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Editor’s Note 
  

This issue of the Journal of the Association for Communication Research provides a focus on 
assessment from varied perspectives.  A study across multiple educational institutions by 
Allen, Bourhis, Burrell, Mukarram, Blight, Gross, Lambertz, and Anderson explores the 
interconnections between and among departmental missions, university missions, and 
assessment. Allen et al provide important descriptive insights for communication 
administrators about the landscape of assessment transparency and accountability. Olsen and 
Weber offer a look at one program’s efforts to focus on specific outcomes related to the 
whole person and connected to the university’s mission. Olsen and Weber’s work holds 
implications for assessment in its delineation of outcomes that can be measured for 
assessment purposes. Karolak and Maier offer insights for crafting a classroom that 
welcomes learning as a public process, advocating a move away from a therapeutic 
orientation toward “safe spaces” toward a communicative space nourished by authentic 
civility. The issue closes with an invited reflection by lawyer Craig  Newburger, editorial 
board member and past contributor to this journal, who considers the potential for lobbying 
as a means of promoting attention to and adoption of communication competencies as an 
educational outcome at the national level. 

Many thanks to our reviewers and to Matthew Mancino, editorial assistant, for their 
invaluable contributions to the success of JACA. This issue concludes Volume 34 (2015).  
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Examining Undergraduate Communication Degree Programs: 
Mission Statements, Assessment Plans, and Assessment Evaluations 

 
Mike Allen1 

John Bourhis2 
Nancy Burrell3 

Arooj Mukarram4 
Michael G. Blight5 
Clare M. Gross6 

Megan Lambertz7 
Christopher J.E. Anderson8 

 
One hundred undergraduate communication programs listed in the NCA directory were 
examined in this investigation. The process involved gathering the university mission 
statement, departmental mission statement, program assessment plan, and program 
assessment evaluations.  Results demonstrate that 98 institutions utilized mission 
statements, 81 departments provided mission statements, 18 departments made assessment 
plans available and the researchers obtained 4 assessment evaluations. 

 
Higher education focuses on the establishment of learning objectives for courses and 

degree programs coupled with the development of assessment plans to evaluate progress 
towards those objectives. The Higher Education Associations (American Association of 
Community Colleges, American Association of State Colleges and Universities, American 
Council on Education, Association of American Universities, Association of Public and 
Land-Grant Universities, National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities) 
and the Regional Accrediting Commissions (Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education, New England Association of Schools and Colleges-Commission on Institutions 
of Higher Learning, North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, Higher Learning 
Commission, Northwest Communication Colleges and Universities, Western Association of 
Schools and Colleges-Accrediting for Communication and Junior Colleges, Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges-Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and 
Universities; Southern Association of Colleges and Schools) adopted standards to evaluate 
the requirements employed for the assessment of student achievement (2013, July). The 
commitment by associations and accreditation agencies involves creating and evaluating, 
with transparent and demonstrable data, assurances about the nature of the ability of 
educational organizations to meet stated objectives. The commitment reflects demands of 
legislators and students for accountability by higher education in meeting stated objectives. 
The requirement to justify the funding of programs involves the need to provide hard 
evidence of effectiveness.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 UW-Milwaukee 
2 Missouri State University	  
3 UW-Milwaukee 
4 UW-Milwaukee 
5 UW-Milwaukee 
6 UW-Milwaukee 
7 UW-Milwaukee 
8 UW-Milwaukee	  
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One element in the development of assessment criteria involves the requirement that 
the learning objectives not simply reflect something measured by a grade or test within a 
course. While student evaluation requires assessment of achievement, the goals of the 
program operate at a more macro level. The University of Connecticut web site (2015) 
encapsulates this view: “Goals are statements about general aims or purposes of education 
that are broad, long-range intended outcomes and concepts.” The scheme displayed by the 
University of Connecticut suggests that course outcomes are simply limited local examples 
of contributions to the larger set of outcomes and goals sought by the program embedded 
within the school/college, which supports the overall university mission. PrØitz (2010) 
provides evidence of the diversity and difficulty of defining learning outcomes for members 
of the academy. The results of surveys revealed a lack of attention or understanding by many 
faculty and administrators of overlapping mission statements and learning outcomes.  

Program assessment entails a process of evaluation involving an ongoing discussion 
intended to evaluate and improve the quality of education practices. The assessment of a 
program constitutes a process, not a product. Appropriate assessment involves discussion 
and reflection about the state of the program and efforts at improvement based on cycles of 
evaluation. The outcome of any single cycle of assessment and evaluation generates a 
snapshot of the current program’s education. The collection of these cycles of assessment 
and evaluation provides a documented process towards a goal through a process of dynamic 
evaluation and reevaluation.   

 Course grades focus on the achievement of individual students with regard to some 
metric of evaluation whereas the focus of program evaluation should involve the ability of 
degree completion to meet broader institutional goals. The focus on outcome-based 
evaluation reflects the increased desire by stakeholders to improve accountability of 
educational institutions to make good on promises offered to incoming students. The 
Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association for Accreditation of 
Institutions of Higher Learning requires a process of self-assessment and the development 
of concrete plans of action (North Central Association, 2014). The requirements set forth an 
Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP) that, in part, requires ongoing assessment 
of the educational process, requiring constant adaptation and evaluation. 

The process of assessment and evaluation provides the institution and students an 
ongoing report card on the ability of the organization to fulfill the goals presented in the 
mission plan. Accountability requires a clearly articulated and transparent process that 
permits everyone an opportunity to find out how well the organization performs. A healthy 
educational organization meets difficult goals and objectives using a dynamic and emergent 
process of constant review. The expectation of transparency demands that the results of the 
process and evaluation be visible to members of the academy as well as other stakeholders. 
The question of transparency requires some consideration about what parts of the process 
or outcome should be known.  

This study examines 100 undergraduate communication program web pages to 
determine the fidelity to the process of assessment in both the completeness and 
transparency of the assessment evaluations. One feature is determining the existence and 
fidelity to the process that ought to be evident throughout the institution as organizations 
seek to comply with accreditation standards existing for almost a decade in may instances 
(the general lifecycle of the review process). 

 
University Mission Statements 
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Universities across the United States develop and implement programs reflecting a 
mission statement. The mission statement serves as the basis for any institutional assessment 
plan. A mission statement may reflect past university administrators developing a plan and 
leaving the institution but should involve a commitment on the part of the institution rather 
than any particular administration or administrator. Some universities offer mission 
statements with a foundational view of education. The foundational view may involve some 
statement about encouraging the search for knowledge and critical thinking by students 
matriculating from the institution. The challenge for a university mission statement requires 
providing both a statement of philosophy and expectation but then also providing elements 
that produce measureable outcomes. A mission statement may reflect the religious values of 
a private institution, the search for particular contributions to a geographic region 
(improving the economy, often articulated by a public state funded institution), or reflect a 
specific mission expectation (e.g., training teachers, creating agricultural employees). 
Atkinson (2008) finds that university mission statements provide “ideational indicators of 
group solidarity, shared beliefs, and human agreement” (p. 361). The functional feature of 
university mission statements provides a way of representing unification of the elements of 
the institution around publicized statements of agreement across the organization. 

Despite what should be viewed as an important element of establishing the goal and 
role of the institution, most members of the institution fail to give mission statements much 
respect (Kiley, 2011). The challenge is that mission statements typically lack day-to-day 
advice concerning the conduct of the university. Instead the statements establish a kind of 
role or image in the minds of individuals about the institution. Universities can exist for a 
long time without a mission statement. For example, the University of Rochester existed for 
more than 160 years before creating a university mission statement (Kiley, 2011). The Higher 
Learning Commission (HLC) in developing standards for evaluation of assessment has a 
simple question early in the process that an institution should ask: “Are we doing the right 
things to achieve our mission and goals?” (2014, p. 3).  An institution without a mission 
statement may have difficulty answering this question because one outcome of establishing a 
mission statement should be an agreement by members of the organization, particularly the 
administration, that identifies the outcomes sought. 

 
Department Mission Statements 

 
In theory, a departmental mission statement should be subordinate to the larger, 

more inclusive, university mission statement (e.g., Arnett, 2002). The department mission 
statement more often focuses on what the departmental member hopes the world outside of 
academia views about the training of students in a specific discipline. In short, the 
departmental mission statement should, in some way, provide a direct connection and 
contribution to the university’s mission statement in terms of the specifics of the 
departmental goals (e.g., Fritz & Sawicki, 2006). Philipps (2013), in an analysis of German 
research institutes, points out how the unit mission statement is sometimes at odds with the 
general institutional mission and creates tensions between the goals of the institute and the 
larger university goals. 

