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Editor’s Note 
  

I’m pleased to present the second issue of Volume 33 of the Journal of the Association 
for Communication Administration. This issue has a broadly pedagogical focus with implications 
for communication administration; each of the four contributions speaks to a particular 
aspect of teaching, curriculum, assessment, or long-term outcomes of communication 
education for administrators.  
 

The first piece, by Robert L. Ballard, Leeanne M. Bell McManus, Annette M. Holba, 
Spoma Jovanovic, Paula S. Tompkins, Lori J. N. Charron, Melba L. Hoffer, Michelle A. 
Leavitt, and Tammy Swenson-Lepper, affiliated with the Communication Ethics Division of 
the National Communication Association, offer a treatment of the history and current status 
of communication ethics pedagogy, with a focus on competencies and outcomes. Mary Mino 
turns our attention to pedagogical structure with her treatment of course flipping. Jeanne M. 
Persuit, Julie-Ann Scott, and Richard K. Olsen provide an approach to assessment of 
pedagogical outcomes based on the five canons of rhetoric. Finally, we gain a view of the 
communication field/discipline from the perspective of upper-level administration from 
Amanda McKendree and Christina McDowell Marinchak, who provide a report of their 
research on university and college presidents who hold a degree in communication, including 
a section with responses to their findings from leaders in the communication field. This 
research was supported by a grant from the National Communication Association and 
provides implications for communication administrators as they consider the field/discipline 
in the context of higher education. Each contribution offers valuable insights for 
communication administration.  
 

I offer thanks to the contributors, to the reviewers for pieces in this issue, and to 
Matthew Mancino, editorial assistant, whose work continues to undergird the ongoing 
progress of JACA. This issue concludes Volume 33 (2014). The 2015 volume is in process 
and will be available soon.  
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Teaching Communication Ethics as Central to the Discipline 

Robert L. Ballard1 
Leeanne M. Bell McManus2 

Annette M. Holba3 
Spoma Jovanovic4 
Paula S. Tompkins5 
Lori J. N. Charron6 
Melba L. Hoffer7 

Michelle A. Leavitt8 
Tammy Swenson-Lepper9 

 
Communication ethics as a field of study within the communication discipline has made 
significant contributions in a variety of areas, including teaching. This paper offers an 
historical overview of communication ethics, with special attention to four major approaches 
to pedagogy – ethics in human communication, moral psychology and intuition, a 
communication ethics framework, and a critical communication ethics pedagogy. For the 
department seeking to incorporate communication ethics through stand-alone courses or 
throughout curricula, the authors suggest ways for communication administrators to address 
questions of desired competencies for communication graduates, and to articulate related 
learning outcomes. Future recommendations for the field and administrators are offered. 
The authors conclude that while communication ethics pedagogy has made significant 
contributions to the discipline, its potential will only be fully realized when faculty and 
administrators together construct the right balance of offerings for their departments.  
 
Keywords: communication ethics, pedagogy, teaching, competence, learning outcomes 

 
Introduction and Overview of Communication Ethics 

 
In 2013, the Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) published 

the results of its latest national employers’ survey. The report provides a detailed analysis of 
employers’ priorities for what today’s college students need in order to succeed in today’s 
economy and offers recommendations for changes in educational and assessment practices 
(“It takes more than a major,” 2013). According to this survey, today’s employers place 
ethics, or the ability to "demonstrate ethical judgment and integrity", at the highest level of 
importance with 96 percent of participants identifying this skill set as “important”, including 
76 percent identifying it as “very important”). As today's college administrators and faculty 
labor to prepare students to meet employer's priorities and needs, adequate training in ethical 
reasoning and communication ethics takes on important significance. 
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Ethics, as a branch of philosophy, has been studied for thousands of years from 
many different perspectives. An ethical issue is described as something “one can raise a 
question about . . . [whether it] is right or wrong” (Neher & Sandin, 2007, p. 3). 
Communication ethics specifically focuses on communicative behavior in speaking, writing, 
and actions. With communication ethics issues, questions of justifications or rationales 
emerge because we give reasons, either for or against particular communication behaviors, 
utterances, and actions (Neher & Sandin, 2007). Therefore ethics generally and 
communication ethics specifically often addresses how to make and explain a decision based 
upon good or just reasons. To a lesser degree, communication ethics also considers 
guidelines for passing judgment on what has transpired in written and spoken acts.  

Exercising sound communication ethics requires competent communication skills 
which involve studying, understanding, and applying communication theories, knowing 
when to follow guidelines and when to question them, using discernment and judgment 
related to given particular situations, environments, and audiences, and articulating sound 
and just reasons for a decision (Tompkins, 2011). This does not mean communication ethics 
devolves into relativism, but rather it means that communication ethics engages a system or 
process of reasoning, reading situations, knowing and understanding people, considering and 
evaluating various possibilities of engagement before taking action, making judgments about 
actions, and articulating reasons for specific communication choices and behaviors (Neher & 
Sandin, 2007).  

Making decisions about communication with attention to ethical behavior is not 
easy, and it is sometimes awkward, uncomfortable, and inconvenient. However, 
understanding the role of communication ethics in how we make decisions and engage in the 
world around us is essential in order to unpack, discover, and understand what it means to 
engage as ethical human communicative agents in a diverse world (Arnett, Fritz, & Bell, 
2009). Developing these ethical facilities means developing one’s communication ethics 
literacy, or a reflective engagement and awareness of our communicative behavior (Arnett, 
Fritz, & Bell, 2009). As communicative agents in a world in which every action we take has 
the possibility of impacting others, it is important to understand the implications of our 
individual and collective communicative acts because the possibilities and outcomes are vast 
and not always obvious. Importantly, as the AAC&U report points out, the ability to think, 
discern, and make judgments from an ethical basis is a necessary skill for employment and 
career success. 

We suggest that communication ethics literacy should be present in every 
communication and media curricula in some form. As a discipline, there is a need for 
administrators and faculty to discuss how we teach communication ethics, both as stand-
alone courses that can be devoted to understanding the role of ethics in our communicative 
life, interactions, and transactions with others, as well as integrated throughout courses that 
warrant discussions of ethics (public speaking, interpersonal communication, rhetoric, media, 
etc.) across curricula.  

The purpose of this paper is to stimulate conversation within communication 
departments about the importance of teaching and integrating communication ethics in our 
courses and curricula. Administrators are in a unique position to act as catalysts for those 
conversations, and to secure resources to ensure that communication ethics is adequately 
covered as part of a sound communication education that will prepare students to meet the 
needs of today’s employers. This paper unfolds in three parts. First, we begin with a review 
of how communication ethics came to be organized as a field within the communication 
discipline under the tutelage of experienced administrators, with attention to literature on 
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teaching communication ethics. Second, we outline recent work in communication ethics 
pedagogy. Finally, we draw on best practices from other disciplines to offer ideas that 
present a way forward for the field, especially for departments developing curricula and for 
faculty teaching communication ethics. 

  
Communication Ethics as a Field: Toward Pedagogy 

 
The first and most important drive for communication ethics as a field came in 1982 

when First Vice President and planner Kenneth Andersen declared the theme of the Speech 
Communication Association (now the National Communication Association) 
“Communication Ethics and Values.” His 1983 presidential address was titled “A Code of 
Ethics for Speech Communication,” proclaiming the recognition of communication ethics as 
essential to the discipline. This bold statement by the one of the discipline’s leading scholars 
and administrators, led to the creation of the Communication Ethics Division in 1984 with 
James Jaksa as chair, Ken Andersen as vice chair, Richard Johannesesn as vice chair-elect, 
Vernon Jenson as secretary and Ronald Arnett as newsletter editor (Andersen, 2000).  

Soon following in 1990, James Jaksa and Michael Prichard organized the first 
National Conference on Communication Ethics that was devoted to research and teaching 
on communication ethics. This conference continues to meet biannually and has led to the 
publication of several books (e.g., Arneson, 2007; Bracci & Christians, 2002; Groom & Fritz, 
2012; Jaksa & Prichard, 1994; Makau & Arnett, 1997; Stewart, 1996/1997). Further 
legitimizing communication ethics as a field, in 1999 the Legislative Council of the National 
Communication Association approved a “Credo for Ethical Communication” that discusses 
the importance of ethics to communication processes. The Credo is featured on many 
department web sites, as well as NCA’s and states: “Ethical communication is fundamental 
to responsible thinking, decision-making, and the development of relationships and 
communities within and across contexts, cultures, and media” (NCA, 1999).10 In 2003, 
Kenneth Andersen delivered the National Communication Association (NCA) Carroll C. 
Arnold Distinguished Lecture on “Recovering the Civic Culture: The Imperative of Ethical 
Communication” to remind us of the importance of ethics (Andersen, 2005). 

In 2013, at the request of the National Communication Association to celebrate the 
organization’s centennial in 2014 and 100 years of communication research, the 
communication ethics division reflected on its impact in both the academy and public arenas 
highlighting areas of significance, including artificial intelligence, ethical sensitivity, narrative, 
communication ethics in journalism, public relations, media, dialogic ethics, and 
communication ethics pedagogy. This breadth and depth demonstrates the maturation of 
communication ethics as a field of research and teaching in the past 40 years. 

Notably, there has been sustained production of communication ethics pedagogy 
and textbooks throughout the 20th and early 21st centuries. Scholars focused on the 
integration of communication ethics into the communication curriculum (e.g., Christians & 
Lambeth, 1996; Jensen, 1959; 1985; Johnson, 1970; Canary, 2007). In 1959, Jensen analyzed 
the literature of the previous five years on teaching ethics in public address. The basic 
question at the time asked, “Should a teacher of speech teach the ethical considerations in 
speaking in addition to the techniques of speaking?” (p. 219). Almost all writers who 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 The language of the Credo is intentionally non-academic and non-technical in order to pass “the airplane 
test”—that the Credo could be shared with and understood by someone you meet on an airplane. (Andersen 
2000, p. 140).  
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discussed the subject asserted that yes, instructors of speech should teach ethical 
considerations in public speaking. Jensen (1959) further argued that a teacher of speech had 
ethical obligations toward truth, the political society (the nation), the field of the liberal arts, 
the speech profession, and the student of speech. As a result, the communication discipline 
had an obligation to integrate communication ethics into the public address curriculum, a 
responsibility that was to fall to department administrators. Johnson’s (1970) Teaching Ethics 
in Speech Communication found that over 90% of participants indicated a need for a speech 
teacher to discuss the ethical issues of speech but only 28% had a separate discussion on the 
subject of ethics.  

In 1985, Jensen shifted his focus to how to teach ethics within speech communication 
classes. He proposed a number of areas to emphasize. These included familiar ideas 
regarding the content of communication and a framework of communication that 
incorporated the message, medium, and receiver to help organize ethical issues. Other 
emphases focused on such topics as clarifying sources of ethical standards, the need to move 
from either/or thinking to considering degrees of ethical quality, the inherent “oughtness” 
of ethics, and the continuing conflict between absolutism and relativism in ethics.  

Eleven years later in 1996, the increased interest in communication ethics pedagogy 
was evident in a survey by Christians and Lambeth. They found that 39% of schools were 
teaching or planning stand-alone courses on communication ethics with 58% of the courses 
being required. However, over 50% of instructors teaching a course on communication 
ethics did not regard ethics as an intellectual strength or primary research interest (Christians 
& Lambeth, 1996).  
 A more recent survey by Swenson Lepper et al. (in press) found that 50% of 
respondents teach communication ethics in their programs, either through a stand-alone 
course or integrated throughout the curriculum. It also found that most courses for 
undergraduates were offered in junior and senior years. Survey respondents, nearly 40% of 
who were department chairs with an average of over 6 years as chair, indicated that they 
regarded communication ethics as important, even critical to the field. However, many also 
noted that lack of expertise or training as a barrier to providing a stand-alone 
communication ethics course. Qualitative responses, in particular, indicated that 
communication ethics was not an intellectual strength or primary research area for many 
faculty, a finding similar to the Christians and Lambeth’s (1996) study.  

In summary, communication ethics has made significant contributions to the 
communication discipline, though its potential has not yet been fully realized. Notably, there 
has developed a sustained and evolving focus on the teaching of communication ethics but 
still needed are the conversations among faculty and administrators together to construct the 
right balance of offerings for their departments, based on one of four highly regarded and 
used pedagogies. 

 
Communication Ethics Pedagogy 

 
 Pedagogical approaches to teaching communication ethics vary in focus as related to 
ethical frameworks and theories (democratic, universal humanitarian, codes, procedures and 
standards, narrative, dialogic, etc.), 11  communication context (digital, organizational, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Examples of texts using a specific ethical framework include Makau and Marty, (2013), Dialogue & Deliberation 
and Christians and Traber, eds. (1997), Communication Ethics and Universal Values. 
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interpersonal, etc.),12 and how communication ethics is examined and assessed.13 In this 
section, we briefly describe the four general approaches to teaching ethics in communication.  
 The first approach situates ethics outside of the discipline, focusing on ethics in 
human communication. This is the position argued by Plato in the Gorgias (1961a) and 
Phaedrus (1961b) and is the more conventional view. Standards for evaluating the ethical 
quality of communication reside in the domain of philosophical ethics. Through studying 
philosophers such as Plato (1961a; 1961b), Immanuel Kant (1781/1965; 1785/1993), John 
Stuart Mill (1859/1947; 1863/1991), or Jürgen Habermas (1984), for example, students of 
communication discover what is needed to live a good life or what is necessary for good 
government, and then communicate accordingly. This perspective views communication as a 
vessel or medium for carrying or transporting ethical content, serving as a context for 
applying ethical theories. The communication process is bereft of ethical content and, thus, 
makes no substantive contribution directly to ethics. Using this pedagogical approach, 
students are taught ancient and/or contemporary theories of ethics to identify what is good, 
right, or virtuous in communication. While students would be able to recite ethical concepts 
and theories and perhaps apply them in this approach, they generally do not consider how 
the nature of communication processes in general or specific communication acts and 
episodes contribute to their understanding of ethics. In short, ethics is viewed as separate 
from and superior to communication processes in this pedagogical approach. 
  The second pedagogical approach is characterized by a reliance on the student for 
ethical content, with some supplementation.14 Supported in part by recent research in moral 
psychology indicating that babies can distinguish between what adults consider right and 
wrong behavior (Bloom, 2013), this pedagogical approach assumes communicators bring a 
pre-existing, personal understanding of ethics to the communication process. Theoretically, 
this approach often relies on moral intuition (Haidt & Joseph, 2004; Haidt, 2008) where 
individual ethical judgments are based upon the moral emotions of empathy, a basic sense of 
fairness aligned with egalitarianism, and disgust (Bloom, 2013). This assumes that there is an 
understanding of ethics inherent in individual human consciousness that a student brings to 
the classroom and to a communicative action. This theoretical basis translates into a 
pedagogy predicated on students bringing relevant ethical concepts, values or principles 
through moral intuition. This allows the instructor to focus on communication theory and 
context in exploring an ethical issue rather than philosophical approaches or ethical theories.  

