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Communcations@Syracuse emphasizes digital trends and innovation though an engaging online platform.

Syracuse University’s new online master’s program in communications, Communications@Syracuse, will welcome its �rst class of students in July 2015. Program Director Anthony
Rotolo will facilitate introductions on the �rst day via video with all the enrolled students. He is looking forward to connecting faces to names and bridging the digital distance so often
criticized in online education.

Rotolo is known well at Syracuse for his “Trek Class” that teaches the science and storytelling of “Star Trek,” as well as the #RotoloClass and its use of real-time social media during the
class.

"I actually don’t buy the argument that there is anything inferior about learning online.
What is inferior about learning online is the way that it has been done most of the time,
until now." - Anthony Rotolo

Through a partnership with education technology company 2U Inc., the S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications has developed a degree program emphasizing digital trends and
innovation through an engaging online platform — one of the �rst of its kind in the �eld of communication education. EdShift talked with Rotolo about this virtual face-to-face classroom
and how it may be changing — and improving — online instruction.

Q&A
What was the drive behind creating an online master’s program?

Anthony Rotolo: That’s an interesting question. I was actually hired after that decision was made; I joined the Newhouse School explicitly to create an online
program. Dean [Lorraine] Branham had felt that pursuing the online delivery of courses was something that had a lot of potential — both for the ongoing success of
the school and our ability to reach more grad students than are typically able to relocate for grad school. As I joined Newhouse and we started looking at what the
curriculum really should involve, one of the things I focused on is that there are a lot of people working in communications right now or who are performing
communications functions as part of their jobs but never imagined doing this type of work when they were in college. But media has changed and merged with
other types of work in technology and business, and so today we are all in the communications business, so to speak, and more and more working people are
looking for knowledge in this area. I wanted to create a program that addressed this reality and made it possible for more professionals to get a master’s degree in
communications. I felt that getting that degree from a top-ranked school without having to leave your job or home would be very appealing. So that was sort of the
original idea — not only a question of can we get more students, but that there are probably already a lot of students we’re not serving by not o�ering the online

option.
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What can online virtual instruction bring to communication education that a traditional brick-and-mortar classroom may not?

AR: The truth is that we can actually do far more online than we can do in person in a classroom. That’s my very real belief. What our online program allows us to do is have real-time
sessions between student and teacher. But also, the types of activities and content we can deliver throughout the week — what we refer to as asynchronous or on-their-own-time content—
is so much more interactive and so much more engaging than what can be done in a classroom where you typically have students forcing themselves to pay attention to you. This is a much
more comfortable learning environment and it’s a much more capable learning environment. And so I actually don’t buy the argument that there is anything inferior about learning
online. What is inferior about learning online is the way that it has been done most of the time, until now.

Photo by Michael and reused here with Creative Commons license.

What did the program’s development process look like?

AR: That was an experience of a lifetime! I was hired very early on as soon as it was decided that there would be an online program. I started working with the deans to sketch out what we
thought the direction was going to be, and early on my idea was that we needed to address this blurring of the lines that’s happening between the di�erent communications disciplines
and media industries. Once we had that concept, we worked through so many di�erent faculty groups and committees. We had a specialized task force speci�cally for online programs so
that di�erent faculty voices were heard from all of our disciplines in the school. Then the program went through the entire university faculty approval process and then through another
process with the State of New York. So, that may seem really boring, but what I can tell you in short is that the Newhouse faculty weighed in really at every point in the development of this
program. And as a result, we have something that I think is very well thought-out but is also very new and di�erent than what we had been doing before.

What advice do you have for programs who are interested in implementing similar programs?

AR: Online is not something that can be done easily, and it’s not something that can be done cheaply. So other programs that are looking to this have to be aware that this is a major
undertaking, and in a sense, it is as much of a cultural change as it is a content change. One of the lessons that we learned along the way and that was anticipated is that as soon as you
wade into online education and if you’re a school like Newhouse that rightfully insists that everything be done excellently, you have to really commit a lot of resources to do it right. In the
end, you end up retooling even existing classes because just because it was excellent in person does not mean that it will be excellent online. So I think that there is a misconception about
the amount of work it takes to do this—that teaching online is somehow just repurposing content and watering it down for mass consumption on the internet. It’s exactly the opposite. It
does become a science of its own, and it’s not easy. It takes a real commitment to the medium.
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What projects or research do you foresee being exceptionally innovative through this teaching initiative?

AR: There are actually a lot of things. Our belief about students needing a more diverse mix of communications skills is going to be tested, and I think we’ll be proved right in that students
will bene�t from courses and content across various aspects of communications. We have three tracks in the program — advertising, public relations and journalism innovation — and
students will choose one to complete in its entirety. But what’s important about the core curriculum is that the courses are very digitally focused, and in a sense the core content touches
upon all three specializations. So students in this program are not placed in silos in the way that they may traditionally have been when students pick a major. We’ve intentionally
developed this to be a little bit more �exible and re�ective of the modern working environment for people doing media communications.

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvtHKsEWZ3h7CfuwSP1gUnE2M9BBYiJxvNEMTz33JWvvAcS4DJ_OpOnxTNK7VuQqH6K3cZoOIKvmc91QENEzUGubnZnjftojIOZ0fCxRjGNxydUfGnYhFOLEFNvXGZKEHG2B3pRPsHULCv6Ei4yqEWSvsf5_jEgzQ3UsJbe2j50S0VUpbIxvbHLu4nMHdltVRGsJHQ9W0Qp3lArWd_76gihqtE_tvOpj0pwG4b1FzlC&sig=Cg0ArKJSzJUiGHvxDrdD&adurl=https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/the-mediashift-podcast/id434716661
https://i1.wp.com/mediashift.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2015/02/4936790096_0584c4d6e4_z.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/helloturkeytoe/4936790096
https://i1.wp.com/mediashift.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2015/02/14911088287_3612de5263_z.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/danielfoster/14911088287


Powered by

Metrics

EducationShi�

Social Media

Business

About

Contact Us

Sponsorships

MediaShi� Events

With your host

Mark Glaser

But some of the activities that the students are going to do will also be innovative, like working with emerging media technologies and what we’re calling “journalism innovations” as one
track in the program. There will be a lot of opportunities for students to work with things like virtual reality, immersive content experiences and mobile and web content production. A lot
of these things are new, not only for the Newhouse School but for communications schools in general. So I think there there’s a lot of opportunity in this program for students to do work
and research that’s new and di�erent. And that’s exciting because that’s of course going to in�uence what we do across the entire spectrum as a school.

What are you most looking forward to as you welcome the �rst class of students in July 2015?

AR: I’m really looking forward to actually seeing their faces — this is an online program, but we will be seeing their faces multiple times a week. I’m looking forward to connecting faces
with names as we start to admit our �rst students. We had a great launch of this program last week; the �rst application was submitted within the �rst four hours of opening. As the
program director, I’m excited to meet the people who are really going to shape our �rst class. I think we’re going to have a solid class — what I’m calling a “rock star class” — of students
who are really brave and really ready to tackle this new way of earning a master’s degree. And I think they’re going to hit it out of the park with their work.

Meagan Doll is a junior at the University of Wisconsin-Madison studying journalism. She is an intern for the EducationShift section at PBS MediaShift.
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The Missouri School of Journalism has been offering an innovative online master's program since 2001: http://journalism.missouri..... A big welcome to Newhouse as it joins the ranks of schools
offering exceptional online graduate education!
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