The question of the degree of connection and the explicitness of that connection or 
contribution may differ greatly. Part of the level of connection between the university 
mission and departmental mission reflects the specificity of the university mission statement.  
The magnitude of colleges and universities can appear overwhelming to high school seniors 
as they try to decide to embark on the journey in higher education. Similarly, parents want to 
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make sure the institution where they send a child possesses a reputation of a program that 
provides training in the skills needed to succeed after graduation. Materials posted on the 
web pages are usually the starting point in an institutional search. Each institution should 
have a mission statement about the goals and what skills are developed by students. Velcoff 
and Ferrari (2006), in a survey of senior administrators, find that faculty are engaged in 
mission-driven activities, but those may not reflect the identity of the university. 

Minimally, the departmental mission statement should not be inconsistent with the 
university’s mission statement. Most departments display mission statements specifying 
exactly the goals for students at a more refined level. Moreover, the clarity of meaning of 
mission statements is debatable. For departments of communication the goals typically 
involve some training in communication skills, critical thinking, and approach to 
understanding (methodology) the process of communication. The distinctions are often over 
the degree of emphasis on methods, critical thinking, and communication skills, but few 
departments would not involve some combination of these elements.  

The question is how such a departmental mission fits into the university’s mission 
statement. Usually, university mission statements discuss students’ training for life beyond 
the campus. Increasing communication skills and improving critical thinking provides a 
powerful platform for participation by the matriculating student in the world outside of 
campus. Many institutions with a religious or evangelical focus should find communication 
skills important for  creating the ability to “testify” on behalf of the faith. In some respects, 
private religious institutions may find the training in persuasion and argument offered by 
communication departments consistent with the university mission.  

 
Research Question One: What level of consistency exists between university and 

departmental mission statements? 
 

Assessment Plans 
 

The format and purpose of the assessment plan should be related to the mission 
statements of the university and department. At a molar level, assessments should target the 
ability to evaluate whether the department fulfills the mission set forth. Assessment 
evaluations of programs therefore provide valuable tools for incoming students, their 
parents, and current students about the state and quality of undergraduate programs. Kreber 
and Mhina (2005), in reviewing Canadian Universities, point out that a demonstration of the 
commitment to the mission statement becomes the issue of evaluating the achievement of 
those goals. 

Assessing education provides some form of quality assurance. The university mission 
statement offers a goal sought by the institution and a promise made to students about the 
goals of the process. Assessment in many respects provides the report card of the degree to 
which the institution fulfills that mission. If a department of communication states as a goal 
a mission of improving the critical thinking ability of a student, what evidence can the 
department offer in support of achieving that goal? How does the department document 
achievement of the goal by graduating students? There exists a variety of conceptualizations 
of what is meant by critical thinking (Brookfield, 2002) as well as a number of means of 
making such an assessment (Allen, Berkowitz, & Louden, 1999). Articulating and choosing a 
means of measuring and evaluating the educational outcomes operates at the heart of 
educational assessment. 
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Assessment of degree outcomes is not the same as assessment of faculty, often done 
on the basis of research by the faculty (Allen, et al., 2013, Allen, Maier, & Grimes, 2012; 
Altanopoulou, Dontsidou, & Tselios, 2012). The typical assumption in graduate education 
that exceptional research faculty create top-tier doctoral programs may or may not hold for 
undergraduate institutions. Faculty with stronger research records are significantly associated 
with higher teaching evaluations, according to one meta-analysis (Allen, 1996), but the 
question of faculty responsibilities involves a fundamental identification of objectives sought 
by the institution and program. 

Assessment involves the articulation of objective and demonstrable means of 
evaluation. If a goal cannot be measured in any meaningful manner, then the department 
faces the difficulty of finding a means to measure improvement or achievement of that goal. 
A goal that cannot be assessed implies the inability to provide any evidence that the goal is 
ever met. For example, arguing that no assessment exists to measure critical thinking means 
the inability to generate evidence in support of achieving the goal. 

 
Assessment Evaluation 

 
 An assessment plan should involve the collection and evaluation of a set of 
information designed to determine the degree of achievement of a goal. Many institutions 
have developed documents to guide programs in the establishment of student learning 
outcomes and the means to assess those outcomes (University of Central Florida, 2008).  
Moreover, these assessment plans need to be made easily available for individuals to utilize 
them. The transparency in the process should provide a means for proof such that any 
person can examine how well the institution meets the objectives sought. 
 The information and evaluations generated should be used as a basis for discussion 
and reaction by the unit (department). The goal should be a type of self-evaluation or study 
that provides the ability for the unit to generate possibilities of action for future 
improvement. The evaluation report provides a documented history of how the unit is 
focused on educational improvement and takes the input of students seriously. 
 The report should explore the problems, limitations, or failures as well as celebrate 
and recognize the success of the unit. Evaluations can indicate success of the unit in 
achieving goals. A good assessment evaluation will refer back to the mission statements and 
indicate how successful evaluation of the program advances the goals of the university and 
the department. 
 
 Research Question Two: How evident is the connection between mission and 
assessment plan? 
 
 The challenge of transparency becomes one measured in degrees and levels of 
reporting of information. The least transparent would be the recognition of an in place 
process but with no details provided about the method or outcome of assessment 
evaluation. The requirement for transparency varies from no requirement/expectation at a 
private college to complete disclosure of all materials that may be required by sunshine laws 
for state supported institutions. 
 
 Research Question Three: How transparent or available are the measurement and 
process of assessment and evaluation? 
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Methods 
 
Selection of Programs for Review 
 

The website for the National Communication Association (NCA) was selected as the 
source of communication programs for this analysis. One hundred programs, selected at 
random, were included in this analysis. The goal was to include a variety of institutions 
across the country with varied and diverse missions, faculty, funding, and goals. This choice 
should provide a strong and holistic sense of the communication discipline. The choice of 
the NCA site was to include departments that had faculty self-selecting an affiliation with 
communication as a discipline and chose to be members of an identifiable organization (See 
National Communication Association URL listing for membership directory). The selection 
should provide for no ambiguity about whether the faculty in the department describe the 
department (despite the label used) as one fitting within the broad designation of 
communication. 
 
Materials Gathered for the Review 
 
 The web pages for each university were examined for a mission statement (all 
universities and departments had web pages accessible to the public). Such mission 
statements are easily located with titles including “mission” or “goals” for the institution. 
Often there exists a “kernel” statement or set of sentences followed by a longer articulation 
of how those are manifested or the anticipated enactment by the institution. 
 The web pages were examined for a mission statement of communication 
departments. The inclusion of departments is always a bit challenging since alternative titles 
or combinations for titles exist (Speech Communication, Journalism and Communication, 
Speech Communication and Theatre, etc.). Identification of the particular department was 
based on the NCA member’s statement of departmental affiliation and provided a great deal 
of ability to identify which specific program should be included. 
 Assessment plans and evaluations were sought on the respective departmental web 
page. If one was not available, an electronic message was sent to the chair of the department 
requesting a copy or directions to the plan. In the case of no reply, one follow-up message 
was sent making the request for information. After two such requests with no information 
provided, the information was considered unavailable.  
 
Analysis of Materials 
 
 Analysis of the materials involved examining the themes evident in the overall 
university mission statement and the connection to elements of the departmental mission 
statements. Conceptually, a university mission statement would be an overall statement 
about the goals or responsibilities set forth by the institution. A department should 
contribute to the achievement of at least some of those goals. The connection between a 
university mission and departmental mission statement should reflect some common 
vocabulary or sense of targets and outcomes. The key is that some sense of shared 
responsibility for the university mission statement should be evident in the departmental 
mission statement. A departmental mission statement may not adopt every goal because the 
focus of the department may not be able to embrace all aspects of the university mission. At 
the same time, the department, as part of the larger institution, should be identified by the 
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contribution made towards the overall mission of the university as identified by the specific 
goals established by the unit.   
 Each mission statement was read by multiple persons, who discussed the various 
approaches. The themes emerged as elements of the mission statements were grouped into 
categories.  The designation of the categories reflects the broader sense of mission and the 
enactment of self-descriptive vocabulary used by most institutions fitting within the 
assessment rubrics provided by the regional and national accreditation associations. 
 