Many moral psychologists, however, consider the moral emotions alone insufficient 
to identify what is ethical, recognizing that the individual is situated. Empathy, for example, 
“should promote prosocial behavior and discourage aggression in cultures guided by caring 
and justice principles. But it does not operate in a vacuum, and in multicultural societies with 
intergroup rivalry, it might, calling to empathy’s familiarity bias, contribute to violence 
between groups” (Hoffman, 2001, p. 22). Moreover, recent research work by Smith et al. 
(2011) on a new stage of human development named either “extended adolescence” or 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Examples of texts focusing on a specific communication context include Fortner and Fackler, (2010), Ethics 
and Evil in the Public Sphere; Hamelink (2000), The Ethics of Cyberspace, and Parry-Giles and Parry-Giles, (2009), 
Public Address and Moral Judgment. 
13 Examples of texts examining communication and ethics more generally include Arnett, Fritz, and Bell, 
(2009), Communication Ethics Literacy; Gehrke, (2009), The Ethics and Politics of Speech; Johannesen, Valde, & 
Whedbee, (2008), Ethics in Human Communication; Neher and Sandin, (2007), Communicating Ethically; and 
Tompkins (2011) Practicing Communication Ethics. 
14 For a communication studies textbook example of this pedagogical approach, see Lane, Abigail and Gooch, 
2014. 
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“emerging adulthood,” calls into question the capacity of college-aged students to think 
coherently and critically about what is “good” in life, even characterizing this developmental 
stage as “morally adrift” (p. 19). If this is the case, then this pedagogical approach strategy is 
likely unable to fulfill its task of teaching communication ethics because a student may lack 
the moral and cognitive capacity, development, or experience that provides the relevant 
ethical concepts, values, norms, and moral emotions. It further lacks the cultural and situated 
awareness necessary to exercise competence in communication ethics. 
 The third pedagogical approach sees communication and ethics as theoretically inter-
twined. This is a framework of communication ethics, in contrast to ethics in human 
communication or individual moral intuition. This approach posits ethics as emerging from 
ontological acts and episodes of communication that construct our social worlds. In other 
words, both communication and ethics are critical to human survival and thriving, without 
privileging one over another and valuing both equally and symbiotically. Michael Hyde’s 
(2006) study of communication as an act of acknowledgment calls attention to 
communication as creating spaces where people make room for others in their lives, 
illustrating the inseparable connection between communication and ethics.  

This communication ethics approach provides a theoretically rich and sophisticated 
understanding of communication that focuses on the dynamics of relational connection 
interlaced with communication acts and episodes. This approach productively informs our 
understanding and practice of ethics, especially regarding ethical sensitivity and deliberation, 
both critical processes for enacting ethically responsive communication. This approach 
promotes rigor in both discernment and decision making about ethical issues that helps 
students imagine and evaluate alternative communication responses and to distinguish 
between rationalization and justification as they deliberate about their communicative 
choices. Further, this approach encourages developing a personal practice of ethics that 
draws upon both philosophical influences and moral impulses, but without sole reliance on 
either, placing communication at the heart of ethics rather than communication as a mere 
vessel or context (Jovanovic & Wood, 2004).  

In this way, the third approach recognizes how both our understanding of ethics and 
our personal ethical practices emerge within interactions and episodes where people co-
construct what is good, right, or virtuous in their relationships and communities and, over 
time and with critical reflection, a richer understanding of ethics is developed. However, this 
approach relies on a robust understanding of concepts and theories of both communication 
and some combination of philosophical ethics, practical philosophy, or moral psychology. A 
thin understanding of the latter concepts and theories weakens the rigor of communication 
ethics pedagogy or practice (Nussbaum, 1999; Tompkins, 2011, pp, 115-6). The literature 
reviewed above and the survey by these authors (forthcoming) indicate that a significant 
portion of communication studies faculty may lack sufficiently substantial understanding of 
relevant concepts and theories of philosophical ethics, practical philosophy, or moral 
psychology which, in turn, would affect the teaching of communication ethics. Further, even 
within the communication discipline, some are still hesitant to accepting the relative 
equivalency of philosophical ethics and communication upon which the communication 
ethics framework is based, continuing to view communication as secondary to philosophy or 
ethics and relegating the teaching of ethics to other programs. 

A fourth approach builds upon the third and goes beyond the classroom to promote 
direct engagement and often activism through a communication ethics framework. This is a 
critical pedagogy of communication ethics, which recognizes the importance of disparate 
views and confronts those who seek to silence, disparage, or otherwise dismiss those voices. 
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Teaching to develop a critical consciousness requires students to examine, act, and reflect 
upon their communication choices as ethical decisions that maintain or disrupt social norms 
and practices (Simpson, 2014). A critical lens is turned toward how power is brokered to 
instantiate or challenge class differences, economic struggle, sexism, racism, and other forms 
of discrimination that keep certain communities at a disadvantage as rooted in ideological 
commitments. Communication teachers who embrace critical pedagogy frequently draw on 
contemporary, political issues to inspire “students to care about the world enough to 
intervene with, for, and on behalf of others to make things better” (Jovanovic, 2014, p. 121), 
such as the communication ethics of local government action, gay marriage legislation, 
corporate rights vs. community interests, and education policy. Critical communication 
pedagogy also recognizes that common, everyday interactions are important sites for ethical 
consideration, for it is these day-to-day practices that express and negotiate the power 
dynamics at work in our social world (Fassett & Warren, 2007).  

By examining their interactions with others, students see how language is disciplined, 
values and beliefs influenced, and identities shaped. This critical approach is attentive to how 
larger social forces influence the most micro of our practices. It “stresses the importance of 
public goods and shared responsibilities along with a language that connects private troubles 
with social considerations” (Giroux, 2012, p. 28). Against the grain of radical individualism, a 
critical perspective offers a hopeful vision for ethics to create a world through community, 
dialogue, and deliberation in favor of justice, equality, and respect (Freire, 1970/2000). In 
this approach, students are transformed from recipients of knowledge to co-creators of 
social change (Swartz, Campbell & Pestana, 2009).  

In communication studies curricula, ethics is often a central concern in service-
learning courses, community engaged activity, and communication activism where students 
come face-to-face with the harsh realities experienced by people in their own communities. 
For some students, it may be the first time they witness and interact with people suffering 
from a lack of basic resources, leaving them homeless, without sufficient educational 
opportunities, or subject to environmental hazards, to name just a few persistent inequities. 
These experiences lend themselves to a rich consideration of communication ethics situated 
at the individual, organizational, and systemic levels to understand how one voice intersects 
with others to affirm (or not) the dignity of all people as well as promoting learning and 
competence in everyday communicative acts, as well as social change through broad, 
systemic transformation. 

Criticisms levied against critical scholarship, service-learning, multicultural education 
and community engaged pedagogies are also applied to the critical approach to 
communication ethics. According to that criticism, research and scholarship should aim for 
disinterested objectivity, not activism (Kimball, 2008). Further, teaching theory without 
engagement is the superior form of education, while service-learning is too “applied” (Kahl, 
2010). Rejection of the paradigms of engagement may lead one to reject the critical 
communication ethics approach. 

An overview of these four pedagogical approaches has departmental and 
administrative implications. It is important for communication departments to recognize 
that all of these four communication ethics pedagogical approaches can be implemented in 
undergraduate or graduate curriculums. Most likely, a little of all of these are present in one 
course or curriculum, with different approaches used based on many factors including the 
institutional and department climate, the instructor, and the students. However, here we 
point out that the third approach is the most accepted approach in communication ethics. 
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Given that instructors will likely teach from a variety of philosophical perspectives, 
these differences should not be the bases for disagreement in departments, but instead 
viewed as opportunities for both collegial enrichment and enhanced learning opportunities 
for students. Rather than allow pedagogical differences to fracture departments, departments 
and their chairs need to recognize that regardless of commitment to one or multiple 
pedagogical approaches, developing ethical competence and achieving learning outcomes is 
key to effective teaching of communication ethics. To that end, understanding and valuing 
different pedagogical approaches coupled with the development of developing strong, clear, 
and measurable learning outcomes should be the overarching goal of departments and 
conversations about how to teach and integrate communication ethics. Assessment reports 
should describe different pedagogical approaches and demonstrate how diverse pedagogical 
approaches bolster the accomplishment of learning outcomes. 

 
Developing a Communication Ethics Curriculum—Competence and Outcomes 

 
 For the department that is considering program and course design related to 
communication ethics, there are a variety of questions to be considered. Departments need 
to establish for themselves the relative importance that graduates should know 1) the 
theoretical underpinnings of communication ethics, 2) the knowledge and skills for 
exercising the “moral imagination,” or perspective-taking about different ethical viewpoints 
and rhetorical listening (Tompkins, 2009, p. 60), 3) the knowledge and skills of ethical 
deliberation (e.g., distinguishing between a rationalization and justification), 4) the 
responsibility to strive for a high ethical standard of communication, and 5) the utility of 
ethical thinking, discernment, judgment, and integrity to employment and the professional 
working environment. 

Once these questions are addressed, developing related learning outcomes is 
possible. To help in that process, we recommend looking to the definition of 
communication ethics pedagogy developed by members of the National Communication 
Association’s Communication Ethics Division as part of the centennial celebration of NCA: 

 
Communication ethics pedagogy takes seriously the claim that 
communication constitutes the worlds in which communicators live—to live 
in a more ethical world we must promote ethically mindful communication. 
Competent and skilled communicators are ethical communicators who take 
responsibility for a message’s creation, impact, and effects in a diverse range 
of contexts, including mediated, mass, interpersonal, intercultural, 
professional, and public. Stimulating the moral imagination is key to helping 
students recognize issues of communication ethics in their lives. Introduced 
to philosophical theories of what is good, right or virtuous (e.g., virtue 
theory, utilitarianism, the categorical imperative, theories of justice, dialogical 
ethics, ethics of care, etc.), students use case studies and practical philosophy 
to develop skills in problem-solving and reasoning about communication. 
They learn to weigh their self-interest relative to the self-interest of Others so 
their communication may co-construct the ethical dimension of the worlds in 
which they live. 
 

This definition aligns with the four processes of ethical action offered by moral psychologist 
James Rest and his associates (1999)—moral sensitivity, judgment, motivation, and character. 
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These four processes can categorize competencies or learning outcomes. The first is moral 
or ethical sensitivity and effective pedagogy that heightens the moral imagination also 
heightens sensitivity to the existence of ethical issues. Teaching the practice of rhetorical 
listening to identify obscured or unseen stakeholders, for example, stimulates a 
communicator’s moral imagination to envision potential consequences of an action or 
decision on previously unrecognized stakeholders as well as facilitates moral sensitivity by 
reducing ethical nearsightedness (Tompkins, 2009). Similarly, teaching how to distinguish 
between different types of ethical issues—problems, dilemmas, or tragedies—not only 
facilitates ethical sensitivity but also provides a framework for thinking about and 
communicating ethical concerns to others. An important component of communication 
ethics pedagogy is providing students with frameworks for bringing ethical concerns and 
issues into their daily conversations.  

Communication scholars Rebecca Lind, David Rarick, and Tammy Swenson-Lepper 
(1997) have created a methodological tool based on Rest’s work that measures ethical 
sensitivity. The approach involves in-depth interviews, cognitive mapping, and thematic 
analysis and coding. The approach has identified four characteristics of ethical sensitivity: 
situational characteristics, consequences, stakeholders, and linkages. Primarily developed to 
understand how audiences identify and deliberate on ethical issues in broadcast news (Lind, 
1995, 1996, 1997; Lind & Rarick, 1992, 1995, 1999; Lind, Swenson-Lepper, & Rarick,1998), 
recent efforts have applied this to assessing student competence (Lind, Swenson-Lepper, & 
Rarick, 2011), organizational communication (Swenson-Lepper, 1996, 2005), research 
misconduct (Lind & Rarick, 2006; Lind & Swenson-Lepper, 2007), and conflicts of interest 
(Lind & Swenson-Lepper, 2013). It is a promising model and line of research 
communication departments can consult in finding ways to measure learning outcomes 
related to ethical sensitivity. Important for administrators is having such a tool to assess and 
demonstrate the value of communication, and communication ethics more specifically, 
within a higher education climate where increasing scrutiny calls for such quantitative 
measures. 

Ethical judgment is the second process identified by Rest et al. (1999). Judgment can 
be the result of moral intuition, intentional deliberation, or both. Deliberation may include 
consideration of concepts, values and theories of both communication and ethics, as well as 
the facts and circumstances of a specific ethical issue. While deliberating, a student weighs 
self-interest to survive and thrive against the interests of others, trying to discern a proper 
ethical weight to place on each. While all of the four processes of ethical action are 
vulnerable to breakdown, judgment is especially susceptible to rationalization of self-interest. 
Rigorous application of ethical concepts, principles and theories as well as communication 
theories, challenge a decision maker to identify rationalizations when making judgments 
(Nussbaum, 1999; Tompkins, 2011). For example, the ethical principle of “the greatest good 
for the greatest number” is a well-known and often used principle of utilitarian ethical 
theory. An equally important, but significantly less well known utilitarian principle is 
utilitarian impartiality, that my self-interest is no more important than anyone else’s self-
interest (Chappell & Crisp, 1998). Indeed the absence of sustained engagement with 
communication ethics skills can lead one to distort, manipulate or even abuse the 
communication process for personal benefit or for the benefit of a “good” cause (the ends 
justify the means), sometimes simply out of naiveté and ignorance. Another important 
safeguard against acting in self-interest is for students to recognize the importance of 
engaging in dialogue with trusted others surrounding ethical questions. In their study of how 
talk about ethics contributes to an ethical environment, Jovanovic and Wood (2006) found 
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that sustained talk about ethical issues reveals individual and, importantly, collective values 
are necessary to realize an ethical life. “Fairness, compassion, and equality are not just 
outcomes of talk but are constituted in the talk itself” (Jovanovic & Wood, 1996, p. 400). 

It is admittedly more challenging to identify student-learning outcomes for the final 
two processes of ethical action, motivation and character. However, it is possible, albeit not 
always in a clearly quantifiable way. To illustrate, consider Philip Zimbardo’s analysis of the 
Stanford Prison Experiment over 35 years after he abruptly ended this study. He noted that 
in post-experiment interviews one student, who had been able to resist some of the unethical 
routines of the prison community, had taken time before starting the experiment to explicitly 
articulate to himself his value commitments and promised himself that he would follow 
them (Zimbardo, 2007). A student clarifying and articulating her personal ethical 
commitments by writing a personal statement of ethics, an ethical autobiography or critical 
reflection of a service-learning project, can bring a focus to thinking and motivation that 
could make a difference to that student being an ethically responsive communicator in the 
future. From an assessment standpoint, use of data from internships, co-curricular activities, 
and service-learning that emphasize ethical decision-making and justification is encouraged. 
Further, many universities involve students in their assessment and using both student 
testimonials that emphasize the learning and usefulness of ethical thinking as well as student 
evaluators who specifically assess for ethical judgments and justifications in their peers can 
help to offset the absence of clear, quantifiable data in assessment reports. 

