is a key component of successful pedagogy 

(Leamnson, 1999). Moreover, not all multiple-choice items have to be term-based and 

creative question writing still allows for students to apply knowledge and not just recall 

concepts. 

In order to make exams part of long-term learning, I use several techniques: 1) 

Students are often given the option of creating “cheat sheets” for use on exams, based on 

the readings, assuming they limit the paper size to 4x6 per chapter and submit the 

sheets when readings are due (thus, encouraging regular reading). 2) Regular small 

quizzes are frequently used to prepare students for larger midterm and final exams. The 

big exams are made up entirely, or mostly, of questions from the quizzes. (Often 

reworked with different answer choices or reformatted from multiple-choice to short-

answer.) This undercuts the tendency for students to engage in short-term 



memorization for a one-off test, provides students with ready study guides, and 

reinforces the idea that material learned carries forward from its initial presentation. 3) 

In some classes, I have students generate the test questions themselves, encouraging 

them to think about what is important and giving them control in the evaluation tools if 

the class. 4) Some exams use a gaming approach, allowing students to choose among 

questions, depending on their levels of confidence with material or their willingness to 

gamble with the math. 4) Some classes use an open book approach as a way to 

encourage students to see the text as a resource or tool rather than as merely an expense 

or homework burden. 

Beyond the Classroom 

Speeches 

Over the course of the two-decades-plus I have taught public speaking, speech 

assignments have evolved from being predetermined by me, to being students’ choice, to 

being one topic approached three different ways, to being taken from a pool of current 

events topics, to being predetermined options set by me. I have used civics, technology, 

and careers/majors as broad areas for speaking assignments – all efforts to connect 

speech skills to the lives of the students.  

I have assigned speeches related to the hometowns of the students and to the 

college as a way of emphasizing speaker ethos and to create “real world” speaking 

scenarios, and I have frequently assigned local or campus concerns as persuasive speech 

topics. I crafted speech assignments relating technology to public speaking, college 

success skills, and to the interests and/or majors of the students. Speech assignments 

have been designed to mimic Career Day events so students could relate their own 

majors and goals to the class. And I’ve designed speech assignments based on “real 

world” scenarios within their majors for speech topics. More recently, career-focused 

speech assignments have included “elevator pitch” speeches of self-introduction and 

online interviewing. Short demonstrative speeches on any topic of students’ choosing 

have often gotten the semester started on a high note - boosting enthusiasm, breaking 

the ice, and building confidence. Pecha Kucha presentations have offered a more 

contemporary twist on the visual aid speech, though topics are still  challenge for 

students. In order to encourage students to see the transferability of skills and 

knowledge between classes or other aspects of their lives, I’ve assigned the students to 



develop speeches based on any recent non-fiction book of their choosing, including 

those being used for other classes. This reduces their research workload, allows them to 

choose a topic area of interest, and helps to emphasize the differences among different 

speech purposes and genres. Frequently, speech assignments ask students to take up a 

cause, current event, or issue of their choosing to both inform their classmates about 

and in which to persuade their peers to become involved; this focus seeks to connect 

students to civic matters (or, potentially, issues related to their fields), without overtly 

politicizing the assignments – something I strive to avoid in the current socio-political 

climate. 

Other Assignments 

Depending on the course, the semester, and the contemporary scene, assignments in 

other courses I teach vary widely and usually ask students to apply course concepts in a 

scholastic or creative ways. Some examples of these activities include: 

• Artistic creations, including political satire, comic strips, short fiction – all designed 

to have students apply the concepts they’ve learned about communication to their 

own communication products 

• Culture jamming, asking students to consider the consumer culture of their media 

exposure and consumption 

• Design-your-own, letting students direct their own guided-learning project 

• Faux-social-media, asking students to design a digital presence for a candidate or 

movement 

• Food photography, getting students to practice the kind of image manipulation that 

mass audiences are exposed to regularly 

• Infographics, having students learn about and re-present key concepts through 

visual-verbal means 

• Journaling, including application logs or reading reactions, designed to ensure 

students do the assigned readings, while also giving me chances to engage with them 

in regular one-on-one communication 

• Posters (physical or digital), asking students to present content in a display 

(depending on the course, this may be in a traditional academic poster or in a more 

relaxed format) 



• Presentations, which in classes like political communication or social movements are 

usually simulations – stump speeches, campaign speeches, etc., requiring students to 

use the rhetorical techniques about which they’ve learned 

• Project Censored Verified Independent News reporting, getting students to 

understand newsworthiness, corporate media biases (structural), and the media 

writing process by contributing to Project Censored. 

• Research Proposals, asking students to develop questions and do the literature 

review on topics that interest them (the reason for not taking the work beyond the 

proposal stage is the realities of a semester’s time constraints in relation to proposal 

development, the potential need for IRB approval, and the completion of the 

research)  

I try to avoid assigning work that can create economic hardship or exacerbate 

economic inequities in my classes. This includes requiring digital course packages, 

recognizing that some students may be sharing or borrowing textbooks for financial 

reasons and therefore would not be purchasing digital access; assigning work that 

expects and requires home internet access (such as blogging, online discussion 

boards, social media interactions, etc), recognizing that some students may be 

commuters living in rural areas or may be living in other off-campus situations that 

limits Internet access; or, assigning work that has hidden course expenses, such as 

the need for dedicated USB drives. In all the above assignment examples, options are 

built in to allow students to tackle it in the way that makes sense for them.   

Rubrics 

To reduce unproductive tension – the sort that may be fostered by uncertainty or 

confusion – in the classroom, I rely heavily on rubrics for evaluating and assessing 

papers, presentations, and other projects. I recognize that rubrics can be controversial 

in pedagogy, receiving criticism for oversimplification of assignments or tackling unique 

student work in a “cookie-cutter” fashion. A well-developed rubric, however, can avoid 

such pitfalls, improve faculty efficiency and consistency, and clarify expectations for 

students. They are also particularly beneficial for new course preparations or new 

assignments (Stevens & Levi, 2005).  Providing students with a clear check-list for their 

major assignments is just one way I try to foster healthy, friendly, productive 



relationships with my students, as it not only reduces their anxiety by letting them know 

what is expected of them, but it also distances me from the “evil” grading process. 

Rubrics are also beneficial for program assessment, assuming at least some of the 

included items relate directly to/use the language of specified program SLOs. Wherever 

possible, I try to base my rubrics on ones that have been tested for reliability as student 

evaluation and/or program assessment tools, and I try to develop or edit rubric items in 

ways that acknowledge multiple facets of student effort and performance and reinforce 

good work habits, like following formatting guidelines. 
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