Results 
 
Description of Available Information 
 

University Mission Statements. A total of 98 of the 100 institutions had 
identifiable university mission statements.  The universities examined all had clearly labeled 
mission statements that were found either on the home page or under the “About Us” tab 
on the university home page.  While all of the missions varied in their wording, the following 
three topics were included in every mission statement: teaching, research, and service. These three 
themes provided values held by the institution used to describe the quality of the program 
because the university at large was focused on integrating all of the areas into the education 
students would receive. Furthermore, mission statements frequently described that focusing 
on these three areas would produce well-rounded graduates that could make a difference in 
the world. In other words, when reading these mission statements, descriptions of the 
excellence of teaching, research applicable to societal issues, and service to the community 
were offered as evidence for how the institution provided a high-quality experience. Another 
theme described by all of the institutions in their mission statements was how the university 
had contributed, or was focused on contributing, to the local community and the state in 
which it was located, and the world by extension. The process of reviewing these mission 
statements revealed  that it seemed important to the universities to emphasize that they were 
accomplishing something besides providing a high-quality educational experience; they were, 
in addition, serving as permanent fixtures in the community and benefiting society. For 
students, the mission statements focused on not just what they would accomplish while 
enrolled, but their continued contributions on a macro level after graduation. 
 Interestingly, many institutions included vision statements along with the mission 
statements. Sometimes, the vision statements were less clear than the missions, focusing 
more on idealized future goals. For example, several of the universities focused on attracting 
a high caliber of students in the future, or as one institution described it, the “best students.” 
The actual focus behind these vision statements seemed to be the value of leadership, and 
expanding leadership of students through a focus on research and producing projects to 
benefit society.  Some institutions had vision statements that were very refined and direct, 
one stating a focus on healthcare for the local community and state, whereas another 
institution focused more broadly on the role of technology to help solve societal problems.  
 The length of the actual mission statements was similar for most institutions, 
approximately one paragraph. Generally, the mission and vision statements were easy to 
follow, but seemed focused on idealistic concerns. At times, the institutions included a listing 
of goals or objectives that would help to fulfill the mission statements. For the most part, the 
goals provided more straightforward and specific language than the mission statement. 
However, one institution included 19 goals that were worded as values that were often very 
vague and difficult to understand. 
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To summarize, university mission statements range from single sentence statements 
of purpose to more detailed lists of specific sets of outcomes. The common features deal 
with the role of the university and reflect the nature of the funding or historical origins. 
Some universities are relatively young (less than 50 years old) and some institutions have 
hundreds of years of history for traditions from which to draw.  For example, DePaul 
University in Chicago has a short, simple statement: 

 
DePaul pursues the preservation, enrichment, and transmission of knowledge and 
culture across a broad scope of academic disciplines. It treasures its deep roots in the 
wisdom nourished in Catholic universities from medieval times. The principal 
distinguishing marks of the university are its Catholic, Vincentian, and urban 
character. (DePaul, 2014) 
 

Prior to this statement is a prelude that talks about what the mission statement embodies 
about DePaul. The short statement is followed by pages of text that distinguish between: (a) 
Central Purposes, (b) Students and Faculty, and then (c) Distinguishing Marks.  The 
statement provides an overall view typical of many private religious institutions that contain 
an explicit statement about the centrality of religious faith. The explicitness and requirements 
of that faith vary from what the institution strives towards to the expectations of what 
behavioral standards faculty and students should ascribe to. DePaul’s statement highlights 
the tension between the need to give a simple view of the goal of the university and the 
pressure to articulate, in a more detailed fashion, the particulars of the institution, because 
some units have a broad mission and others a precise mission.  
 

Departmental Mission Statements. A total of 81 of the 100 departments’ web 
sites displayed identifiable mission statements. No department provided a mission statement 
in the absence of a university mission statement. The mission statements varied, but some 
common themes emerged.  Over fifty percent of the mission statements incorporate career 
preparation, skills development, and references to integrating practice with theory. Some 
departments reflected local manifestations of those themes. The University of Hawaii-
Manoa Communication department’s mission was to “[d]emonstrate global awareness, 
including an awareness of cultures in the Hawaii–Pacific region and issues related to cross–
cultural communication.” 
 There are several unique features among the various communication department 
mission statements. One university adamantly focused on the balance of research and 
teaching, stating, “The department has long avoided choosing between teaching and 
research.” Many of the university mission statements mentioned the importance of research; 
however, this particular university values both teaching and research equally. This same 
department mission statement encourages both social scientific and humanistic approaches. 
The unique feature of this specific department’s mission statement is the aim for balance in 
teaching and research, theoretical approaches, and theory and practice.  

To summarize, not all departments had mission statements on their web pages. An 
email to the chair of the department asking for a mission statement elicited no additional 
mission statements. Two chairs responded that the program was developing a mission 
statement.  The length of departmental mission statements varied, and was more distinctive 
compared to the university mission statements, which tended to be similar in format and 
content across institutions. Several of the communication departments had mission 
statements that were one sentence long; in essence, they were actual statements. Other 
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departments contained mission statements that were a paragraph long, other departments 
had mission statements that were two paragraphs long, and yet other communication 
departments had mission statements that were close to four paragraphs long.  

 
Available Assessment Plans. A total of 18 departments had available assessment 

plans. All assessment plans but one came from departments that had mission statements 
(one department had an assessment plan but no mission statement).  In short, assessment 
plans were a relatively infrequent occurrence but seem to reflect the existence of a mission 
statement. Furthermore, when assessment evaluations for undergraduates were sought on 
the websites of communication departments, none were readily available. The majority of 
departmental chairs of various programs were emailed requesting this information. While 
over 50% of departmental chairs responded to the email requests, their responses varied in 
detail. Several departmental chairs described that undergraduates completed a capstone 
course as a method of evaluation. Further, of those departmental chairs, one gave further 
detail stating, “In the professional sequences, we use mandatory internships, hiring rates, and 
admission to graduate programs as assessment tools” as a way to evaluate undergraduate 
success.  Another departmental chair described that an online survey was used as a method 
of evaluation. One departmental chair responded that only the provost had access to that 
information. Finally, one departmental chair was unwilling to look for the information, 
responding, “Sorry.  Bad time of the semester. Very busy. In fact, too busy to go digging 
through my files looking for this information.” Clearly, direct evaluation plans were 
extremely difficult to obtain. 

 
Available Assessment Evaluations. A total of four complete assessment 

evaluations were made available to this investigation. The evaluations received, in general, 
provided a complete set of information and a score card on the programs. The set of four 
evaluations were generally reflective of mission statements and provided clear data. All 
reports generated a list of issues for future consideration and improvement in the process. 
Basically, the programs were fulfilling the expectations of what could be considered a 
desirable approach to assessment of the educational practices of the institution. Email 
messages sent to departmental chairs did not add any additional assessment evaluation 
documents. Most messages received no reply to either the original message or the second 
request. Some of the responses received were interesting. For example, one chair replied that 
evaluation data were collected by the provost and not shared with the departments. One 
chair responded that at a private college, such information was considered confidential and 
distribution not permitted since personnel issues were involved. 
 At times there seemed to be an attitude of suspicion and concern regarding the 
request for assessment evaluations. The most frequent response was simply not to respond 
and ignore the communication. Even the follow up message did not solicit a response. Only 
in a very few cases (five) did the response indicate that the requested documents simply did 
not exist. Such admissions may be something that many institutions wish not to make. 
 
Research Question One 
 
 The majority of departmental mission statements (64) contained at least one clear 
phrase or theme that provided a direct connection between the university mission and the 
department mission.  For example, several of the religious institutions incorporated Christian 
faith and learning in both the institution and department mission statements.  Another 
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private institution emphasized the integration of theory and practice evident in both mission 
statements. The indication of consistency provides considerable evidence of how 
departments fit within the context of the overall university mission.  

The remaining institutions (17) had department mission statements that seemed 
disconnected from institutional mission statements.  All the departments existed as part of a 
state supported public university system.  One institution’s mission statement focused on 
putting theory into practice, while the department’s mission statement focused on critical 
thinking, writing, speaking, and cultural influence.  Another institution’s mission emphasized 
excellence in research, teaching, creative work, service, lifelong learning and global society.  
The department’s mission statement, in contrast, emphasized understanding communication 
in various contexts and the development of personal and professional skills.  Another 
institution’s mission statement incorporated student-centered learning and innovation, while 
the department’s mission statement incorporated cultural awareness, civic-mindedness and 
leadership preparation.  While some connections could be inferred in most of the examples, 
the alignment of the two missions was not always clear. Part of the coordination would 
simply require some shared vocabulary or way of maintaining a sense of consistency between 
the two articulated visions. Put another way, the connection between the institutional and 
departmental mission statement was not obvious. 

 
Research Question Two 
 

Many departments set out a system of learning outcomes for the major. A set of 
learning outcomes or goals is not the same as a plan to assess the ability of students to 
achieve those goals. The focus becomes assessment for the classroom (Angelo & Cross, 
1992) rather than the entire degree program. For example, stating that a learning outcome 
sought is “effective public presentational skills” identifies a desirable outcome. Departments 
that failed to specify a means of assessing the degree to which students met that goal were 
evaluated as as lacking an assessment plan. The reliance on the student passing a capstone 
course provides evidence of success in a course but fails to articulate which specific goals 
were achieved and to what degree.  

The question of whether or not the assessment plans reflected an ability to evaluate 
the fulfillment of a mission statement was largely unclear and uncertain for most programs. 
The problem of the lack of details makes the connection unclear in most instances. With 
only four complete evaluations available (and three of them essentially confidential), the 
correspondence becomes difficult to assess meaningfully. 