If a goal of a communication ethics curriculum is to provide students with 
knowledge and skills that help them become ethically responsive communicators, it will need 
to go beyond textbooks discussions of the NCA Credo for Ethical Communication, 
recitation of ethical theories, or brief, stand-alone case studies. Rather, effective 
communication pedagogy will also design curriculum that encourages rigorous study of the 
dynamics of ethics and communication, while also developing skills that promote a personal 
practice of ethically responsive communication with others. As Carpenter and McEwan 
(2013) note, it is incumbent upon communication administrators and faculty to 
communicate the positive aspects of the major in order to ensure sufficient students are 
thusly educated and that the discipline itself maintains a strong reputation. Teaching and 
reinforcing the practice of ethical communication is central to that mission.  

 
Lessons from Other Disciplines 

 
Teaching ethics is an international and interdisciplinary challenge (Austin & Toth, 

2011; Bampton & Maclagan, 2005; Clarkeburn, 2002; Clarkeburn, Downie, & Matthew, 
2002; Davison, Garton, & Joyce, 2003; Goldie, 2000; Goldie, Schwartz, McConnachie, & 
Morrison, 2002; Park, Kjervik, Crandell, & Oermann, 2012; Smith & Bath, 2006). In the last 
quarter of the 20th century, there was an “ethics boom” with more ethics courses being 
integrated in a variety of formats into disciplinary curriculums (Davis, 1999), largely 
attributed to the need to develop applied or professional ethics, where the concern is ethical 
practice and standards of conduct (Barry & Ohland, 2009; Davis, 1999). 

In the past decade substantive and on-going discussions about why teaching ethics is 
important, how to teach ethics, and the effectiveness of teaching ethics has occurred in 
disciplines like medical education (Goldie, 2000; Goldie, Schwartz, McConnachie, & 
Morrison, 2002), engineering (Barry & Ohland, 2009; Colby & Sullivan, 2008), nursing 
(Grady et al., 2008; Park et al., 2012), social work (Grady et al., 2008), accounting (Bampton 
& Maclagen, 2005), psychology (Balogh, 2002; Davidson, Garton, & Joyce, 2003), and 
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business (Lau, 2010; McDonald, 2004; Sims & Felton, Jr., 2006). In addition, the “Ethics 
Across the Curriculum” approach aims to teach ethics as a general studies requirement at a 
specific institution, either through formal courses or with deliberate integration within a 
curriculum (Matchett, 2008; Ozar, 2001). 

As a discipline, communication occupies a liminal space, with a professional 
orientation with fields like journalism, media, and public relations along with more 
theoretical orientations like rhetoric, intercultural, interpersonal, communication ethics, and 
philosophy of communication, to name a few. As outlined above, communication ethics has 
developed its own literature. The work of Christians shows how media ethics is an essential 
part of journalism and mass communication programs. (Christians, 1977; Lambeth, 
Christians, Fleming, & Lee, 2004). Furthermore, research shows there remains a continued 
need for media professionals to draw upon philosophical and general moral foundations and 
perspectives to develop a philosophical mind when addressing ethical issues (Christians, 
2008).  

In reviewing other disciplines, we find that communication ethics as a field is on par 
with its attention to teaching and pedagogy as well as its struggles for how to effectively 
teach and implement ethics throughout a curriculum. Further, we find much empirical 
evidence that points toward how teaching ethics improves and enhances both ethical 
awareness (also called the moral imagination) and moral reasoning (Clarkeburn, Downie, & 
Matthew, 2002; Lau, 2010; Park et al., 2012). Indeed, the focus for many disciplines, 
especially our own, is to increase how much students are aware of and can recognize an 
ethical dilemma, reason through, and justify choices (Balogh, 2002; Lambeth et al., 2004; 
Christians, 2008; Clarkeburn, 2002; Matchett, 2008; McDonald, 2004; Ozar, 2001; Sims & 
Felton, 2006). Why? Because, an increasingly complex society with diverse interests and 
needs means that students must be adequately prepared by faculty and administrators to 
engage, discern, and analyze discursive practices that define our social world. Indeed, the 
NCA Communication Ethics Division’s definition of communication ethics pedagogy 
parallels the critical trends in addressing ethical sensitivity, fair deliberation, and principled 
reasoning. In the next section, we offer directions for the communication ethics field in 
order to continue to advance its contributions to teaching and pedagogy for a just society. 

 
Recommendations for Administrators Surrounding  
Communication Ethics Pedagogy 
 

The findings of the 2013 AAC&U employers’ survey issues an unequivocal directive 
to administrators to strengthen instruction on ethics across the curriculum. According to the 
report, among the ten existing and emerging educational learning outcomes tested, 
employers believe a renewed focus on teaching ethics has the potential to “improve the 
education of today’s college students and prepare graduates to succeed in the workplace” 
(“It takes more than a major,” 2013). More specifically, employers express the greatest 
confidence in setting expectations for students to “work through ethical issues and debates 
to form their own judgments about the issues at stake with 66 percent of participants saying 
this “will help a lot/fair amount” (2013). 

The potential benefits of developing competencies and outcomes in teaching 
communication ethics is evident in the research of both Lau (2009) and Park et al. (2012), 
which show how ethics education increases and enhances ethical awareness, moral 
sensitivity, and moral reasoning in nursing and business students, respectively. By focusing 
on awareness and reasoning, other disciplines justify teaching ethics and avoid the criticism 
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that teaching ethics is tantamount to indoctrinating students with a particular set of values 
(Matchett, 2008; see also Langenderfer & Rockness, 1989). To advance communication ethics 
pedagogy, administrators need to encourage faculty to conduct more empirical studies that demonstrate how 
teaching communication ethics enhances ethical awareness, the moral imagination, and moral reasoning. 

It is clear that teaching ethics requires intentional design and practice (Moore, 2008). 
In fact, Matchett (2008) points out that if deliberate and intentional efforts are not made, 
students still learn ethics, but they do not learn awareness, reasoning, and the tools that allow 
them to be critical and analytical of the ethics lessons. In turn, this leads to an inability to 
make justified and strongly articulated ethical choices. 

Moore (2008) argues that institutions of higher education “are viewed as the place 
where training in ethics should take place prior to graduates entering the workforce” (p. 6), 
and Woody (2008) reveals how many professional ethics codes such as history, education, 
physics, nursing, and psychology ask for ethics to be taught in undergraduate curriculums. 
Thus, it is ironic that institutions of higher education, committed to the value of ethics in 
teaching and learning, all too often keep ethics formally out of the education process. Given 
this situation, the discipline and departments offering communication studies courses need to 
better articulate the connections between institutional missions, values, and the communication ethics literature 
to demonstrate how ethics is an inherent part of education broadly, institutional values specifically, and the 
field’s fundamental foundation and definition. 

The literature on teaching ethics across the curriculum strongly advocates articulating 
learning outcomes and objectives that incorporate ethics explicitly (Colby & Sullivan, 2008; 
Matchett, 2008; McDonald, 2004; Nicholson & DeMoss, 2009; Ozar, 2001; Sims & Felton, 
2006). Ozar’s (2001) work draws from Rest et al.’s (1999) four processes of ethical action 
and outlines four areas of learning outcomes undergraduate students should reasonably 
achieve after exposure to an ethics across the curriculum program: awareness, reasoning, 
motivation, and implementation (we refer to this as character above). Ozar (2001) suggests 
that awareness and reasoning are the ideal learning outcomes for undergraduates because 
they can be taught through an ethics course and assessed. However, motivation and 
implementation, while the overarching telos for teaching ethics, require more mental ability, 
emotional capacity, and life experience than undergraduates typically possess. Interestingly, 
Grady et al. (2008) demonstrate how ethics education through courses or trainings leads to 
more confidence in moral judgments and the likelihood of taking moral action among social 
workers and nurses, providing empirical evidence to Ozar’s motivation and implementation 
outcomes. The NCA’s Communication Ethics Division’s definition of communication ethics 
pedagogy aligns with Ozar’s framework, providing a solid starting point for developing 
student learning outcomes and objectives for teaching communication ethics as we have 
previously noted. For communication ethics, administrators in the field should formalize 
awareness and reasoning as student-learning outcomes at departmental and institutional levels to leverage 
institutional support for teaching communication ethics. Included in this, we are encouraged by the 
AAC&U report indicating that employers want ethics to be taught and suggest that 
departmental chairs find ways to demonstrate the utility of communication ethics instruction 
to professional success. This kind of utility can be leveraged for institutional support and 
funding for expanded courses, faculty, and programmatic offerings. 

In addition to having ethics formalized in student learning outcomes, it is also 
important to provide evidence that learning outcomes are being achieved. In general, all 
disciplines are struggling with assessment, with varying levels of success (Barry & Ohland, 
2009; Colby & Sullivan, 2008; Goldie, 2000). Student reflections may be considered in 
assessment (Matchett, 2008; Smaldino, 2008). While some disciplines, including 
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health/medical, business, and law have developed their own instruments for assessment, 
communication studies and communication ethics have not yet done this. For communication 
ethics pedagogy to demonstrate its merits, administrators need to develop and use appropriate, disciplinary 
specific assessment tools and resources. 

Having student learning outcomes and objectives, as well as sound research needs to 
be supplemented by trained faculty, familiar with communication ethics. According to 
Moore (2008), 

 
One of the biggest barriers to the integration of ethics is that most faculty 
and staff do not feel comfortable with the content area. Many faculty believe 
that because they were not philosophy majors or are not content experts on 
ethics, that they are not equipped to teach ethics (or worry that they might 
even be dangerous because they know little about it) (pp. 6-7).  
 

To address this concern, administrators should provide resources for repeated training and 
preparation for interested faculty members. McDonald’s (2004) case example for how to 
integrate ethics into a business curriculum suggests this step of offering ethics resources and 
training to faculty.15 An example from the hard sciences demonstrates how ethics training 
and workshops for faculty has almost singlehandedly infused ethics into a science curriculum 
for undergraduates at Penn State University (“Integrating Ethics,” 2013). Researchers in 
engineering also recommend engaging faculty more with resources and training (Colby & 
Sullivan, 2008). In communication, Lambeth et al. (2004) raises the question of whether or 
not professors have enough preparation and training to teach and research in ways that will 
make a difference in the field. In response, Lollar (2013) suggests that administrators can 
actually provide some of that by reflecting critically on their own practices and modeling 
everyday communication that puts communication ethics into action within workplace 
activities, as well as curriculum design. Further, both McDonald (2004) and “Integrating 
Ethics” (2013) point toward a need for a “champion,” or someone with influence to 
advocate for the need to teach ethics. Thus, administrators should encourage their 
communication ethics scholars to engage other faculty in their departments and across the discipline with 
training opportunities to teach communication ethics, through in-house workshops and presentations at 
regional and national conferences. Further, we need to support and promote more champions to 
advocate for the necessity and impact of teaching communication ethics. The 
Communication Ethics Division for NCA has offered well-attended short courses at the 
annual convention for many years in pursuit of this goal of training and preparing faculty. 
Expanding those past offerings to address both in-class pedagogy as well as to provide 
advice on how to successfully integrate ethics across the curriculum are now the field’s 
pressing needs.  

Of course, implementing and integrating communication ethics into a curriculum can 
be done in a variety of ways, to achieve a balance of goals and outcomes. Teaching ethics 
can involve formal, stand-alone courses or integration throughout a curriculum, as well as 
outside the classroom opportunities like mentoring faculty during an orientation week. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Step 1 is to establish an ethics steering committee and college and departmental levels; Step 2 is to determine 
ethics pedagogy; Step 3 is review existing ethics outcomes; Step 4 is to revise ethics outcomes; Step 5 is to 
identify, development, and implement the course; and Step 6 is to provide ethics resources and training. 
Administrators and faculty looking for a model to develop and integrate ethics would do well to consult 
McDonald’s (2004, pp. 375-379) case example. 
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Websites can be valuable for teaching purposes, and/or workshop opportunities for students 
and faculty. Some institutions may opt for strategic integration across a curriculum rather 
than a stand-alone, compulsory course (McDonald, 2004) or even shortened 4-12 week 
sessions (Clarkeburn, 2002). Still, there is limited empirical evidence and mixed views 
regarding how exactly to implement the teaching of ethics in a curriculum. Thus, we suggest 
that communication administrators consider how communication ethics can draw from a wide range of 
implementation strategies and pedagogical approaches to accomplish integration, recognizing that repetition 
and having multiple opportunities for both faculty and student learning is essential. We strongly 
encourage administrators and faculty to describe and highlight how multiple pedagogical 
approaches accomplish learning outcomes in their assessment and other reporting.  

Though the literature on classroom pedagogy for teaching ethics is wide ranging, 
Christians (2008) notes, the most dominant pedagogical technique in teaching media ethics is 
though case studies, a method also recognized in psychology (Balogh, 2002) and 
instructional technology (Smaldino, 2008). Some instructors rely, instead, on pedagogical 
practices that stress reciprocity and accepting responsibility for learning (Sims & Felton, 
2006) while others draw from foundational communication ethics philosophers like Makau, 
Arnett, Buber, and Levinas to craft courses centered on dialogue and mindfulness (Brown & 
Amankwah, 2010). Active, experiential, and participation-based approaches are popular as 
well (Colby & Sullivan, 2008) often involving small group discussions (Goldie et al., 2002), 
personal application, or a focus on contemporary, intractable issues (Sims & Felton, 2006). 
We urge communication administrators to schedule communication ethics courses that can be 
delivered with a student-centered, participatory-based pedagogical style that presents complex case studies, 
rooted in communication ethics philosophies where professors strive to model ethics in the classroom, and avoid 
“stand and tell” lectures. Interestingly, little has been researched or assessed regarding online 
course instruction of ethics (Smaldino, 2008) and more needs to considered regarding the 
effectiveness of service-learning/community-engaged learning/immersion and critical 
approaches to teaching ethics (Christensen, Peirce, Hartman, Hoffman, & Carrier, 2007).  

 
Next Steps for the Field 

 
Drawing from the best practices of other disciplines is useful, knowing that we will 

need to customize and adapt those ideas to the communication ethics field. To that end, we 
close briefly by emphasizing the necessity of sharing resources and research. 
 In its short history, the communication ethics field has made significant 
contributions and developed a rigorous and theoretically informed approach to scholarship 
and pedagogy. However, the field needs to create new ways to share resources, generate 
more research, and disseminate that research. Creating an online database for assessing and 
downloading course syllabi and other pedagogical resources has been in progress by the 
NCA Communication Ethics Division for many years, but needs to be brought to 
completion. This will allow sharing of best practices and resources like case studies, readings, 
films, and other classroom approaches to enhance communication ethics teaching and 
pedagogy. 
 Additionally, there have been sustained conversations and presentations at 
communication ethics-specific and communication conferences (Ballard et al., 2010; Ballard 
et al., 2014; Swenson-Lepper et al., 2013; Tompkins et al., 2011) focused on cultivating 
effective teaching and pedagogy, as well as pointing out the gaps in the research and field. 
Those presentations have generated helpful suggestions for the classroom and resources for 
navigating institutional structures and politics. These conversations need to grow into 
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developed departmental strategies and research programs, perhaps best directed by 
communication administrators in order to achieve the greatest impact within institutional 
settings. 
 To further disseminate research, a communication ethics-specific journal or online 
outlet could help; one that will publish peer-reviewed research dedicated to pedagogy and 
communication ethics issues in society. An academic journal will enhance the scholarly work 
of communication ethics faculty and provide administrators documented evidence of the 
centrality of communication ethics in society. Further, administrators and faculty will be 
better able to solicit resources to fund research, rely on an established platform to share 
knowledge, and create expanded opportunities for scholars to speak out on the utility and 
application of communication ethics issues in the public sphere.  
 
Assessment 
 
 In today’s climate in higher education, assessment has become a necessary task. In 
the field of communication, meta-assessment based on extended dialogue about student 
learning among faculty members has been heralded as a way to address the heterogeneous 
moorings of our field (Paroske & Rosaen, 2012). Communication ethics pedagogy can lean 
on that approach to provide evidence of classroom effectiveness, learning, and pedagogical 
approaches. In addition, the communication discipline has recently begun to cultivate more 
detailed standards and resources for assessing communication ethics education. We 
recognize that administrators will need assessment resources and tools that can provide them 
with the tools to champion the importance of the study and teaching of ethics in 
communication. 
 

Conclusion 
 
 As we have illustrated, communication ethics has had a distinctive, but little known 
history, making important contributions in a wide range of areas. Its literature and 
development of pedagogical approaches and ongoing evaluation of its teaching effectiveness 
and integration in communication programs is laudable. Yet, communication ethics 
pedagogy stands at a key moment in its development. There is now the opportunity to take 
control and embrace a complex set of steps and approaches that will lead toward another 
push to expanding its influence, in terms of both scholarly contributions and teaching 
students how to be competent, ethical communicators. Communication administrators, as 
we see it, are vital players in tapping into this opportunity to showcase the value, rigor, and 
positive outcomes that communication ethics can have for students. More importantly, the 
concerted and sustained focus on communication pedagogy and attention to developing 
ethical communicators provides a key contribution in linking scholarly research and thinking 
with teaching, application, and inspiration. We humbly offer these claims and 
recommendations to advance the field, improve our teaching, aid departments and faculty in 
navigating a path to integrating and teaching communication ethics, and ultimately to help 
shape a more ethical and just world. 
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An Explanation of Course Flipping and Its Application to Basic Course Instruction 
 

Mary Mino1 
 

Flipping courses has become a topic of interest for communication instructors. This essay’s 
primary purpose is to assist communication educators and administrators in understanding 
course flipping as an instructional delivery approach. Course flipping, encouraging consistent 
active student learning during class sessions and appropriately using technology (or another 
means) to prepare students for these sessions, has most effectively accentuated instructional 
objectives. In fact, flipping the basic course has significantly increased students’ 
understanding of the relevance of the course and positively affected performance outcomes. In 
addition, to help instructors who want to employ this approach, a process in which they can 
engage to prepare for course flipping most efficaciously is described. Finally, several 
suggestions for future research that can further clarify flipping communication courses are 
discussed. 
 
Keywords: basic course, theory, application, learning-centered instruction, technology,  
course flipping  

 
For over 40 years, communication educators have examined the pedagogical 

approaches employed in the basic course; described students’ reactions to course instruction 
and the quality of their performances; and provided advice concerning how to optimize 
learning outcomes (Ford & Wolvin, 1993; Gibson, Gruner, Brooks, & Petrie, 1970; Gibson, 
Gruner, Hanna, Smythe, & Hayes, 1980; Gibson, Hanna, & Huddleston, 1985; Gibson, 
Hanna, & Leichty, 1985; Gibson, Kline, & Gruner, 1974; Morreale, Hanna, Berko, & 
Gibson, 1999; Morreale, Hugenberg, & Worley, 2006; Morreale, Osborn, & Pearson, 2000; 
Morreale, Worley, & Hugenberg, 2009; Worley & Worley 2006). Basic course research also 
has assisted communication professionals in understanding this course’s progression and 
effectiveness, which is essential when preparing for and conducting administrative 
assessment (Eicholtz & Baglia, 2013; Hess, 2012; Mino, 2012; Morreale, Backlund, Hay, & 
Moore, 2011).  

This extensive research not only has described useful basic course practices but also 
has pointed to significant instructional shortcomings, such as the need to motivate and to 
engage students during the course (Morreale et al, 2006) and to convey course objectives 
unambiguously so that students understand the purpose for the communication class that is 
typically required of them (Morreale et al., 2009). Clearly, these studies have emphasized that 
the pedagogical approaches employed in the first and, perhaps, the only communication 
course in which most undergraduate students enroll have not been as effective as possible 
(see, for example, Worley & Worley, 2006). Thus, department chairs, course directors, and 
instructors seek those pedagogical approaches that will assist them in best delivering the 
basic course to undergraduate students. Consequently, exploring approaches that have the 
greatest potential to emphasize the course’s value and to clarify its purpose is necessary.  

The term, class flip, has been described since the mid 1990’s and has been associated 
with a variety of teaching methods, such as, blended, peer, inverted, and reverse instruction, 
Pink’s (2010) article called attention to and greatly increased the popularity of course flipping 
as an instructional approach. Because of the claims that flipping courses have 
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significantly improved student performance in other subject areas, it has become a topic of 
interest for communication educators. In fact, at both regional (Eastern Communication 
Association) and the National Communication Association (NCA) conferences, both short 
courses and panels have focused on course flipping and have been well-attended. Additional 
public and private requests for information about course flipping have indicated that an 
increasing number of communication educators want to learn about this instructional 
approach (see, for example, McMullen, 2014). Particularly, educators have asked three 
specific questions. First, what does course flipping involve? Second, how can it be 
implemented effectively? Third, what are its implications for communication instruction? 
This essay is intended to aid in answering each of these questions. 

Initially, to help explain course flipping, the essay discusses the purposes of learning-
centered instruction and using technology. Although many communication professionals are 
familiar with these pedagogical approaches and assign group activities, lead class discussions, 
or employ technology to deliver course concepts, instructors do not focus on learning-
centered approaches often or consistently enough, especially when offering the basic course. 
Next, this essay describes course flipping and how it has been implemented in several 
courses, including basic public speaking. Additionally, because communication instructors 
not only are interested in understanding what course flipping is but also want to know how 
to execute it effectively, a process in which instructors can engage to flip a course is shared. 
Finally, several suggestions for future communication research on course flipping are 
offered. 

 
The Purposes of Learning-Centered Instruction and Incorporating Technology 

 
When delivering the basic course, selecting a pedagogical approach that most 

strongly motivates students to learn communication theory and to apply communication 
skills effectively must become more of an instructional priority (Morreale et al., 2006; 2009). 
Recognizing the purposes of learning-centered instruction and incorporating technology is 
one of the first steps in accomplishing this goal. 

 
Learning-Centered Instruction 
 

Learning- (student-) centered instruction creates an educational setting that fosters 
student understanding, discovery, and the construction of knowledge, improves learning, 
and helps diverse students achieve success (see, specifically, Dewey, 1916; Dewey, 1938; Barr 
& Tagg, 1995; Hill, 1974; Hill 1985). Instructors have advocated employing forms of learning-
centered instruction, such as interactive or collaborative instruction (Mino, 2001) and integrated learning 
(Mino, 2014), to improve teaching outcomes.  

According to Laird and House (1984), interactive instruction, creates a classroom 
environment that encourages active learning, aids the instructor in leading discussions that 
stay on track, involves all students, and improves communication skills, which is a goal of 
communication study. Walkin (1992) also has advocated employing an instructional 
approach that focuses on students instead of the instructor. He has observed that learning 
situations are successful only if there is a desired change in student behaviors. Thus, Walkin 
(1992) has defined the instructor’s role as the facilitator who provides a framework for the 
desired student learning responses to occur. His focus on student skills development 
strongly supports learning-centered instruction for delivering courses.  
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Educators who incorporate learning-centered instruction have recognized that 
students must advance beyond memorizing or comprehending theory. Specifically, students 
need to define course content by directly relating it to real life contexts. Otherwise, this 
content is soon forgotten after the class is completed. Moreover, course information is most 
effectively assimilated through learning that focuses on theoretical application and not by 
listening to an instructor as he or she shares information, explains its application during class 
sessions, or spends time reiterating why learning the material is important (Mino, 2001; 
2012). Through their efforts preparing for class sessions and their active participation during 
these sessions, students are more accountable for their own educational outcomes. 

  
Technology 
 

With the advent of technology, communication educators began to investigate how it 
could enhance learning in their courses (see, for example, Althas, 1997; Chesebro & 
Bertelsen, 1996). For instance, they studied the effects of Computer-Assisted Instruction 
(Kuehn, 1994; McComb, 1994), such as electronic mail (Bailey & Cotlar, 1994), 
presentational or self-paced software (Bodary, 1997; Oblinger & Rush, 1997); and video 
technology (Cronin & Kenan, 1994; Reppert, 1995). In the same way as studies conducted 
for other communication courses, the research on employing technology to share basic 
course concepts (see, for example, Cronin & Glenn 1991; Hayes 1990; Hunt & Simonds, 
2002) or offering the entire class online (Clark & Jones, 2001; Goodnight & Wallace, 2005) 
have provided the rationale and explained the means to do so. The increased use of 
technology to present communication course information has decreased basic course 
instructors’ reliance on traditional instructional approaches and has helped them to share 
course information in nontraditional ways more often and, in some cases, more effectively. 

Regardless of the instructional approach selected, the means by which the approach 
is implemented determines its degree of pedagogical effectiveness. For example, basic course 
instructors have used group activities to clarify a course concept or concepts for students. 
However, when incorporating a learning-centered approach, the students are expected to 
interpret the concept(s) themselves; it is the students’ primary responsibility to share 
information with each other about the purpose and value of the concept(s) and to discuss 
and to describe for their classmates and the instructor similar real word contexts in which 
applying the concept would be valuable. Instructors who have most successfully employed 
active learning have done so because they effectively and consistently incorporate a learning-
centered approach that encourages students to provide content and application details 
during which the instructor guides them in the appropriate direction through facilitation. 

Further, rather than using technology to prepare students for active class sessions, 
sharing theory during sessions is a main focus in many basic course classrooms. This 
emphasis does not give basic course students sufficient time to apply course concepts to real 
world contexts consistently enough. Instructors also may primarily rely on traditional 
instructional approaches to teach aspects of rhetorical theory and/or criticism in the basic 
public speaking course to prepare students for speeches. Again, students are not provided 
with the class time to explore rhetoric’s direct application to their personal and professional 
lives. In some cases, when instructors do use technology, the students must adapt to the type 
or quality of the technology used. In order to be most successful, the technology selected 
must be adapted to the students instead of having students adapt to the technology (Mino, 
2001). Moreover, technological application must appropriately support clear course 
objectives, be well-planned, and never be implemented in a course on a trial and error basis.  
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In all, when teaching the basic course, employing each of these instructional methods 
most effectively is imperative in order to motivate and to engage students. Preparing 
students for class sessions so that they are active participants instead of observers 
strengthens teacher-student and student-student relationships, thus increasing students’ 
attention and involvement when enrolled in this course.  

 
Description of Course Flipping 

 
In 1995, J. Wesley Baker, a professor of communications, employed an early edition 

of an online content management system. This system allowed him to place lecture notes 
online and share them during class sessions. Students began to retrieve and review his 
lectures before class sessions, which he encouraged. Once Baker shared his entire course 
with students online, he needed to conduct his class sessions differently. Consequently, he 
began to use these sessions to explore course content through increased student 
participation (Johnson & Renner, 2012). 

 Between 1996 and 1998 at teaching conferences, Baker shared with educators how 
his students employed out-of-class time to prepare for class sessions through online lectures 
and how he used class time for increased student interaction. In 1998, he formally referred 
to this approach as the classroom flip (see, for example, Johnson & Renner, 2012, p. 4; Baker, 
2011). In 2000, Lage, Platt, and Treglia designed and implemented a similar instructional 
method that they called the inverted classroom (p. 30); students viewed lectures in advance and 
class sessions were spent clarifying course concepts and engaging students in small group 
activities.  

King’s (1993) essay has described this instructional shift in the 1990’s from 
traditional teaching approaches to learning- (student-) centered ones. While traditional 
approaches require students to complete reading and other assignments during their own 
time and consist of learning settings in which students listen to theoretical lectures and take 
notes while in class, when employing learning-centered instruction, the topics that are usually 
shared by the instructor during class sessions, such as theory and other course-related 
information, are studied outside of class and prepare students for active learning.  

To comprehend course flipping fully, it is important to recognize how it differs from 
a hybrid course  (which incorporates blended learning). Hybrid courses consist of employing 
face-to-face instruction and online activity. For example, a two-day-per-week course meets 
face-to-face one day per week in the classroom and anywhere from 30% to 79% of learning 
activities are scheduled to occur online the other day. During the online class sessions, either 
all students work at the same time in a chat room (synchronously) or students complete 
online assignments, including out-of-class homework and readings, at their convenience 
(asynchronously), (see, for example, Allen, Seaman, & Garrett, 2007). On the other hand, a 
f l ipped course  has been best described as one that: 

 
typically meets as per the class schedule for all planned face-to-face (F2F) 
hours (i.e., a two day per week course meets in the classroom two days per 
week). The 'flip' refers to out-of-class time watching online lectures or 
otherwise independently exploring course content, while in-class time is 
devoted to a deeper exploration of the material and increased student 
interaction (see, for example, University of Utah, 2013).  
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Similar to other instructional approaches, in a flipped course, the instructor is in 
charge of and responsible for course substance. He or she specifies learning objectives, 
prepares carefully designed lectures, shares appropriate supplementary information, and 
plans the content and the direction of the interactive class sessions. However, the primary 
change is how class time is used. A flipped approach primarily employs suitable technology 
or other means to free time in class so instead of listening to the instructor’s lectures and 
explanations, students learn through application, become more skilled at asking the right 
questions, and help each other understand course concepts.  