 
Research Question Three 
 

Although little departmental assessment information was available, approximately 
50% of the institutions did have student-learning outcomes available on departmental 
websites.  In some cases, these learning outcomes helped to clarify a connection between 
university and department missions.  For example, one institution’s communication 
department had no reference to global society as emphasized in the university’s mission 
statement, but globalization was incorporated into one of the department’s learning 
outcomes for the undergraduate major.  However, these learning outcomes did not provide 
any indication of how departments or institutions assessed students’ ability to meet them. 
The indication implied the existence of a learning outcome but there were no means 
provided to determine how successful the department’s effort were in meeting those goals. 
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Interestingly, two universities that made the assessment plans public shared similar 
format and structure. Both universities provided a detailed summary of each concentration, 
including the required credits as well as the type of classes needed to declare a major or 
minor in that particular communication division. One university provided the goals and 
outcomes of the programs. These goals consisted of “understanding the discipline, creative 
and critical thinking, performance skills, and personal and professional identity.” Each of the 
goals was accompanied by related outcomes, detailing what specific tasks must be completed 
to reach the goal. The two universities that provided the plans sent a dense amount of 
information concerning the school’s assessment plan for both graduate and undergraduate 
students. Both university representatives asked that the details of the information be kept 
private and be used only for this investigation. While both plans were detailed and clear, the 
transparency for the process was lacking. The implication of the position becomes that the 
department conducts assessment but the results are internally held and not shared with the 
larger community.  
 Finally, only one of the universities provided an assessment that specified how the 
assessment and goals related to the university and department’s mission statement. This 
university provided a detailed analysis of how its assessment matched the components of the 
department’s mission statement.  Within this document, the department “underlined 
parenthetical numbers and added to the mission statement to cross-reference the matching 
assessment objectives.” This was the only university that connected the mission statement of 
the department to the goals and assessment. The other universities used general wording that 
did not specify whether or not it pertained to the mission statement of the department or 
university at large. Lack of transparency may indicate that many departments use assessment 
plans not linked directly to program mission statements.  

Email messages sent to chairs to request mission statements received no additional 
documents. In one case the request, by a graduate student, was referred back to a faculty 
member to verify that this request was legitimate and not some subterfuge. What happened 
is that the commitment to transparency of the process was lacking in various ways. While the 
process may be ongoing, valuable information and commitment by the institutions to an 
open and documented process was less forthcoming. In three of the cases the response to 
the request asked the authors not to share the particulars of the information since the 
reports were considered internal and not for public distribution. The only institution that 
provided a complete and public set of documents was Illinois State University. In some 
respects, the full set of documents represents a “best practice.” The entire set of documents 
provided a link to mission statements, clearly articulated assessment criteria, and then a full 
set of information about the process.  

The overall conclusion was that limited transparency exists. The limits seem to 
involve both institutional expectations for privacy and proprietary information as well as lack 
of specificity. While the process of the evaluation may be kept private, most of the 
institutions keep the results of the evaluation private as well. The statement that various 
outcomes are assessed provides a statement about evaluation but no indication of whether 
the evaluations took place or what the outcome of the evaluation indicated. The challenge 
becomes difficult in establishing what constitutes the minimal informational requirements 
for “transparency.”  

 
Discussion 
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Universities seem to share much in common when providing a mission statement; 
the various statements, not surprisingly, contain similar themes. Many institutions add to the 
mission statement the articulation of a vision statement, found in more than half of the 
universities examined. The vision statement may serve as a source of refinement, or a more 
tailored articulation that provides an opportunity to describe the ideology and overarching 
goal of the institution. The net result becomes a much longer and more detailed set of 
statements that can run for several pages. 

Most communication departments made reference to the university goals. The 
connection of the university to a departmental mission provides a framework for 
understanding how the program operates to contribute to at least part of the university’s 
mission. Most of the departmental mission statements (64 out of 81) seemed to integrate 
well with the university mission. The departmental mission statements operating without a 
clear connection to university mission did not work in contrast or inconsistently with the 
university but simply fail to articulate a clear connection. 

The current investigation indicates that undergraduate communication programs lack 
a clear, publicly available evaluation of the success of the undergraduate program assessment. 
The lack of available assessment information makes it impossible to evaluate the 
effectiveness of communication departments in meeting the departmental and institutional 
missions. A number of reasons would explain the lack of availability of the information. One 
option, of course, is that no departmental assessment plan exists.  Lack of availability, 
however, should not be taken as lack of existence. Another is that institutions do not wish to 
make this information publicly available if not explicitly required to do so (which could be 
particularly true of private institutions not subject to the same open records laws as public 
institutions). However, if assessment plans and evaluations exist, no evidence of the success 
of the program becomes displayed on the departmental web page. One would expect that 
assessments providing evidence of success would become a central part of the display for the 
department. 

The information found from the university and department mission statements to 
the assessment plans is of great importance when explaining outcomes, but, nonetheless, 
does not actually prove that students graduate with the skills or knowledge promised. A 
likely explanation for this lack of assessment information in many of these cases is that 
assessment is simply not a priority at the department level. Limited resources make effective 
evaluation difficult to perform. Assessment may represent a priority at the institutional level, 
particularly with regard to maintaining accreditation, but faculty members are seldom 
incentivized to take it on. The failure to provide resources or rewards indicates something 
that becomes a burden for faculty with few advantages for participation. Moreover, 
assessment is merely something added to the faculty’s existing responsibilities of teaching, 
research, and service.  The latter is becoming particularly problematic in the current higher 
education climate:  with universities relying increasingly more on part-time adjunct faculty to 
cover teaching responsibilities, the shrinking numbers of tenure-track faculty that remain are 
spread thinner than ever trying to cover committee work and other department and 
university service obligations (not to mention, in some cases, needing to provide some 
supervision of the adjuncts in order to maintain consistency in the curriculum). With all of 
these other demands placed on time, why would faculty members put much effort into the 
added task of assessment if no incentive exists and no penalty is exacted for not completing 
this arduous task?  If assessment is truly to become an institutional and departmental 
priority, universities must find ways to make the process feasible, worthwhile, and necessary 
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for faculty members to address.  Only when faculty and administrators work together can 
missions, goals, and assessment of outcomes truly become effective. 
 Palomba (1997), in providing an overview of the successful implementation of an 
assessment program in the 1990s at Ball State University, points out that to have assessment 
taken seriously, resources and support must come from the central administration. The 
requirement of leadership from the university and college is essential for successful 
assessment. Leadership must be more than the setting of requirements for the process to 
occur; rather, leadership requires commitment of resources involving support, release time, 
and clerical and administrative personnel to assist in this process. The lack of public 
documentation and access may simply reflect a lack of institutional resources devoted to this 
process. 

Another challenge is that accreditation reviews take place typically about ten years 
apart. The window means a review takes place with recommendations and promises 
examined ten years later. The problem is that very likely all major administrators will be 
replaced, not once, but typically twice, before the next review. The lack of continuity in 
administrative leadership means that any promises, procedures, or outcomes planned in one 
review may not be sustained by the time the administrators have completely changed over at 
least twice. 

The lifecycle of many evaluation changes is a two-year planning cycle and then a 
four- year cycle for an incoming class to graduate with the new standards.  Essentially, once 
a decision is made to initiate some change, the process probably takes about six years before 
the first class is available for full assessment. If one wants five years of assessment 
evaluations, the full cycle would take more than a decade before meaningful data exist for a 
full evaluation of the process.  

One caveat to the results involves the limitations of size in terms of some 
departments. Some departments may have one or two faculty that are full time, teaching four 
classes a semester as well as managing many part-time adjunct faculty. Essentially, the person 
is a full time instructor with additional administrative duties. The expectation that the one or 
two person program can then plan and conduct assessment is probably unrealistic. Putting 
on paper the requirement of assessment within the institution without fundamental 
commitment to fund the process creates an unfunded mandate with little hope of goal 
achievement sought by the process. In other words, administrators might create service 
incentives that motivate faculty to engage actively in departmental assessment. Assessment is 
an ongoing process of evaluation and adaptation to improve the system, but without the 
resources necessary to implement the process, many of these efforts will not occur or will be 
minimally sufficient to “cover” the requirement without fulfilling the goal or the outcome 
sought by the process. 