Because class sessions are designated for active learning, another modification is the 
instructor’s role, which changes from that of lecturer to that of facilitator whose primary 
objective during class is to create a learning environment that centers on student interaction 
and application and is intended to increase significantly students’ understanding of course 
concepts. Specifically, course flipping substitutes the focus during classes from sessions in 
which students rely on the instructor to explain course material and make theoretical and 
application connections for them to sessions wherein students must work toward their own 
mastery of course concepts. To accomplish this goal, the instructor’s role shifts from the 
“sage on the stage to the guide on the side” (King, 1993). As their guide, the instructor 
consistently assists students in drawing appropriate and accurate conclusions related to the 
course concepts as the students discuss theory and apply it. The goal is to encourage 
students to become more responsible for their learning outcomes both in and outside of the 
classroom. Thus far, this goal has been achieved.  

Both high school and university instructors employ course flipping. Rosenberg 
(2013) has reported one telling example of the effects of course flipping in Detroit, 
Michigan’s Clintondale High School’s 9th grade class. The school was described as having 
the worst student academic performance rates. After flipping all of the 9th grade courses, 
instructors discovered that student performances significantly improved. Specifically, the 
English failure rate dropped from 52% to 19%; and failure rates in math decreased from 
44% to 13%; in science, from 41% to 19%; and in social studies, from 28% to 9%. After 
2011, the school flipped its courses for all grade levels. Subsequently, its overall failure rate 
decreased from 30% to 10%. At the same time, graduation rates increased to above 90% and 
college attendance grew from 63% in 2010 to 80% in 2012.  

At the Pennsylvania State University, whose accounting class accommodates 1,300 
students, effective course flipping has been employed. These class sessions consist of open 
discussion and hands-on problem solving where instructor support is augmented by student 
assistants. One Harvard University physics professor also has employed a flipped approach 
for his course and has shared his free interactive software so other instructors can duplicate 
his success in their physics classes (Educause, 2012). Moreover, at many other institutions, 
faculty members in a variety of disciplines who have employed course flipping have reported 
positive instructional outcomes (Walsh, 2013). 

Instructors who have flipped their courses most successfully have combined 
appropriate technological application to prepare students for class sessions with effective and 
consistent active learning during these sessions. As a result of these pedagogical practices, 
course objectives have been better clarified, students’ comprehension of both course 
concepts and their application have significantly improved, and students have more 
effectively comprehended the course’s value as an academic requirement.  

 
Research on Basic Public Speaking Course Flipping 
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Like other communication educators (Duran & Zakahi, 1987; Gibson, Hanna, & 
Huddleson, 1985), Mino and Butler (1995) have defined the basic course as a “skills course” 
(p. 39). They believe the instructor’s primary objective “must center on students’ 
[fundamental communication skills] development” (p. 40) (see, also, Engleberg, Emmanuel, 
Van Horn, & Bodary, 2008; Morreale, Osborn, & Pearson, 2000; Neff, 2013; Pearson, Child, 
Herakova, Semlak, & Angelos, 2010). Their essay “shares an interactive approach to basic 
[public speaking] course instruction” that “not only [emphasizes the significance of 
understanding] theory but also [employs] all class sessions [to help students directly relate 
[learning] communication skills” [to their personal and professional lives] (p. 39).  

Mino and Butler’s (1997) basic course research on learning-centered instruction has 
revealed that most students reacted positively to studying the topics typically shared by the 
instructor during class sessions outside of class; students wanted to be active learners during 
all class sessions; and when doing so, their understanding of communication fundamentals in 
regard to basic course theory increased, and their application skills, in particular, significantly 
improved.1 To update the approach and further emphasize its pedagogical value. Mino’s 
(2007) essay has continued the discussion concerning employing active learning during basic 
public speaking course class sessions and using online technology to prepare students for 
these sessions.  

Just as the terms, interactive or collaborative instruction, employing active learning by 
means of technology, used by Mino and Butler (1995; 1997) and Mino (2007), course flipping 
has become the latest buzzword that describes and achieves identical pedagogical goals. All 
of these approaches are forms of learning-centered instruction. As such, Mino and Butler’s 
(1995; 1997) and Mino’s (2007) research have described for communication instructors a 
sound rationale for and detailed descriptions of one method for flipping the basic public 
speaking course. Moreover, based on advances in technology and pedagogical experts’ best 
advice, these authors’ instructional approach has consistently evolved and has been 
effectively employed in a basic public speaking course at a campus of a large northeastern 
university since its inception over 20 years ago. Thus, these authors’ cumulative research is 
currently relevant when investigating basic course flipping. Reviewing these essays can 
provide useful insights for communication professionals who are interested in more 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Mino and Butler’s (1997) basic public speaking course study has shared the findings of their preliminary 
analysis that gathered background information about how this course could be delivered most effectively. An 
analysis was completed before the design of the course delivery approach was finalized or the study’s 
performance-related data were collected. This analysis employed a critical incident exercise to determine what 
events positively or negatively affect student performances (Mino & Butler, 1997, p. 495; see also, Rothwell & 
Stredl, 1992; Yukl, 1994). Specifically, one hundred and fifteen basic course students were asked to respond to 
three questions: (1) What was the most successful college course you have ever taken? (2) What role did you 
play to make this course successful? (3) What role did the instructor play to make this course successful?  
 Students reported six factors they believed contribute to a successful course. These factors included: 
(1) gaining an understanding of the material; (2) feeling comfortable in the classroom environment; (3) 
participating in discussions both with the instructor and their classmates; (4) receiving clear information 
concerning the direct application of course concepts; (5) consistently engaging in practice or demonstrations in 
a non-threatening setting; and (6) receiving immediate performance feedback and evaluation (Mino & Butler, 
1997, p. 496).  
In addition, when comparing a traditional lecture approach when teaching the basic public speaking course 
with learning-centered instruction, although quiz and exam scores revealed no significant differences when 
employing either approach, students’ informative and persuasive presentations significantly improved when the 
instructor employed learning-centered instruction (course flipping).  
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thoroughly examining learning-centered instruction (course flipping) when discussing, 
designing, and delivering the basic course. 

Understanding the concept of course flipping is essential. However, both 
communication educators and administrators also need to understand how to apply it most 
successfully.2 

 
Preparing for Course Flipping 

 
The pedagogical literature that discusses flipping courses provides communication 

educators with several choices. For instance, Johnson and Renner’s (2012) research has 
suggested that a flipping a course “does not have to be all or nothing” (p. 73). Therefore, the 
instructor can employ class or course flipping (replacing individual lectures with active 
learning or substituting many or all lectures with student interaction, respectively). Moreover, 
as do other explanations of course flipping, the University of Utah (2013) has included in its 
description of flipping a course an alternative to online lecturing. It asserts that any means of 
“independently exploring course content” outside of class while effectively using class 
sessions for active student learning is considered to be course flipping.  

Notwithstanding, a meta-analysis published by the U.S. Department of Education 
(2012) (see, TeachThought, 2014) has indicated that when studying course information, 
students exposed to both face-to-face and online instruction were the most successful. These 
findings have suggested that sharing lectures and/or other course materials with students 
online is the best practice when course flipping. Thus, instructors need to consider their 
choices for flipping a course carefully.  
 
The Process 
 

When well-planned, basic course flipping encourages student preparation for class, 
increases student understanding of course information, directly connects theory and 
application to real life situations, and employs suitable technology to foster greater student 
in-class collaboration. Although the information related to exploring, implementing, and 
assessing course flipping that follow is not exhaustive, it includes practical guidance and 
queries that can increase instructors’ successes when flipping a course. Specifically, 
instructors who want to flip a course should consider how to apply technology or other 
content delivery methods aptly, organize the course clearly, use facilitation skills adeptly, and 
assess learning outcomes effectively to improve future instruction. This process also 
provides a clear plan that is extremely useful when articulating process-related information 
during administrative assessments. 

 
Exploration 
 
When sharing course information online, exploring instructional options and 

understanding the challenges involved are essential. Institutions are wired for technology and 
students have access to it. However, different institutions have different technological 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Mino (1999) has suggested that basic course instructors complete a three stage process, exploration, 
implementation, and assessment, when planning to use or when employing technology in the basic course. 
Based on the technology used, she also discusses its advantages and limitations. The pedagogical process this 
essay’s author has described is based on Mino’s process and has been applied to course flipping. 
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capacities and facilities available for putting course information online. Even if instructors 
are extremely proficient using their own or the institution’s technology, altering a course’s 
delivery approach may require some institutional or departmental support. Other instructors 
may be less proficient and/or uncertain about the value of using online technology. Those 
instructors who question the value of employing technology should, at the very least, assess 
and understand the reasons for any aversion they experience (see, for example, Howard, 
2013). Becoming technologically competent initially involves exploring the types of 
technology application instruction the institution offers by contacting the appropriate 
professionals and asking questions. Specifically, what technological training sessions are 
available to aid instructors? Are they readily available? What types of online course assistance 
do these sessions provide?  

Other questions include, if the instructor wants to design his or her own website 
(see, Figure 1) without using the university’s technological resources to offer basic course 
materials, how does he or she find technological assistance if needed? What are the costs? 
Who will maintain the site? What is the process for updating instructional materials? Other 
questions that require answers are: Does the institution provide faculty members with any 
funding, release time, sabbatical leaves, or institutional grants to support developing online 
course lectures and material? What course lectures and materials are already available for 
online instruction? Are any or all of these lectures or materials ones that can effectively meet 
the instructors’ and students’ needs in terms of preparing them for active learning? Are these 
materials available and cost-effective? If the instructor does not want to implement online 
lectures, what other formats for sharing lectures can help students best understand the class 
information independently? 

Preparing instructional materials and placing them online requires much time, effort, 
and patience. Experiencing the instructional advantages of technology requires overcoming 
the challenges. Can the instructor manage these challenges? In addition, do the instructor 
and the administration believe the potential advantages are worth the time and effort 
involved? If online lectures are not employed, is the instructor willing to explore and to 
devote the time and effort to compile all the information included in the lectures in those 
formats that best prepare students for active collaborative class sessions? 

 
Implementation 
 
In order best to implement course flipping, the instructor must evaluate his or her 

own pedagogical effectiveness. As Richmond (1998) has noted, instructional weaknesses 
cannot be hidden through technology. When sharing information outside of class, the 
information must effectively present course theory and adapt it to students. Whether the 
instructor chooses to utilize online audio or videotaped lectures or share lecture information 
through another technological outlet, like compact discs, learning labs, or use workbooks, 
for example, the instructor must ensure the material used is high quality and contains all the 
appropriate elements of effective communication. Since these “out-of-class lectures” serve as 
examples of the elements involved in sharing effective messages for students, they must 
include appropriate content, clear organization, strong audience adaptation, varied credible 
supporting materials and/or appropriate and engaging vocal and/or other nonverbal 
delivery. That is, when delivering information in print, or if sharing course information 
through any type of audio and video technology, quality must be a primary focus. These 
considerations are essential for establishing and maintaining students’ attention and best 
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modeling effective communication as they process theory and prepare for group exercises, 
discussion topics, and skills practice.  

Consequently, some questions include: Is competent communication captured most 
effectively and consistently when using others’ materials? How can the instructor, when 
using his or her course information, best achieve this goal? Besides lectures, what other 
course material should be shared prior to class? In all, regardless of the format used to share 
course materials, how are course materials best compiled, organized, adapted, and delivered? 

Because class sessions are designed for active learning, instructors also must plan the 
discussion topics and class activities, and select the types and number of presentations for 
practice that will most efficiently focus on student understanding and skills development. 
Class sessions are primarily designed to illustrate course theory, clarify its application, and 
allow students to engage consistently in discovery and skills practice. Therefore, what are the 
sources of the instructional material that most effectively illustrate course theory and best 
initiate student discussions and which types of activities most successfully help students to 
operationalize course concepts? 

Moreover, the instructor must consider his or her in-class teaching abilities when 
classes involve direct and immediate interaction with students (see, for example, Frymier & 
Houser, 2000). Specifically, because the instructor’s role shifts from lecturer to facilitator, he 
or she must be comfortable and extremely proficient at thinking on his or her feet or be 
willing to struggle at times to reach higher competency levels. When acting as facilitator, the 
instructor must be well-prepared for each class to guide students through each activity, 
discussion, and application. Thus, important questions are: How proficient is the instructor 
as the catalyst for encouraging learning and applying theory in collaborative settings? If the 
instructor needs assistance, does the institution provide any workshops or training sessions 
that focus on developing effective facilitation skills? 

 
Assessment 
 
As with traditional approaches, when flipping any course, one must engage in 

consistent instructional assessment. This assessment can be informal and limited to course 
and institutional use. Accordingly, it will assist the instructor in adjusting or replacing online 
lectures and materials, discussion topics, class activities, and application, and serve to 
evaluate course outcomes during administrative assessments. However, in the basic course in 
particular, formal research studies on course instruction that are shared beyond one 
institution are necessary (Morreale, Backlund, Hay, & Moore, 2011). This research can assist 
the communication discipline in gaining a more informed perspective on course flipping and 
how to employ this instructional approach in the basic course most effectively.  

There are a variety of questions that can aid instructors while conducting a course 
assessment. Based on the instructional objectives and goals, what is the relevance of flipping 
the course? How is instructional quality (the online lectures, the online materials or other 
formats used to prepare students for class sessions, and the class sessions) assessed? What 
specific modifications need to be made? How does flipping significantly affect students’ 
understanding of communication competence and their mastery of communication skills? 
For what specific skills, theoretical content areas, and educational levels (first through fourth 
year students; traditional or adult learners) does flipping appear to be most effective? Are 
student more engaged in the course? Does student anxiety decrease? Does course flipping 
improve students’ attitudes toward enrolling in a communication course? When the 
instructor employs this approach, do students better understand the course’s purpose and 
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objectives than they do when the instructor uses traditional instructional approaches? Will 
improved attitudes translate into better performance in other communication contexts? 
Does a flipped course motivate students to take additional communication courses?  

All of the pedagogical considerations that are given to a course’s format require the 
instructor’s most thoughtful attention. Ultimately, he or she needs to base any decisions 
concerning if or how a course is flipped on his or her instructional and institutional 
circumstances. 

  
Conclusion 

 
In a variety of disciplines, the pedagogical literature has described course flipping as 

an extremely effective instructional approach. Although communication instructors already 
understand some aspects of flipping courses, this essay clarifies this approach through its 
focus on employing learning-centered instruction and technology most effectively, its 
application to teaching the basic public speaking course, and a process to help instructors 
execute the approach most successfully. Because course flipping is one form of learning-centered 
instruction and all learning centered approaches’ goals are identical in every way except the terms 
used to describe them, examining this pedagogical approach can provide relevant 
instructional information that can help communication professionals better understand 
course flipping.  

Considering communication instructors’ interest in how to apply course flipping and 
the limited published communication research specifically emphasizing it as a form of 
learning-centered instruction, additional informal and formal studies need to be conducted 
to help educators understand learning-centered instruction more fully. These types of studies 
not only can further validate for instructors the effects of flipping communication courses, 
but also can fill voids in the communication literature by adjusting communication 
professionals’ research agendas and addressing what basic communication skills should 
include.  

For more than 20 years, few communication studies have examined student 
behaviors (Canary & MacGregor Istley, 2008). Instead, these studies typically share 
communication theory and research findings rather than promoting the skills that exhibit 
effective communication behaviors (Mortenson, 2007; Mino, 2013). As Bertelsen and 
Goodboy (2009) have explained, in the past, communication scholars have contended that 
“‘an emphasis on performance . . . created a ‘skills perspective’ that encourages the 
perception that [the communication] discipline does not have a cognate body of theory nor 
[does it] lend itself to research and scholarship’” (p. 264). However, communication study 
requires educators to share both theoretical concepts and the means by which to teach 
students how to apply these concepts by exhibiting effective communication skills. Thus, a 
focus on developing skills in a discipline that must teach them should not be marginalized, 
especially when this generation’s students, who habitually rely on and are proficient in 
employing technology to interact, need to understand the value of learning and become 
competent at demonstrating appropriate, effective, and requisite speaking and listening skills 
when interacting face-to-face (see, specifically, Turkle, 2011). Since course flipping 
predominately centers on improving student behaviors through knowledge and application, 
instructors who implement this approach can share their best practices for developing 
students’ oral communication skills through additional pedagogical studies that clearly 
translate theory into practice. 
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 In addition, research has indicated that communication professionals do not agree 
on what constitutes basic communication skills and, thus, have not clearly defined them 
(Spitzberg, 2011). Educators who conduct and share basic course- and skills-development 
related research as they apply to course flipping can assist others in the discipline by more 
clearly defining basic communication skills and the contexts in and for which particular skills 
are best taught, thus contributing to the extant literature.  

Most importantly, due to the nature of the courses taught by communication 
educators, research that further examines and describes effectively employing active learning 
and appropriately using technology when flipping communication courses can help 
instructors assess their courses; determine the best pedagogical practices for adapting to 
student audiences; and meet these students’ communication needs. In particular, 
understanding basic course flipping has the potential to aid communication administrators 
and educators when discussing whether or not the basic course they deliver is the most 
effective one or if the course needs to be reviewed and/or revised. 
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Responding to an external mandate to engage in program level assessment, an assessment 
ad hoc committee within a large and broadly focused communication studies department 
invokes the Five Canons as the framework for an imbedded assessment process. The article 
explores the challenges that the Five Canons helped resolve and the unique organizational 
and curricular advantages that the Five Canons offer. 
 

Introduction 
 

As an illustration for the importance of teamwork, Lucas (2000) raises the example 
of program assessment: “. . . outcomes assessment begins with developing a shared vision 
and aligning resources with that vision. . . . Together, faculty must determine what 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values students show have acquired when they have 
completed a major, or a single course, and then develop procedures that measure the degree 
to which students have achieved these criteria” (p. 15). Her succinct summary of the 
challenge of assessment captures the ideal outcomes well. What is missing is admission of 
the significant communication challenges many departments face while creating rubrics and 
procedures. Despite such challenges, the faculty in the case reviewed in this article engaged 
in an inclusive and creative process that offers some materials, lesson and insights worth 
sharing.  

The Department of Communication Studies at University of North Carolina 
Wilmington offers a Bachelor of Arts in Communication Studies and houses 600 majors and 
20 full-time faculty. Over 80 courses in performance studies, digital media production, 
integrated marketing communication (including public relations and advertising), health 
communication, political communication, interpersonal communication, organizational 
communication, intercultural and interracial communication, conflict resolution and 
negotiation, research methods, and rhetorical and communication theory are available for 
undergraduate majors and non-majors. This generalist degree program emphasizes the 
Aristotelian idea of praxis, or theory-informed action, as an ideal outcome for reflective and 
theory-infused practice.  

In addition to public speaking, the department requires five core classes populated 
exclusively by majors: introduction to communication studies, communication research 
methods, rhetorical theory, communication theory, and the discipline capstone). These 
courses were developed to provide a solid core for a generalist undergraduate program in 
communication studies that honors our discipline’s humanities and social science roots. The 
introductory course and communication research methods serve as a sequential gateway to 
the major; students must earn a B or better in these courses to become a full 
Communication Studies major. These two courses then serve as a foundation for upper-level 
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coursework in the sub-disciplines outlined above. The two theory classes at the 300-level 
provide a deeper understanding of the theoretical bases of the discipline that will be 
encountered throughout a student’s experience in the major. The discipline capstone, taken 
in the last year of a student’s coursework, connects the theories to practical application in the 
student’s post-graduate life. 
 

Problem and Theoretical Rationale 
 

Similar to many institutions, the university mandated program-level assessment for 
all academic departments. Instead of meeting the challenge with pushback, the 
communication studies faculty reframed the requirement as a chance to clarify the 
curriculum and common goals of the department. In addition, assessment of program-level 
student learning outcomes (SLOs) became the driving force behind the task of searching for 
an appropriate and applicable assessment framework. While the department is considering 
adding additional program level learning outcomes, the current outcomes are as follows:  

 
1. Capacity to construct and deliver an effective oral argument or performance of text, based 

on thorough audience analysis and clear rhetorical objectives. 
2. Capacity to construct effective written argument or media product based on thorough 

audience analysis and clear rhetorical objectives.  
3. Capacity to conduct original primary research, locate and critically evaluate secondary 

research, and integrate such information into new communication products.  
4. Capacity to analyze and critique messages in all forms and across objectives from an 

informed, critical perspective. 
 

When faced with the challenge of engaging in program-level assessment there were 
common challenges faced by many larger departments: having multiple instructors teaching 
the same courses, having a wide range of courses across humanities, social science and 
applied areas, and connecting program-level learning outcomes to broader assessment 
initiatives required by the university and the regional accrediting body. However, this 
challenge sparked productive conversations about what common ground 20 full-time faculty 
teaching a broad, large (over 80 courses) curriculum might have. Initially, the faculty became 
frustrated trying to create completely unique rubrics for each SLO. The unique rubric 
approach did not provide focus, clarity, or guidance for either the committee or to the 
faculty who would ultimately administer it. The emerging rubrics/assessment instruments 
would also not be helpful to students, who already struggle to see connections between 
individual courses and the major as a whole.  

 
Research Question 

 
What is an appropriate and effective assessment framework that can be used and 

embraced by a generalist undergraduate department? Guided by this question, the ad hoc 
committee and department debated what assessment methodology could reflect the 
communication discipline and departmental SLOs while being flexible enough to use across 
a breadth of courses. 

 
Data Collection Methodology 
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As noted above, the faculty discussion of the research question initially resulted in 
mechanisms that were either controversial or overly complex. By pushing through the 
frustrations the committee landed on four commitments that guided these efforts: 
 

1) The assessment process and materials must be sustainable. This was to become an ongoing 
requirement with annual reports to outside auditors. That meant that assessment must be 
embedded into existing curriculum, structures and processes. 

2) Distinguish between equivalent and identical. A useful starting point for courses with 
multiple sections and instructors was the phrase “equivalent assignment and identical 
rubric.” The committee drafted a model assignment but instructors could modify this as long 
as it was deemed equivalent but the rubric for assessing the assignment in light of SLOs 
remained identical so that data could be combined across sections.  

3) Use the mandate for assessment as catalyst for conversation. Even though the requirement 
comes from outside the department and the reporting requirements focus on external 
accountability, the faculty reframed the challenge as an opportunity to have productive 
conversations about teaching and learning and ideal outcomes. Department leadership 
worked hard early in the process to frame the mandate as a “required opportunity” to have 
conversations many faculty are often too busy to have.  

4) Push for reliability, validity, and simplicity. The chair of the department was also strongly 
committed to the concept of parsimony (also known as Ockam’s razor): “If two theories are 
equally valid, the one with the simplest logical explanation is said to be the best” (Littlejohn, 
1999, p. 37). Practically, this meant that if the rubric or assessment process needed more 
than 10 minutes to explain, it wasn’t a good rubric or process. If a faculty member was 
teaching three different classes and had completely unique rubrics and processes for each 
SLO across those classes that would not work. This “bias toward simplicity” (Audi, 1999, p. 
628) was critical in convincing faculty that assessment could deliver desired outcomes with 
initial outcomes.  
 

Such a commitment often does not sit well with full-time assessment directors, or 
even faculty members who may be drawn to assessment, because of potential pre-existing 
commitments to models of procedures, independent evaluators, extensive instruments and 
so on. While the faculty certainly wanted instruments and procedures that produced valid 
and reliable results, the ongoing participation by faculty and students required a strong 
commitment to parsimony.  

Because of the commitments above, the ad hoc committee found that attempting to 
create an approach and rubrics that would not be interpreted as instructor-specific 
assessments, or require that a video production class that was assessing SLO1 use a different 
rubric than a political communication class that was assessing SLO1, was challenging. What 
was needed was a framework and lexicon that transcended sub-disciplinary particulars but 
was still specific, behavioral and measurable.  

 
Results 

 
The solution to these frustrations emerged from Cicero’s Five Canons as a concise 

list and a viable approach to of the discipline in terms of measurable outcomes for a 
communication studies major. “Emerging” is appropriate because the decision not occur in a 
single moment in time. The committee explored the canons rather tentatively to attempt to 
address one SLO and found a good fit. In a process similar to theory testing, the committee 
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attempted to find an application of this assessment framework that would not be appropriate 
for a course in communication. However, the committee found that regardless of sub-
discipline, a communication studies major would (and should) be able to meet the 
obligations of the Five Canons. The versatility of the Five Canons held up across the broad 
curriculum, even in translation to digital media and other contexts. The Five Canons 
provided not only a starting point for assessment rubrics but a common vocabulary to 
present to students throughout the core and elective courses.  
 In one of his earliest works, De Inventione, Cicero explains the Five Canons as ideas 
that did not originate with him – they were written about earlier by others such as Aristotle – 
but Cicero divides and defines each canon: 
 

And these are the divisions of it, as numerous writers have laid them down: 
Invention, Arrangement, Elocution, Memory; Delivery. Invention, is the 
conceiving of topics either true or probably, which may make one’s cause 
appear probably; Arrangement, is the distribution of the topics which have 
been thus conceived with regular order; Elocution, is the adaptation of 
suitable words and sentences to the topics so conceived; Memory, is the 
lasting sense in the mind of the matters and words corresponding to the 
reception of these topics. Delivery, is a regulating of the voice and body in a 
manner suitable to the dignity of the subjects spoken of and of the language 
employed. (De Inventione) 
 

The committee replaced the term “elocution” with the more common usage of “style” or 
“expression” (Herrick, 2013, p. 95). Students grasped the Five Canons from their exposure 
in the introductory and public speaking courses. The challenge, then, was to develop rubrics 
that translated to written and multimedia artifacts as well as oral communication 
assignments. For example, submitting error-free written work was addressed within the 
canon of delivery since that is largely an issue of careful execution of the planned 
communication rather than conceptual work. For additional examples of the adaptation, 
please refer to the Appendix. Once faculty and the department director of assessment saw 
how the canons could be consistent across courses work and yet manifest differently for 
each assignment, implementation moved in earnest. The department found that, for 
example, the canon of arrangement had a clear definition yet was still highly adaptable to 
website design (spatial), arguments (sequential), and formal presentations, relating to 
everything from the order of ideas to the physical arrangement of speakers and space. That a 
single set of concepts could become the basis for each SLO rubric also impressed the 
university assessment director, which resulted in the recognition of the credibility of these 
assessment efforts and the communication discipline because the canons can be considered 
some of communication’s foundational concepts.  
 
The Benefits of the Five Canons 
 

To build support across a broad department required the committee to carefully 
think through what Walter Fisher describes as “good reasons” (1987) for using the Five 
Canons as the overarching assessment framework. It could not come across as a “hostile 
takeover” by the department rhetoricians. 

First, while clearly grounded in rhetoric, the canons are relatively uncontroversial and 
have withstood the test of time. Cicero’s words have been debated and accepted as 



J. M. Persuit, J. Scott, & R. K. Olsen—102 

foundational in the communication discipline for over 2000 years. As much as any part of 
the communication discipline can be, the canons will not be outdated after 10 years nor will 
they be discarded for a newer communication theory after they’ve been disproved. However, 
they are not stagnant, which is the second good reason for using the Five Canons: they can 
still provide a hermeneutic entrance into a conversation about communication, rhetoric, and 
what it means to be human at basic and advanced levels. The canons are not arbitrary; they 
are flexible enough to be applied across the sub-disciplines while providing structure and 
focus on the key variables of intentional communication in all its forms. 

Third, they met department criteria and commitments. The Five Canons are 
sustainable; they've been in place for over 2,000 years as core concepts within the field of 
communication studies. The Five Canons are flexible; they could be applied to equivalent 
assignments with identical rubrics. Finally, the Five Canons are parsimonious; by virtue of 
being five clear concepts that worked across assignments in all 80 courses, they met the 
faculty’s goal of parsimony. The face validity of these efforts came when the conversations 
moved from frustrating to motivating as faculty began to explore creating the rubrics and 
assignments with the Five Canons in place. During the process of creating an assessment 
instrument, the department was careful to remain continually open to other possible 
theoretical models or sets of variables. By focusing on the utility rather than the origin of the 
Five Canons, the canons shifted from a rhetorical to a foundational communication model 
for assessment. 

While clearly an ancient concept, the canons also focus on what Paul and Elder 
(2002) call strategic thinking which focuses on such questions as “What is actually going on 
in the situation” and “What are your options for action?” (p. 280). Their questions are quite 
consistent with historical and current understandings of rhetoric and yet offer some 
translational work that can help translate these efforts to assessment directors and other 
outside auditors.  

The example in the appendix shows a sample course assignment to be implemented 
across all sections of rhetorical theory that can be coordinated across assignments and 
rubrics to meet assessment goals.  

 
Discussion on Implication of Results on Instructional Practice 

 
At the program level, this rubric, first implemented in the required discipline 

capstone, has been adapted and used across the two core theory courses (rhetorical theory 
and communication theory). Each course focuses on a different SLO: SLO 4 in rhetorical 
theory and SLO 3 in communication theory. The external requirements for assessment 
dictate such distinct measuring points, and this approach allows these courses to meet those 
requirements. In addition, this rubric can be adapted to be used to assess students’ 
experiences beyond the classroom: study abroad, internships, independent studies, and 
honors thesis projects. This effort positions the department for upcoming university-wide 
requirements in the areas of applied learning. The department has been using some form of 
these rubrics to asses program learning outcomes for four years, and continues to compile 
data across semesters and classes to establish the validity of the instrument.  