The National Communication Association has an important role to play in the 
process of assessment. Providing examples of plans and evaluations tools, as well as offering 
on site workshops (at a reasonable fee) would improve assessment. The NCA website 
(National Communication Association, 2015) offers a number of options and assistance for 
assessment resources, including reports, standards for review, and a plethora of publications 
to assist departmental faculty. The question of how well utilized or available the existing 
resources are remains an open question. The issue is not assessment of General Educational 
Requirements, but rather at the programmatic level, as well as working with the means of 
establishing assessment plans for individual institutions.  In the absence of accreditation 
standards, the flexibility of programs to set standards and the means to evaluate those 
standards remains locally empowered but also disconnected from direct association with an 
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established set of disciplinary norms or expectations. One idea would be to provide some 
best practices examples, where members of the association have examined and evaluated 
programs that could be used as exemplars for others to consider. The Commission on 
English Language Program’s web page provides both accreditation standards and examples 
of best practices in English Writing (CEA, 2015) 

Given that the cycle of the review process is more than twice as long as the typical 
lifecycle of administrators, the challenge to maintain commitment and sustainability of any 
process requiring resources appears great.  Finally, our research suggests that the majority of 
departments have developed mission statements that align with their respective universities. 
However, assessment plans and evaluations for communication departments are difficult to 
find. Departments need to develop assessment outcomes and carry out regular evaluations 
so that the primary purposes of assessment (i.e. accountability and improvement in teaching 
and learning) can be achieved. 
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Appendix A 
 
List of Universities Included 
 
Anderson University 
Arizona State University 
Auburn University 
Augustana College 
Azusa Pacific University 
Ball State University 
Barry University 
Bethel College 
Bethune-Cookman University 
Boise State University 
Bradley University 
Bridgewater State University 
Butler University 
Cal State Polytechnic University-Pomona 
California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo 
California State University -Bakersfield 
California State University-Los Angeles 
California State University -San Bernardino 
California State University -Long Beach 
California State University -Northridge 
California State University -San Marcos 
California State University -Stanislaus 
Central Connecticut State University 
Chapman University 
Colorado State University 
Columbus State University 
DePaul University 
DePauw University 
Eastern Connecticut State University 
Eastern Illinois University 
Eckerd College 
Elmhurst College 
Emmanuel College 
Emerson College 
Farmingham State University 
Florida State University 
Florida International University 
Florida Atlantic University 
Fort Hayes State University 
George Washington University 
Georgia Southern University 
Georgia State University 
Governors State University 
Hawaii Pacific University 
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Howard University 
Illinois College 
Illinois State University 
Indiana University, East 
Indiana University -Purdue University, Fort Wayne 
Indiana University ,Bloomington 
Indiana University -Purdue University, Indianapolis 
Indiana University, South Bend 
Iowa State University 
Kansas State University 
Kennesaw State University 
Lake Forest College 
Lasell College 
Louisiana State University 
McNeese State University 
Monmouth College 
Montana State University 
Morehead State University 
NorthEastern Illinois University 
Northern Illinois University 
Northern Kentucky University 
Northwestern University 
Pittsburg State University 
Purdue University 
Regis University 
Saint Leo University 
Saint Mary’s College 
Saint Xavier University 
San Diego State University 
San Francisco State University 
San Jose State University 
Santa Clara University 
Shorter University 
Simmons College 
SouthEastern Louisiana University 
Southern Connecticut State University 
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale 
Spalding University 
State University of New York-New Paltz 
University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa 
University of Alabama, Huntsville 
University of Alaska, Anchorage 
University of Alaska, Fairbanks 
University of Arizona 
University of Central Arkansas 
University of Colorado, Colorado Springs 
University of Colorado, Boulder 
University of Delaware 
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University of Denver 
University of Connecticut, Storrs 
University of Georgia 
University of Hawaii, Manoa 
University of Iowa 
University of Illinois, Chicago 
University of Illinois, Urbana 
University of Kansas 
University of Kentucky 
University of Louisiana, Monroe 
University of Louisville 
University of Massachusetts, Boston 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
University of Mississippi 
University of Miami 
University of Northern Iowa 
University of Northern Colorado 
University of San Diego 
University of South Florida 
University of Southern California 
University of Southern Louisiana 
University of the Pacific 
Vanguard University of Southern California 
Washburn University 
W. Kentucky University 
Young Harris College
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Embedding Arête : Core Skills, Department Culture and 
Whole-Student Development 
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In this article the authors summarize how an academic department designed and now 
enacts the “core skills,” a template the unit operationalized to facilitate their goal of whole-
student development. First, the authors present a brief summary of contemporary 
literature—including Rich’s (2008) Megaskills, plus key principles and perspectives (e.g., 
rhetoric, arête, culture, dialectical tension, communicative construction of organization) of 
the communication studies discipline—relevant to the articulation of the core skills  as both 
a heuristic and praxis.  Next, we delineate concerns and critical incidents that inspired unit 
personnel to decide whole-student development was mission-critical.  Then we describe key 
challenges in of cultivating students’ willingness to embrace and align behavior with 
organizational values embedded in the core skills.  We conclude by providing examples of 
the strategies by which department faculty colleagues integrate core skills into pedagogy, and 
celebrate them as a feature of departmental culture. 

 
Keywords: whole-student development, organizational culture, organizational values 

 
Research concerning moral development processes suggests that the college years are 

critical ones for character formation for traditional college students (Mechler & Bourke, 
2011). A fundamental implication, then, that an academician must wrestle with is to choose 
to facilitate student character development, or not. Arguments against facilitating it are 
difficult to find in scholarly literature. Anecdotally, however, educators have been known to 
declare that their job is to facilitate mastery of disciplinary content, period. A professor, so 
goes this line of reasoning, is a subject-matter expert, not a moral guide. 

A constructivist perspective on education, though, affirms that language and 
communication choices constitute the relationships fostered by interaction between and 
among students and faculty members. This focus on language means that the perceptions 
and interpretations instantiating educational encounters are dynamic and negotiated.  Under 
such conditions, character work is difficult to compartmentalize or eliminate.  After all, to 
perceive and interpret is to engage in sensemaking, which can lead to shifts, adjustments and 
alterations of a student’s character (and a professor’s for that matter).  A voluminous 
literature calls upon faculty members to make character development a programmatic 
imperative--yet on many college campuses, the default logic seems to be that if character 
development must be addressed, the student life unit, not academic entities, will or should 
handle it.   

In this article we summarize what we hope will be an encouraging counter-example: 
A case study of how a department of communication studies has married the constructivist 
viewpoint and a specific lexicon -- that of core skills -- to equip faculty members to fulfill the 
teaching imperative of the department while fostering character development in students.  
We begin with a brief review of the contemporary literature that grounded the project of 
developing and operationalizing the core skills heuristic and praxis.  Next, we describe 
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concerns, circumstances and critical incidents that inspired us to take action in support of a 
commitment to whole-student development.  Then we analyze key challenges in integrating 
and implementing our intention -- i.e., in cultivating students’ willingness to embrace and 
align behavior with organizational values embedded in the core skills.  Finally, we will 
summarize our actions in response to the challenges and will provide actionable examples of 
the strategies by which department faculty colleagues integrate core skills into pedagogy, and 
celebrate them as a feature of departmental culture. 

 
Theoretic Grounding of the Core Skills Project 

 
Insights from organizational communication literature informed us in how to 

leverage department culture and curriculum to foster student development.  That literature 
uniformly speaks to the challenges of creating cultures that enhance member satisfaction, 
productivity, and commitment to mission.  For example, Bigliardi, Dormio, Galati, and 
Schiuma (2012) concluded that the more supportive (i.e., collaborate, encouraging, 
relationship-oriented) the culture of an organization in knowledge industries, the higher 
employee commitment. An organizational culture that values cohesiveness, participation, 
flexibility and morale leads to high levels of employee commitment in marketing services 
organizations (Lund, 2003) Similar connections have been articulated by Lovas (2007) for 
mission-driven community-based organizations.  

The majority of our students are members of the Millennial generation.1  Recent 
studies on Millennials show that they bring a unique set of characteristics to the workplace.  
Hershatter and Epstein (2010) assert that “this cohort behaves in ways that are readily 
identifiable, often predictable, and frequently unique to the generation.” (p. 212).   An 
abbreviated list of these characteristics includes digital immersion, high needs for affirmation 
and engagement, low comfort level with criticism and ambiguity and high self-worth (cf. 
Hartman & McCambridge, 2011; Hershatter& Epstein, 2010).  As an academic department, 
we must go beyond merely accepting and adapting to these characteristics, and instead 
support students manifesting them in hallmark goals of whole-student development, such as 
acquiring professional readiness while maturing personally. 

 
Developing Goals in the Face of Contradictions 
 

Keyton (2011) suggests that “an organization is a dynamic system of … members … 
who communicate within and across organizational structures in a purposeful and ordered 
way to achieve” (p. 9) what she calls a “superordinate goal … [which is one] so difficult, 
time-consuming, and complex that it is beyond the capacity of one person” (p. 7) to achieve.  
Taylor (2005) positions language and narrative as constitutive of organization, concluding 
that an organization “is a restless, ongoing search for … the resolution of irresolvable 
contradictions” (p. 216). 

As an organization, an academic department embodies features recognizable as—to 
borrow Keyton’s (2011) and Taylor’s (2005) terms—“time-consuming,” “complex,” and 
“contradictory.” To illustrate: In the current era, department faculty members must register 
more students in their courses, entice more undeclared students to enter the major, participate 
in more community engagement efforts, be more productive as scholars—yet do so with fewer 
resources, fewer incentives, and less meaningful formal recognition.  To such conditions, an 
academic department often responds by casting them as “problems” (Daft & Bradshaw, 
1980);  and then, to “solve” them, either subdivide into competitive units (Blau, 1970, p. 204; 
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see also Cole, 1995) or instead attempt to combine two departments into one hybridized 
unit—with either “solution” itself generating its own “difficulty,” “restlessness” and other 
challenges to “purposefulness and orderliness.”   