 
General Benefits 
 

First, the canons have offered an articulate point of unity across a broad and 
expanding curriculum. This has helped provide some level of common ground for both 
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faculty and students. For example, the instructor for the TV Studio Production class has 
students create a PSA for the Five Canons as an early ice-breaker assignment. The students 
then connect the dots while designing a PSA requires addressing each of the Five Canons.  
 Another benefit is that many instructors have embraced the idea of assessment 
through the Five Canons in their own courses even though they are not involved in the 
formal SLO assessment process. These courses include strategic writing, public speaking, 
integrated marketing communication, public relations, performance studies, organizational 
communication, media production and research methods. Such efforts demonstrate the 
reality and centrality of the assessment concepts and standards as well as provide greater 
coherence to the program across individual courses and subdiscplines.  

While some faculty have not gone so far as to create formal rubrics around the 
canons, they have integrated the canons into class material and assignment descriptions and 
discussions. The canons are also strongly emphasized in both gateway classes (including test 
items) to prepare students to embrace these terms and explore connections as they move 
through their core and subdiscipline courses. These efforts tap into the approach offered by 
Huba and Freed (2000) who argue that the best assessment efforts should not only focus on 
learning (rather than teaching) but foster learning, not just reveal what has been learned. 
Grounding an assessment framework in foundational concepts of the discipline has made 
this dimension of assessment much easier to integrate.  
 A third benefit can be seen in acculturating junior faculty through this assessment 
philosophy. With the four most recent hires in this department being methodologically 
diverse (one qualitative, one quantitative, two interpretive), this rubric provides some 
commonality as these faculty apply the rubric across their individual subdiscipline courses.  

Through designing and assessing assignments through Cicero’s Five Canons, new 
faculty members have a means to easily put their courses in communication with the 
department’s curriculum, even when graduate trainings and coursework (from a mass 
communication, social science, or cultural studies backgrounds) did not focus on the 
communication discipline’s rhetorical roots. Through a common versatile and overarching 
framework, students and colleagues can immediately see how a new professor’s courses 
reference other courses across the curriculum. Despite the different skill sets courses offer 
(from designing a health campaign, to enacting a marketing communication plan, to 
performing a story for children), the ability to construct and evaluate an argument transcends 
all human interaction. This commonality can be highlighted within syllabi and assignments 
without disrupting a new faculty member’s specific course content. This is of particular 
advantage to new faculty who may be looking for ways to “fit in” to existing curriculum and 
culture. 

This connection to the curriculum is especially important in the performance and 
storytelling sequence. Due to these courses’ artistic focus and historic relationship to theatre 
and English curriculum, students often do not readily see how the content relates to either 
communication studies or practical skills. In turn, these courses which center upon 
community outreach through performance and are valuable components of the curriculum 
are often at risk of low enrollment. Through constructing assignments focused on the 
interpretation and evaluation of performances around the Five Canons, the importance of 
audience analysis and effective persuasion within artistic expression becomes more apparent 
and helps faculty advisers explain the value of these courses to students who are not 
necessarily interested in live performance after receiving their degrees.  

The use of the Five Canons can also promote relevancy and accessibility in courses 
students may interpret as relevant only to those considering graduate degrees. By 
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constructing evaluation around the Five Canons, faculty can help students see how 
Advanced Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methods are at their core concerned with 
audience, context, and effective communication of messages (e.g. the design and results of 
an experiment) to a specific audience. In turn, much like the more traditional rhetorical 
theory course, these new additions to the curriculum will enable them to better interpret 
their world and effectively communicate across cultural contexts even if they do not intend 
on conducting formal research after graduation. In summation, Cicero’s Five Canons can 
discourage any particular elective course sequence (and potentially the corresponding faculty 
member) from being ghettoized or moved to the periphery of the department because it 
appears unrelated to “the discipline” in the eyes of colleagues or “real life” in eyes of 
students.  

 
Two Illustrative Examples 
 
 For example, on the first day of class in performance studies courses, the students 
begin to construct their responses to and interpretations of both professional and peer 
performances around the Five Canons. Students learn that each story/performance has a 
message (Invention), a structure (Arrangement), a tone or vibe (Style), the need for 
conscious preparation (Memory), and artistic expression (Delivery) for an audience and 
context. As they take on the role of performance and audience member, the centrality of 
communicating a message to an audience, (whether that be empathy, a specific emotion, or 
larger overarching view of a culture) becomes a conscious, strategic effort. In turn, students 
include their performances of stories and analyses to demonstrate that they are not only 
skilled at oral communication, but conscious of audience and context through their analyses. 
This valuable positioning may not be apparent to the students, or in turn their prospective 
employers, without the use of the Five Canons across the curriculum. 
 In the strategic writing for integrated marketing communication course, the use of 
the Five Canons assists students in understanding the relationship of form to content in such 
writing conventions as memos, brochures, newsletters, press releases, and advertisements. 
The Five Canons underscore the importance of style and substance: without invention, a 
message is devoid of content, and without the remaining four canons, a message cannot 
resonate with its audience. By providing justification for the seemingly arbitrary form of a 
press release or a memo, the Five Canons encourage students to see form not as an 
afterthought but as a set of deliberate choices made by the speaker or author to connect with 
his or her audience.  
 
Responding to the Data 
 

Bartanen (2006) rightfully notes that “one of the most critical functions of 
assessment is the process of benchmarking and quality improvement” (p. 39). Anecdotal 
evidence supports the emphasis on the Five Canons as becoming imbedded into the 
organizational language of the department. It is common for questions about the canons to 
come up when students engage in exam review activities. And it is not uncommon for the 
student speaker at the department graduation ceremony to make a joke referencing the 
canons—and the student audience gets the joke! More systematically, review of the data 
again provides a catalyst for discussion and program-level changes.  

Three brief examples are worthy of inclusion. First, it quickly became clear that citing 
sources was a systemic problem that, prior to assessment, was thought to be an individual 
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instructor’s lament. A renewed commitment to both oral and written citations was addressed 
in the gateway course lectures and throughout the curriculum in assignment descriptions and 
grading rubrics within the canons of invention (handling ideas) and style (adopting 
conventions of formal papers). Second, public speaking was not adequately integrated or 
enforced. The department responded by encouraging faculty to require more formal 
presentations in class and to frame them as continuations of the skills first taught in COM 
101: Public Speaking, and as a vital component of invention from which an argument 
emerges. Finally, the department has begun to engage in “curriculum mapping” (Liu, 
Wrobbel, Blankson, 2010) to understand how individual courses relate to SLOs and to each 
other. This has resulted in revision of prerequisites, course renumbering and description 
changes.  

 
Discussion of Implications for Higher Education 

 
 In this historical moment, discussions about the public good of higher education are 
becoming increasingly fraught with suspicion and cynicism (Arnett et al. 2009). As Arnett et 
al. (2009) state, narrative structures matter: “Narratives require agreement from a group of 
people that moves a story into communicative background that offers interpretive guidance 
for decision making–in this case, communication ethics.” Without being grounded in the 
narrative of a given university or even a given discipline, any form of assessment could be 
totalizing and utilitarian, as Furedi (2012) describes, “This utilitarian ethos encourages 
irresponsibility because what matters is whether the formal outcomes have been achieved, 
not what students have actually experienced or learned. It promotes a calculating and 
instrumental attitude where responsibility becomes equated with box-ticking.” Furedi makes 
a strong argument against any type of formal learning outcome because the push for formal 
learning outcomes came from a desire to hold institutions accountable. The authors 
recognize that in this climate, where administrators and public officials are calling for 
institutions that produce career-ready graduates, a nuanced approach to assessment and 
learning outcomes that is grounded in the narratives of institutions and disciplines may seem 
almost impossible. However, in the communication discipline, engaging in assessment 
through a heuristic such as the five canons is a tradition that spans millennia. To completely 
reject any form of learning outcomes is as untenable in this historical moment as requiring 
every institution and discipline to use identical assessment frameworks.  

The approach the authors espouse in this essay reflects the narrative of the 
communication discipline as it is enacted in a specific department. While the five canons 
approach may work for some departments in some institutions, and it is certainly adaptable 
across disciplines and institutions, it may not be appropriate for every situation. For example, 
if a communication department has no emphasis on rhetoric and instead emphasizes 
organizational communication, theories from organizational communication scholarship 
could start a conversation about appropriate assessment measures. A historically black 
college/university (HBCU) might look to the narrative of the founding of the university to 
begin conversations about what assessment in an HBCU in this historical moment could 
look like. Departments, disciplines, and institutions must meet this historical moment with a 
rhetorical sensitivity to discern the possibilities that can emerge from a given narrative. 

 
Conclusion 
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 This approach is not without its detractors even within the department. Many faculty 
were not exposed to the rhetorical tradition during their graduate education and, therefore, 
experience somewhat of a learning curve. Some faculty see the canons as only a 
rhetorical/humanities construct because of its origins and are resistant to explore 
connections with the more contemporary curriculum. That said, the majority of faculty have 
either experienced an “aha!” moment upon understanding how it the canons summarize our 
common challenge, or, at the very least, note their utility for assessment. Leaming (2007) has 
noted that it is important for faculty to develop the assessment processes and feel like the 
process is “their own” (p. 114). While the conversations were at times frustrating, the payoff 
of having an assessment framework that the majority of the faculty understands and 
embraces has been extremely helpful moving forward. 

While creating a simple, versatile rubric has moved the assessment process forward 
in significant ways, it is not the only challenge. Policies and procedures require careful 
attention to definitions, responsibilities and procedures (Page, 2004). These details must be 
addressed with an ongoing commitment to parsimony, sustainability, reliability and validity. 
As Seidman (2007) has noted, “[organizational] culture is the way things really work, the way 
decisions are really made . . .” (p. 218) and, as such, these assessment efforts are an attempt to 
express what the department really is and what it aspires to be.  
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Appendix 
 

Basic Assignment Template for Assessing PLO 4 in COM 301 
 
The assignment that follows should serve as a basic guide for the type of assignment the 
instructor should construct to assess the abilities of the students regarding the learning 
outcome. While the assignment need only be equivalent/similar, the assessment rubric that 
follows must be used as is since we must be able to aggregate the data collected. 
 

COM 301: Communication Analysis Project 
Assignment Summary 

 
Assignment Abstract  
 
Conduct an original analysis of a communication artifact from the list below. Demonstrate a 
clear application of concepts from COM 301 in order to describe and evaluate the rhetorical 
dimensions and features of the artifact you choose to analyze. This assignment is worth 50 
pts.  
 
Goals  
To gain competency in and appreciation for rhetorical/critical research.  
To understand the value of secondary research within rhetorical/critical research. 
To increase competency in APA style and formal academic writing. 
To increase competency as a critical thinker generally. 
 
Core Skills 
Intellectual curiosity: you will need to demonstrate curiosity about people and issues 
Critical thinking: this will be needed not only to figure out what needs to be done but also 
what you have found out through the analysis that goes beyond common sense or basic 
understanding 
Praxis: you must put the concepts in our text into practice and adequately reflect on that 
process 
 
Key Steps: The basic process of research by any method can be understood in four stages: 
preparation, engagement, reflection and analysis, and expression. Below is a brief discussion 
of how those steps apply to this assignment.  
 

Preparation 
 

1. Find an artifact worthy of analysis given the goals of this assignment. You can choose 
from among the following options: 

a. A speech of historic significances such as those in the Great Speeches collection 
b. A contemporary speech from more recent archives such as C-Span, YouTube or 

the American Rhetoric site (http://www.americanrhetoric.com/)  
c. A popular cultural artifact such as an advertisement (old or new). 
d. A popular culture artifact such as a movie that clearly makes an argument. 
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2. Engage in a brief analysis of the artifact to identify a likely angle or focus for your 
analysis. For example, in a given advertisement you might decide that credibility is a key 
reason why the ad is effective. 

3. Conduct secondary research to further understand the artifact and the key concepts you 
will likely use in your analysis. You are required to integrate at least 7 quality sources into 
your paper. The textbook will likely be cited as well but does not count as one of the 
sources.  

 
Engagement 

 
You’ll engage the artifact by asking good questions fostered by the critical concepts you’ve 
chosen to use in the analysis. Let’s look briefly at the kinds of questions you might ask if you 
chose to analyze an advertisement. First, you’ll have the assumption that everything in the ad 
is intentionally there for potential rhetorical effect. Then you might consider issues such as 
the following which are arranged within the Five Canons.  
 
Invention related issues:  
• What is the target audience for the ad? Both men and women or primarily one sex? What 

age range? Income level? Educational level? Regions? Life Style?  
• What seems to be the primary goal of the ad? Ads are designed to sell the product but 

sometimes they may have additional goals such as repositioning the product in the 
market or changing the image of the product.  

• What are some key strategies used by the ad? For example, some ads directly compare 
the product to competing brands. If your ad does so, what do the comparisons involve? 
Price, quality, efficiency, scarcity, novelty, beauty, stability, reliability, simplicity, utility, 
safety? The comparisons function as the logos or logical appeals in the advertisement. 

• What needs are appealed to? Basic needs of health, hunger, security, and sexual appeal? 
Or higher needs such as psychological well-being by increasing self-esteem, stimulating 
creativity, leading to success. How does the ad appeal to these needs? How does the ad 
make use of ethos, pathos, logos? Does the ad use photographs or drawings? How are 
the photos or drawings captioned?  

 
Arrangement related issues: 
• Look at the layout of the ad: What is the attention getter? What is the eye drawn to first? 

What is emphasized? How does color function in the ad? How is white space used in the 
ad? How is text used? Are there lists and bullet points?  

 
Style related issues:  
• What is the general tone of the ad? If the ad contains humor, how is it used? Is the style 

realistic? Fantasy? Whimsical? Serious? What fonts are used and how do they contribute 
to the rhetorical effect?  
 

Memory related issues:  
• Does the ad invoke any references to other ads, events, popular cultural artifacts—what 

memory does it require of you to “get” the ad? How does the ad work to make itself 
memorable? 

 
Delivery related issues:  
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• Where is the ad positioned in the overall larger artifact of the magazine or newspaper? 
What is the production value of the ad and quality of paper, etc. and does that have 
rhetorical effect?  

 
 

Reflection 
 
You’ve done a lot of hard work engaging the text but now you’ve got to reflect on what 
really matters. How can you “essentialize” your findings to a focused argument about the key 
reason(s) why this artifact is rhetorically effective? It’s a bit like panning for gold. You’ll sift 
lots of stuff away to find and focus on the smaller piece of gold that you’ve found worth 
sharing.  
 
To do this you will invoke a more specific rhetorical concept or method such as fantasy 
theme analysis or Bitzer’s rhetorical situation, pathos or something similar. You will likely 
write something like the following in your essay: “While many rhetorical features of this 
cologne ad are effective, this paper focuses on the interplay between the scene and the 
cologne as agent to explain the key reasons why this ad is rhetorically effective.” 
 