Such solutions are merely structural, however.  A department is more than a 
collection of structures; it is also a social system consisting of human communicators.  
Powers and Fernandez (2012) observe that “to flourish, a social system, like a living entity, 
must change constructively in light of the problems it faces” (p. 102). Instead of focusing on 
a problem to solve, then, a useful focus—embracing the constitutive perspective taken by 
Taylor—is managing “dialectical tensions” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Martin, Nakayama, & 
Flores, 1998). Of the four organizational processes that Settoon and Wyld (2004; cf. 
Braxton, 2010) propose as the sources of these tensions in academic departments, one—
“developing departmental goals and benchmarks” (¶ 14)—has particular relevance to this 
essay. 2 

What are or should be the sources for departmental goals?  The university’s strategic 
goals certainly serve as a starting point: unit goals should recognizably coincide with the 
strategic goals of the larger organization (Keyton, 2011; McPherson & Deetz, 2005; Powers 
&Fernandez, 2012).  Daloz, Keen, Keen and Parks (1996) would call the supersystemic goals 
“the commons” that constitutes “the center of a shared world” (p. 2).  But there are other 
useful sources to draw from.   

 
Learning in—and from—the U.S. Marine Corps 
 

Kegan and Lahey (2001) explicitly attach language to leadership: The “premise that 
work settings are language communities brings us to a corollary premise: all leaders are 
leading language communities . . . leaders have no choice in this matter of being language 
leaders, it just goes with the territory” (p. 8).3   How, though, can leaders and their 
constituents convert these insights and aspirations into organizational praxis?4  Several local 
experiences and resources enabled that conversion to occur in our department.   

For over a decade-and-a-half, the authors have had the honor of teaching contract 
courses with the United States Marine Corps (USMC). We teach communication strategies 
and instructional tools to USMC instructors.  Early in our work with the Marines, we learned 
that the Marine Corps declares, “Honor, courage and commitment are the values that guide 
us” (United States Marine Corps, 2013, ¶1). The Marine instructors—typically mid-career 
staff NCOs (i.e., they have supervisor status)—embrace and serve as stewards of the USMC 
culture, in which aspirations and practices largely and intentionally align with those values.  

As one example of praxis informed by values, Marine instructors take language 
seriously:   Easel pads are “turn charts,” not “flip charts,”  to respect men and women of 
Philippine origin, called “Flips” by those wishing to insult them. Such communication 
choices reflect the Marines’ core value of commitment—specifically, commitment to 
considering every member of the Corps a Marine over any other identity a member may 
claim.  Duly inspired by the Marines, the first author, renamed what students typically call a 
“cheat sheet” (1 page of notes students could bring to his final exam) a “course summary 
sheet and reminds students “there is no cheating allowed in COM.” 

The authors admired the USMC intentionality that connected and aligned the 
organizational lexicon, organizational values and ideals, and operations.  The Marines run 
toward the problem of fostering congruence across values, word and deed.   
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Values, Actions and Student Development 
 

Much as the Marines seek “whole-Marine” development, the Department of 
Communication Studies (“COM”) has long valued whole-student development. (See Ng, Su, 
Lai, Chan, Ho, Chan, Leung, Kwan, &  Li, 2016, for a list of factors comprising whole-
student development.)  Yet, we had not run toward the problem of a gap separating we did 
from what we valued.  We had not embraced our role as language leaders (Kegan and Lahey, 
2001) beyond our use of vocabulary from the scholarly discipline we teach.  We did not 
model for our students how values, language and action can inform and uplift one another at 
the department level.  

We did, however, have starting points for moving in the direction of congruence.  
The COM Department mission statement—our “commons,” as Daloz et al. (1996) might 
put it—consisted of a clear organizational purpose: “to provide our majors with an 
undergraduate degree program in which the philosophy, practice, criticism, and study of 
communication are emphasized and balanced.  Specifically, we seek to integrate application 
with theory” (Communication Studies Department, 2016a, ¶1).  In alignment with our 
mission, we had developed four department-level learning outcomes (Department of 
Communication Studies, 2012), pertaining to competence in constructing oral and written 
arguments; conducting secondary and original primary research; and, from a critical 
perspective, analyzing all forms of messages (Communication Studies Department, 2016b). 

One disciplinary principle that also helped us bring values and action into conformity 
was the concept of arête, familiar to us from our study and teaching of classical rhetorical 
theory, and long understood to mean virtue, defined by Aristotle as follows: "A state of 
character concerned with choice, lying in a ... mean between two vices....[The] vices...fall 
short of or exceed what is right in both passions and actions, while virtue both finds and 
chooses that which is immediate" (2016, §6).  The middle ground, then, bounded by 
impulsive enthusiasm and aloof indifference, is occupied by choice that both trades on and 
produces virtue (arête).  Our mission, learning outcomes, and disciplinary knowledge, 
revolved around teaching arête and cultivating it as a basis for decision-making. 

To construct a workable strategy for whole-student development, we integrated the 
arête concept with “mega skills” (Rich, 1988, listed in Appendix A)—key traits exhibited by 
effective learners.  An ad hoc committee of department faculty members drafted a list of 
competencies our students must exercise to not only master subject matter, but develop 
character. After a few months of robust discussion and negotiation, the department faculty 
signed off on Confidence, Intellectual Curiosity, Responsibility, Collaboration, Critical Thinking, 
Problem-Solving, Civility, and Praxis as the core skills we would stand behind.  (See Appendix B 
for a definition of each “Core Skill” and how it is brought into high- and low-stakes tasking 
in our courses.)  

  
Implementation and Integration 

 
 Thorpe and Goldstein (2010) propose that innovation-oriented university leaders 
must focus on four issues: vision, culture, strategy and implementation. The Core skills 
reflected our vision of holistic development of student character.  Initially, however, 
implementation -- incorporating the Core skills into our pedagogy and curriculum -- sputtered 
because we had no strategy for embedding the list in our department culture. We had not yet 
begun “doing ‘being’” (Sacks, 1984). We did not think through how to express our 
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commitment to these values in our day to operation.  We had the what and why, but we did 
not have the how—“the way things really work” (Seidman, 2007, p. 218, emphasis added). 
 
Steps Taken to Implement Whole-Student Development 
 

Just as the Marines routinely invoke honor, courage and commitment, we had to 
speak, write or otherwise invoke and embed the core skills in public discourse within the 
department. Here is a brief summary of some approaches we ultimately took to do that. 

 
Designing and distributing a proprietary student handbook.  The handbook we 

provide our majors contains information about key department policies and procedures, it 
also explicates the Core skills in detail and offers examples of how they manifest in our 
curriculum and assignments. 

 
Featuring the Core skills in the department “gateway” courses.  In the two 

mandatory courses every prospective major must complete, we formally introduce the core 
skills and reinforce them throughout the semester. Gateway instructors include test items 
revolving around the core skills, give “shout-outs” to students who exemplify them, and tell 
cautionary tales about those who do not.  

 
Including Core skills in the unit’s strategic messages. We have a core skills page 

on our department website.  We want all department stakeholders—which may include 
prospective students and their parents—to encounter or access the core skills easily.  Parents 
have reported (e.g., at commencement events and department site visits) being impressed 
that the department has thought through the task of cultivating character by facilitating the 
personal development process suggested by promoting Core skills. 

 
Including the Core skills in department syllabi.  Most department faculty 

members list the core skills in their syllabi, typically specifying which skills are particularly 
relevant to, or ripe for refinement during, that course.   

 
Designing Core Skill objectives into course assignments.  To reinforce the 

centrality of the Core skills in our department and to explain how an assignment contributes 
to a student’s development, faculty members will stipulate in written assignment descriptions 
which core skills are stressed in the assignments. Group assignment guidelines, for example, 
stress how the assignment provides for group members an opportunity to master the cores 
skill of collaboration.  

 
Framing department policies in terms of Core skills.  When possible, COM 

Department policies emphasize an aspirational frame that is made easier with the core skills. 
For example, a policy statement on use of electronic devices during class is framed not in 
terms of punitive consequences for noncompliance, but instead in terms of a call for civility 
and the imperative to accept responsibility for co-creating an environment conducive to 
learning.  

 
Conceptualizing rubrics and feedback in terms of Core skills.  Some instructors 

require students participating in a team project to generate self- and teammate-assessments 
of how effectively intellectual curiosity, problem-solving and other core skills were performed 
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during the project.  Even our internship site mentors who must evaluate interns from our 
department, must assess our students using a feedback rubric that focuses notably on 
performance of core skills.   

 
Responding to student queries by invoking the Core skills. When a student 

contains a question with an obvious, readily accessible (e.g., in the syllabus), or previously-
issued answer, the instructor may reply that critical thinking and problem solving are core skills, 
and that the answer may be found independently.  Students who are unduly informal or 
demanding may be reminded of our commitment to civility. 

 
Highlighting Core skills in weekly bulletins from the chair.  The department 

chair publishes a weekly bulletin consisting of department updates (e.g., recent student and 
faculty accomplishments, upcoming administrative deadlines) and key university events 
relevant to COM.  The chair often closes the bulletin by highlighting one of the core skills. 
For example, the bulletin published before Finals Week may explain how and why confidence 
is a tool for success on an exam.  Another week might feature a link to a news story that 
illustrates the importance of one or more core skills. 

 
Composing letters of recommendation. The core skills have served as a catalyst 

for comments in a letter endorsing or testifying to a student’s strengths as a candidate for a 
position or graduate school.  This not only calls the reader’s attention to the candidate’s 
capabilities, but underscores as well our organizational commitment to holistic development.   

 
Effects of Taking Steps to Develop the Whole Student 

 
The Millennials’ tendency to adhere to relatively consistent behavioral norms has 

enabled us to whether or not student behavior had been informed or influenced by 
instruction in Core skills. Thus we have evidence—informally as well as formally 
accumulated—that introducing and promoting the Core skills have had a salubrious effect 
on COM Dept. students, faculty and unit culture.  Here are some of the tangible results: 

 
A positive framework for rigor.   Howard Gardner (2008) has argued that “those 

who do not have a discipline”—a commitment to constructing a certain identity based on 
the values and behaviors that attend a particular vocation—“as well as a sense of discipline, 
either will be without work or will work for someone who does have a discipline” (p. xx).  
Demonstrating the core skill of praxis, which we define as “doing what theory tells you to 
do,” embodies these meanings of discipline: Our students must discipline themselves to 
bring action into harmony with relevant theory; by learning and using the vocabulary 
distinctive of communication studies, they “discipline” their minds (i.e., they train their 
minds to function effectively in ratiocination and decision-making, as well build a habit of 
mind that involves “thinking like a communication specialist,” and to that extent is 
disciplinary); and ultimately make their contribution to the ongoing project of constructing 
the discipline of communication studies. 

Anchoring pedagogical choices and instructor expectations in the concept and 
language of core skills helps frame rigor more positively.  For example, confidence cannot be 
cultivated without challenge and one’s membership in a discipline cannot exist absent 
encountering and overcoming challenge.  Another example: Instructor remediation of 
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student indolence may be framed as a move to develop the sense of  responsibility that long-
term success demands.   

 
Positioning the difficult as “normal.”  Our students are taught that difficulties, 

disappointments and disagreement provide opportunities to develop core skills—to bring, 
for example, intellectual curiosity to a task that initially seems inapplicable to personal or 
professional goals; or in a group project, to recognize that a “flawed” teammate offers an 
opportunity to refine collaboration skills, much as one must bring to bear in the workforce or 
graduate school.  We have noticed that our students often feel unsettled by ambiguity; yet in 
a world overcome by ambiguity and uncertainty, improving one’s skills in critical thinking and 
problem solving may spell the difference between personal failure (e.g., backing away from  
encounters with the unknown) and success (embracing the challenge of figuring out 
resourceful responses to reduced information or limited experience). 

 
Reinforcing organizational identity.   Core skills discourse provides vocabulary 

and conceptual space for talking about what makes the COM Dept. distinctive among the 
other several dozen departments at our university.  For example, “we” are committed to 
personal and professional growth; “we” do so by harnessing our discipline’s orientation to 
arête; “we” privilege and celebrate a set of Core skills that not only bridges values and action, 
but for students, bridges actions in school to expectations of others who will inhabit out 
students’ postgraduate worlds. In this way, “we” -- students and faculty members -- come to 
see one another as members of one collective. 

 
Recommendations and Conclusion 

 
We propose that from our department’s experience, a communication administrator 

could take away the following lessons: 
 
1. We do not argue for the Core skills as such to be adopted by other 
departments.  We do argue for undertaking the challenging but organizationally 
rewarding process of identifying and expressing organizational values, aligning 
stakeholders behind them, and merging those values and actions in a manner that 
facilitates the congruence we have described.  

 
2. Understand that what is invoked for whole-student development may also 
inform “whole-professor” development.  Similar or identical language could be used 
during coaching conversations with colleagues due to submit reappointment 
portfolios, tenure packages, or post-tenure review materials.  Similarly, a colleague 
concerned about low scores on student course evaluations may be invited to examine 
the manner in which he or she is civil or attempts (or does not) to collaborate with 
students. 

 
A key challenge is actually using whatever is agreed upon.  It is crucial that students 

and faculty members respect and use whatever tool the department favors for bringing 
values and action into alignment.  In our department, the tool is Core skills plus our 
orientation to arête. Our students recognize that inasmuch as our faculty members promote 
mastery of the Core skills, the faculty also takes the Core skills seriously as a focus for their 
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own personal and professional development.  Implementation will be as big of a challenge as 
conceptualization. 

The core skills have refined and enriched much of our department’s pedagogy, 
culture and general operations. Two brief examples show the range of impact.  First, many 
of our students now use the Core skills vocabulary when describing their strengths in cover 
letters or application essays they compose as senior majors.  Second, a visiting professor in 
our department asked students to circle up their desks during a class meeting.  He marveled 
at how, at the end of the hour, in the spirit of responsibility and collaboration, many of the 
twenty or so students, without being asked, worked together as a group to return the desks 
to their original positions for the next class.  He had not seen such student behavior in 30 
years.  We see it frequently.   

The authors’ serendipitous exposure to the USMC training environment 
demonstrated that higher levels of congruence across word, values and deed can be achieved 
than an academic department may typically imagine.  Only if stakeholders have the 
opportunity to converge around a value set will a department become more intentional in 
clarifying and operationalizing values and ideals. The key is to develop a suitable value set 
and instantiate it as a behavioral heuristic for all members -- students and faculty members.  
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Appendix A 

List of MegaSkills (Rich, 1988) 
 
Megaskill Description 
 
Confidence Feeling able to do it 
Motivation Wanting to do it 
Effort Being willing to work hard 
Responsibility Doing what’s right 
Initiative Moving into action 
Perseverance Completing what you start 
Caring Showing concern for others 
Teamwork Working with others 
Common Sense Using good judgment 
Problem Solving Putting what you know and can do into action 
Focus Concentrating with a goal in mind 
 

 



R. K. Olsen & D. E. Weber—85 

Appendix B 

 
[NOTE: This document appears in the COM Department student handbook  

and is addressed to the student reader.] 
 

Core skills List 
 

The Department of Communication Studies offers a diverse array of courses and 
faculty members who specialize in a variety of communication subdisciplines.  In the table 
that follows, we have summarized some capacities -- adapted from Megaskills, by Dorothy 
Rich (1988) -- that we expect you to acquire and develop by:  working with your faculty, not 
against us; participating in course activities; completing course assignments; and reflecting 
privately on course content.   

The concepts and practices on this list reflect the art, craft and science that ground 
our discipline, and our identity as a department.  Other concepts could easily be added this 
list. We consider the ones here to be foundational, however.   

Some of the concepts below are primarily “habits of mind” and focus on thought 
processes.  Others are “habits of action” and focus primarily on behaviors.  Clearly they 
work together: high-quality habits of mind should result in meritorious habits of action; and 
certain actions can help refine habits of mind.  Finally, remember that living by these 
concepts should be framed by a strong awareness of the ethical dimensions, ideals and 
obligations that attend whatever you are thinking, valuing, and doing. 

 
Core Skill Definition How it’s cultivated in COM Dept. courses 
 
Confidence 

 
Feeling able to do 
what you set out to 
do, mentally, 
emotionally, and 
physically 
 

 
Performance and writing assignments 
throughout the curriculum can instill 
confidence in your ability to speak and 
write well under pressure.  Making solid 
contributions in class discussion will as 
well. 
 

Intellectual 
Curiosity 

Valuing and 
participating in 
experiences that 
comprise “the life  of 
the mind” 

During class meetings, asking questions 
demonstrating higher-order cognition.  
Connecting concepts, themes and 
behaviors between or across courses. 
Completing extra work of an academic or 
scholarly nature; participating in 
extracurricular opportunities, offered by 
the university that are academic or 
scholarly in nature (e.g., attendance at 
lecture series or challenging artistic 
performance). 
 

Responsibility Taking control of  
the processes 

Consistently meeting due dates and 
adhering to assignment guidelines.  
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necessary to achieve 
what you set out to 
accomplish.  This 
involves the 
coordination of 
motivation, initiative, 
and perseverance 
 

Showing up for your advising 
appointments and office visits on time and 
thoroughly prepared.  Choosing to exceed 
expectations assignments, and to seek peer 
feedback and, in turn, provide honest 
feedback to your peers, even when not 
required by assignment tasking to do so. 

Collaboration Working effectively 
with others to 
accomplish a high- 
quality outcome of a 
completed task, 
service, product or 
performance. 
 

Panel presentations, video projects and 
many other COM assignments will require 
and foster collaboration.  It is important to 
explicitly work on becoming an effective 
team member, and complete group tasks at 
hand.  Both process and product are 
important concerns. 
 