Expression  
 
You now must articulate your findings so that they are understandable to others. To do so 
you will draft and revise an essay that follows the basic outline below. This essay should 
offer a formal distillation and expression of key insights to your reader. 
Make sure it is error free in both form and substance and makes every effort to adhere to 
APA style. 
Review essay through the lens of the grading rubric. The essay should meet all the explicit 
criteria expressed in that rubric as well as meet a holistic sense of excellence.  
 
Key Resources 
 
The grading rubric: It offers clear sense of obligations, priorities, and standards. If you don’t 
understand any part of it, ask questions! 
Our textbook: Can you connect the dots between what you are reading and what you are 
doing?  
APA Style Guide: Don’t just look up how to cite stuff in the reference section. It has models 
for how to cite within the body of the essay and formal writing in general.  
Secondary Research: Use this early and often to see what good critical work looks like.  
 

Basic Outline 
 

1. Introduction: gain attention, establish topic and importance/significance of your 
topic and focus. 

2. Information about artifact: descriptive analysis, relevant literature on artifact 
3. Method: discuss and define key critical concept to be used in analysis of artifact 
4. Analysis: application of critical concepts to artifact focusing on key insights 



J. M. Persuit, J. Scott, & R. K. Olsen—110 

5. Conclusion: reconnect specific analysis to larger themes and issues and bring paper to 
graceful end.  

6. References in APA style 
7. Appendix as needed (copy of print advertisement for example) 
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Communication Studies Assessment Rubric PLO 4 
 
PLO 4 Capacity to analyze and critique messages in all forms and across objectives from an informed, 
critical perspective. While each canon is significant and distinct, each element in the essay is 
evaluated with respect to how well it supports the overall analysis and argument the student 
offers in the essay. Ideally, instructors may explore memory more directly with discussions or 
presentations of the paper in impromptu or extemporaneous formats.  
 
Evaluation Standards: The following standards will be used when evaluating your work. 
1 = absent or significantly deficient when compared to basic expectations for an upper level 
COM major  
2 = moderately below expectations for an upper level COM major 
3 = meets basic expectations for an upper level COM major 
4 = above basic expectations for an upper level COM major 
5 = well above expectations and demonstrates mastery of course material 
 

Evaluative 
Dimension 

Examples of Dimension Standard 
Achieved 

Invention Insightful description, inference, analysis and evaluation are 
present in the essay. There are clear distinction between the 
student’s insights and the sources used to support them. There 
is evidence of strong secondary research that is well integrated. 
In addition the student has gone beyond these sources and 
offered an original argument. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Organization 
 

The essay adheres to standard organization of an analytical 
essay. Within that basic template, the student shows strategic 
organization of main points, sub-points and the progression of 
ideas. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Style Student demonstrates mastery of formal “voice” for purposes 
of this essay. Essay integrates appropriate use of course 
vocabulary without sounding artificial or wordy.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Memory Essay reads as the student’s own work. Beyond specific 
citations of sources there is a sense that the student has broader 
sense of the issues and themes of the course and major 
generally as they might inform the essay.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Delivery Essay adheres to APA style and is delivered largely free of typos 
and other mechanical errors of presentation such as stapled, and 
in the correct order, etc.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Basics/Misc. It is submitted on time and in complete adherence to other 
assignment requirements.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Comments (insights to guide PROGRAM/CURRICULAR assessment):  
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College and university presidents hold significant leadership positions not only in an 
administrative capacity, but also in their respective academic disciplines. This summary 
report presents results from a study of college and university presidents who hold an 
academic degree in communication at any level (BA, MA, and/or Ph.D.). The interview 
findings are organized according to the following major themes: Disciplinary identity, Ethical 
communication, Communication leadership, and Advocacy within the discipline. The 
summary report concludes by highlighting responses to the interview findings from top 
leaders within the communication discipline.  

 
Introduction 
 

The authors received a National Communication Association Initiative Grant to 
interview past and current college and university presidents who hold an academic degree in 
communication. The guiding rationale for this project is that communication-grounded 
college and university presidents provide valuable insight for advancing the communication 
discipline. The communication leadership practices of college and university presidents serve 
as helpful models for what faculty can do in their own departments and on their own 
campuses to promote the discipline. What the authors learned from the voices of the 
presidents about their success and how a communication education made a difference in 
their rise to leadership will help advance the communication discipline.  

The findings of the study coupled with the respondents’ comments will offer 
theoretical and practical advice for communication administrators charged with advancing 
the discipline through their daily interactions with the populations they serve. The insights 
gained through our study of college and university presidents will also benefit faculty who 
mentor newcomers into the discipline, and undergraduate and graduate students who have 
an interest in both marketplace and academic careers. 

 
Interview Questions  
 

The authors contacted 27 past and current university presidents representing 
differing types of institutions from diverse geographic locations. Of the original 27 
contacted, 11 agreed to participate in a 20-minute interview. During the interview, 
participants were asked the following questions:  

 
• What are your perceptions of the communication discipline?  
• What are your perceptions of diversity within the communication discipline?  
• What are your perceptions of the National Communication Association?  
• In what ways do you promote effective and ethical communication?  
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2 University of Alaska-Anchorage	  
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• How do you define communication leadership?  
• In what ways do you serve as an advocate for the communication discipline?  
• In what ways do you prepare future faculty for the communication discipline?  

 
This set of questions was designed to gauge the extent to which college and 

university presidents from the Communication discipline serve as advocates for the 
discipline, promote effective and ethical communication, perceive the communication 
discipline to be diverse, and implement “Preparing Future Faculty” type initiatives. The 
presidents’ responses to the questions are summarized according to four themes: 
Disciplinary Identity, Ethical Communication, Communication Leadership, and Advocacy 
within the Discipline.  

  
Disciplinary Identity 
 

The presidents’ responses to questions #1, #2, and #3 frame their perceptions of 
the communication discipline. A major theme that emerged from these interviews is the 
identity of the communication discipline. The presidents commented on the status and rigor 
of the discipline, the identity of the discipline in relation to other disciplines, and the 
amazing differences in the field that may ultimately jeopardize its focus. All but three 
presidents noted the dynamic nature of the discipline and the increasing amount of change 
that occurs. As one president mentioned, the discipline needs to keep content relevant and 
yet find ways to extend the discipline. The authors also recognized that there was a variety in 
understanding the history of discipline. Presidents noted the breadth vs. narrowness of the 
discipline in terms of picking up new areas and dropping others as part of dynamic change 
(i.e. technology). Almost half of the presidents mentioned the new emphasis on technology 
and embracing new media. A smaller theme that emerged was the perceptions of the 
discipline as being connected to success, usefulness, and applicability. The authors also 
noticed that although communication is tied to success there was the perception from one 
participant that the topics can get esoteric and not as applicable. This was interpreted as a 
possible implication of breadth vs. depth tension that exists within the discipline. There was 
also a related comment that communication should be at the forefront of other disciplines, 
suggesting that communication is a discipline for all disciplines. 

The presidents’ perceptions of diversity within the communication discipline fell into 
two different camps. The first camp addressed the discipline itself in terms of diversity of 
epistemology that covers both under-researched areas and some popular areas. Participants 
also noted that the diversity is problematic because it suggests a lack of common center. 
There was a comment that we need common threads that transcend discipline. 

The second camp addressed personal diversity (gender, ethnicity) of the scholars 
studying within the discipline. One interpretation offered is that the discipline is not very 
diverse. One person named only one scholar that stood out as being a diverse scholar. One 
respondent mentioned small number of people of color. Two presidents commented that 
the diversity of scholars within the discipline is healthy. 

Another component of disciplinary identity is the efforts of the discipline’s national 
association. According to the National Communication Association’s mission “the 
Association advances communication as the discipline that studies all forms, modes, media 
and consequences of communication through humanistic, social scientific and aesthetic 
inquiry” (www.natcom.org). The presidents’ perceptions of the National Communication 
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Association were based upon their past and current involvement with the association and the 
specific academic backgrounds of the presidents within the communication discipline. For 
example, one president discussed his background in theatre and his participation in a 
disciplinary organization that was more aligned with his professional interests in theatrical 
directing. The presidents also offered several recommendations for the National 
Communication Association that included providing content about the discipline that can be 
shared with administrators, in particular deans and provosts, providing information about 
tenure and promotion, and providing an additional focus on research. The presidents believe 
that the organization helps the disciplinary identity and bring tremendous value to the 
discipline. Presidents also noted the role of the organization in making the case for 
communication and oral communication competence. One president commented that the 
association has not yet found a national voice. 

 
Ethical Communication 
 

The presidents offered several ways in which they promote effective and ethical 
communication. At least eight presidents mentioned that they practice and/or model ethical 
communication. At least two presidents mentioned that they expect it from others. Other 
factors that emerged as significant to effective and ethical communication included listening, 
focusing on audience, openness, authenticity, transparency, responsiveness, being aware of 
one’s image and thoughtfulness—thinking about ethical communication all of the time. The 
presidents also mentioned specific practices such as teaching, civic engagement, and getting 
the word out in various venues and publications. Examples include newsletters, regular e-
mails, coffee talks, written updates, open forums, speeches, and open door days. 

 
Communication Leadership 
 

The presidents offered several different conceptualizations of communication 
leadership while at least one president did not understand the question (How do you define 
communication leadership?). Two presidents provided almost textbook definitions. For 
example, one president stated that communication leadership is communication that moves 
a group or organization towards the accomplishment of the mission and vision of the group 
or organization. Two presidents mentioned leadership that draws upon their own 
experiences and background. Another component of communication leadership that 
emerged is responsiveness and the related practices of addressing questions, focusing on 
audience, and providing feedback. The practices of listening and being directive were also 
mentioned as important to communication leadership. Another component is engaging in 
public communication and making communication processes public. The presidents also 
mentioned various task dimensions and interpersonal dimensions of communication 
leadership. Task dimensions included putting communication leadership into action by 
practices and involving others in the process of team leadership. The interpersonal 
dimensions mentioned included openness and trust. Finally, several presidents commented 
on the inextricable link between communication and leadership with one president noting 
that leadership is communication. 

 
Advocacy within the Discipline 
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 The final two questions were designed to gauge the extent to which presidents 
served as advocates within the discipline and mentored others into the discipline. The 
presidents reported that they serve as an advocate within the discipline through their 
personal practices, words, and programs. Programs could include extracurricular activities, 
connecting written word to media, and support the hiring of faculty with communication 
backgrounds. The presidents also reported that they serve as an advocate by personally 
supporting undergraduate research. At least four presidents commented that they tell people 
about their own background, share their disciplinary roots, and tell people about their own 
training. Two presidents occasionally teach within the communication department on their 
campuses. One president expressed concerns over favoritism using the words “your own 
discipline is fed last.” Presidents also served as advocates by talking about the usefulness of 
the degree, mentoring students on the effectiveness of the degree, explaining how 
communication is excellent preparation for a variety of careers, and mentoring students into 
graduate school. At least one president mentioned the need for persistence with those who 
do not “get it.” Another aspect of advocacy that the presidents described was modeling 
communication leadership style and engaging in professional practices in both on-campus 
venues and off-campus professional organizations. 

The presidents also reported on the ways that they prepare future faculty for the 
communication discipline. Some of these avenues included one-on-one mentoring, helping 
future faculty mentor students, meeting with students, providing opportunities for 
involvement, sponsoring joint student-faculty research, getting more people to dean and 
provost level, keeping personally involved in the discipline by staying connected and sharing 
stories, and encouraging people to lead. Some presidents did not have preparing future 
faculty so they discussed preparing students for the marketplace. At least one president 
mentioned that this is not the job of a president. 

 
Responses to Summary Report 
 

Upon completion of the summary report, the authors identified leaders within the 
communication discipline to offer comments on the initial findings from the 11 interviews. 
These leaders included Sue DeWine, Past President of Hanover College; Mark Hickson, III, 
Professor of Communication Studies, University of Alabama at Birmingham; Jon Hess, 
Professor and Past Chair, Department of Communications, Associate Dean for Faculty 
Scholarship, Internationalization and Inclusive Excellence, University of Dayton; Nancy 
Kidd, Executive Director of the National Communication Association; and Lynn Turner, 
Professor and Chair of Communication Studies, Marquette University and Past President of 
the National Communication Association. 

The following material summarizes the key takeaways from their responses to the 
report and provides insight into future research. The responses addressed the role of the 
university president to help clarify the communication discipline through two areas:  
 

• Agreed upon Common Communication Ground. Responses noted a “lack of 
common understanding of the discipline,” while other responses referenced 
implementing “key elements of ethical communication” and the issue of an 
insufficiently “diverse discipline.” The phrase “communication is a discipline for all 
disciplines” was viewed as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the discipline is 
important and every discipline relies in some way on communication. But on the 
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other hand, as one response noted, the common sense notion that communication 
infuses everything begins to dilute what communication is and suggests that 
communication is not really a discipline, but rather a component of every other 
discipline. 

• Practical Dialogue or Practical Conversation. One of the responses identified the 
need to understand how to tackle “practical problems in everyday applications,” 
while another referenced the benefit of finding out how the presidents’ 
“communication principles [applied to] their external communication and how they 
promote real communication externally more than internally.” The idea is that 
communication has become commonplace; however, it has been mistaken for 
common sense. College and university presidents need to communicate effectively 
and efficiently with internal and external publics.  

 
Specifically, the responses highlighted the following communication principles and strategies:  
 

• Inoculation theory was mentioned as a strategy for responding to campus incidents 
when negative information might be coming from other sources. When the priority 
is to relay the facts to students and parents before rumors and information from 
uninformed sources enter the conversation, inoculation theory was viewed as a 
useful perspective. 

• Strategic ambiguity was another communication strategy that worked well for the 
presidents in their leadership roles. 

• Small group communication strategies can assist leaders as they attend many 
meetings and must adapt to different contexts and changing contexts. Audience 
analysis was also mentioned as a small group communication strategy that can ensure 
the correct (and appropriate) information was disseminated to an audience. 

 
In addition to specific communication strategies, the responses addressed various factors in 
ethical communication, including: 
 

• Listening 
• Focusing on the audience 
• Openness 
• Authenticity 
• Transparency 
• Responsiveness 
• Thoughtfulness  

 
These qualities point to the need for leaders within colleges and universities to consider the 
ethical implications of their communication for their public(s).  

Finally, responses to the report also indicated that it is important for the 
communication discipline to have communication scholars in top-level university 
administration positions. The National Communication Association was mentioned as a 
resource for these top-level administrators. 

Possible next steps include interviewing university provosts with degrees in 
communication. The role of the provost might be a better position for exploring issues of 
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mentoring faculty and encouraging communication faculty. The next round of interviews 
might also address the tension that exists as top-level university administrators support the 
communication discipline without privileging the discipline. The authors were encouraged to 
pursue the presidents’ strategies for managing the tension between acting as an ambassador 
for the discipline while still appropriately representing the broad range of disciplines in the 
academy. 
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