 
Critical Thinking Using sound 

reasoning, criteria, 
theories and 
definitions to explore 
specific questions or 
issues of concern. 
 

Debates, class discussions and 
performance analyses, as well as essays that 
ask for arguments help to acquire and 
develop critical thinking skills. 

Problem-Solving Coordinating all that 
you know and can do 
to bring about 
satisfactory 
outcomes. 
 

Research and D.I.S. projects, internships, 
extracurricular opportunities within the 
department (not to mention the university 
as a whole) enable you to demonstrate and 
refine problem solving abilities. 

Civility Showing regard for 
the dignity of other 
people and the 
importance of social 
expectations. 

Respectful involvement (active listening 
and meaningful contribution) in class 
discussion and performances.  Respecting 
your teammates by “pulling your own 
weight.”  Being honest but tactful in peer 
feedback, interaction with faculty and 
other communication exchanges. 
 

Praxis With self-awareness 
and skill, being able 
to do what the theory 
or concept tells you 
to do. 

Making clear, insightful and recognizable 
connections in assignments that 
demonstrate your ability to incorporate 
course content into your own thinking, 
performance choices, and habits.  This 
Core Skill speaks to your ability to put 
course vocabulary into practice. 
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Footnotes 
 
 1 Millennials, of course, is the popular name for members of the cohort born 1982 
through 2004—i.e., the Millennial generation.  See Elam, Stratton, and Gibson (2007); and 
Howe and Strauss (2000) for further details about the Millennial character and mindset.  
 2 Many great philosophers or theorists within or close to the field of communication 
studies have articulated aspirational ideals -- Jurgen Habermas’s ideal speech situation, Walter 
Fisher’s universal audience, John Rawls’s veil of ignorance -- without necessarily prescribing an 
apposite  praxis.  Organizations and leaders do not fail by falling short of accomplishing the 
ideal.  Rather, by moving our organizing and leading toward that end, we discover new 
practices to enact; old ones to refine or jettison; and grace to seek when we fall short in any 
such attempt.   
 3 The other three departmental processes (Communication Studies Department, 
2016a) are: (a) developing a unit mission that has  “[emphasizes] quality teaching, research, 
and service” (¶5), expressed in a mission statement “ranking them in importance” (¶5); (b) 
managing the unit’s resources “to ensure that they are sufficient to both achieve mission and 
program objectives and…continuous improvement” (¶19); and (c) assessing unit success in 
“achieving … present goals” (¶20) so that the department may “identify its strengths, areas 
for improvement, and the resources needed for continuous improvement” (¶20). 
 4 Writing from a Judeo-Christian perspective, communication scholar Quentin Shultze 
(2000) offers the term “symbolic stewardship” in response to his belief that “God gives us 
communication so that we can actively cocreate our culture, our whole way of life” (p. 19).   
We serve, in other words, as stewards of the human capacity to create and use symbols. 
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Difficult conversations and controversial topics are common in the basic communication 
classroom, raising difficult challenges for course directors, instructors, and students. In 
response to this problem, many in higher education promote the development of “safe 
spaces.” Drawing from Eicher-Catt’s work on civility, this essay suggests shifting the focus 
from safe spaces to the development and maintenance of what Eicher-Catt calls 
communicative spaces. The notion of communicative spaces, when extended into the 
classroom, reorients our understanding of classroom civility and suggests practices for course 
directors, instructors, and students that affirm the dignity of students by attending not to 
their emotional needs but to the project of learning. 
 
Introductory communication courses reflect the complexity of contemporary higher 

education. As incoming college students report a greater interest and willingness to engage in 
political activism (Green, 2016), they and their instructors enter the classroom increasingly 
primed to protect and promote a variety of goods based on their unique cultural, ethnic, 
political, and religious standpoints (Arnett, Fritz, & Bell, 2009). But as MacIntyre (1981) 
observes, these positions are often incommensurable, in that they reflect fundamentally 
different premises and assumptions that can make common ground difficult to find. Within 
this learning context, conflicts and disagreements can readily arise: A student may give a 
speech that garners an unexpectedly hostile response, an instructor’s question may be taken 
the wrong way, or a seemingly uncontroversial discussion topic may erupt into open 
controversy, hurtful words, and bruised emotions.  

Conflict and civility in the classroom are fundamental to the administration of 
communication education and have been discussed frequently in the literature (Chory-Assad 
& Paulsel, 2004; Hafen 2009; Langford, 2006; McMillan & Harriger, 2002; Miller, Katt, & 
Sico, 2014; Salazar, 2015). Within the current context of higher education, however, the 
focus is increasingly on the creation of safe spaces, an environment where the primary goal is 
to protect and respect the psychological and emotional needs of each individual student, 
especially those who may be traumatized by sexual assault or other forms of violence and 
discrimination (Lukianoff and Haidt, 2015; Brown and Schulten, 2016; Blad, 2015). Yet, 
despite the good intentions behind safe spaces, questions have arisen as to whether the 
efforts to shield students from trauma may do higher education a disservice. Mutually 
shielded from discomfort, students may never learn how to listen or respond constructively 
to those with whom they disagree, while instructors lose opportunities to help students think 
through the complex issues that they will continue to face (Hafen, 2009).  
 In this essay, we look toward Deborah Eicher-Catt’s (2013) work on civility to 
propose a different approach to acknowledging and engaging conflict in the classroom, with 
a particular eye toward the basic course, a course where it is likely that a multiplicity of 
standpoints will be present. Eicher-Catt argues that civility involves the maintenance not of 
safe spaces but of communicative spaces in which disagreement can occur without, as she puts it, 
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destroying the “good of the common” (p. 3). We begin with the example of the introductory 
public speaking course to explore the tensions that emerge within basic communication 
courses in light of a current debate in higher education concerning “safe spaces” on 
university campuses. Next, we frame the basic communication classroom as what Eicher-
Catt would call a communicative space maintained through the semiotic labor of authentic 
civility. Finally, we frame a set of practices for course directors, instructors, and students that 
help them to engage in conflict in ways that keep learning at the center. Though conflict is 
unavoidable, ambiguous, and at times impossible to resolve, seeing the classroom as a 
communicative space enables us to see these moments of tension as opening new 
possibilities for the learning environment.  
 

The Basic Communication Course and “Safe Spaces” 
 

In December 2015, Abusua, the Black student union at Oberlin College, issued a list 
of 50 demands to college president Marvin Krislov, trustees, and other senior leaders. The 
list voiced a variety of concerns regarding what the students took to be evidence of systemic 
racism on campus and made several specific demands, including changes to the curriculum, 
increases in students of African, African American and Caribbean descent, the immediate 
promotion of several faculty members, and the immediate firing of others (Urbanik, 2015). 
At the center of the document, however, students emphasized the importance of creating 
safe spaces conducive to their physical, psychological, and emotional well-being. These spaces 
were designed to be exclusive, private areas where students could retreat from the hostilities 
they perceived to be surrounding them in their classes and the college campus as a whole. 

On some levels, the Oberlin students were right in perceiving conflict around them, 
especially in the classroom. In fact, we should never be surprised to encounter conflict 
within basic communication courses, which teach fundamental communication skills and 
theories to undergraduate students as part of a college or university’s core curriculum 
(National Communication Association, 2016). In courses ranging from public speaking to 
introductory interpersonal or intercultural communication, students represent different 
majors, levels of maturity, and abilities, as well as varied cultural, religious, socioeconomic, 
and ethnic backgrounds. The potential for conflict creates an instructional tension: While the 
instructional goal is to encourage students to encounter differences that cause them to 
question and deepen their values and beliefs, instructors must simultaneously ensure that 
these differences of opinion will not “boil over” and harm the overall learning environment.  

Increasingly, scholars, educators, and students, like those at Oberlin, are using the 
metaphor of safe spaces to describe a classroom environment that manages these tensions 
successfully (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2015; Shulevitz, 2015). Rom (1998) characterizes the 
discussion surrounding this term as clustering around four guiding assumptions: “(1) we are 
all isolated, (2) our isolation is both physical and psychic, (3) we can become less isolated by 
expressing our diverse individuality, and (4) students thrive in a classroom in which 
individuality is freely expressed” (p. 398). In safe spaces, the focus of classroom attention 
shifts away from learning and to the physical and psychological needs of individual students, 
with the intent of ensuring that each student feels comfortable and safe and free from any 
stress, harassment, and criticism that can arise. While he sympathizes with these concerns 
and would most certainly condemn classrooms characterized by threats and intimidation, 
Rom worries that the metaphor “also unintentionally provides ammunition for those who 
charge that schools pamper children instead of challenging them” (p. 398). Rom’s point is 
subtle but important: He does not deny the existence, significance, and severity of students’ 
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concerns but rather calls us to think critically as to whether the metaphor of safe spaces is 
helpful in responding to these issues.  

Rom (1998) is not alone in this critique. Writing about a debate on sexual assault that 
took place at Brown University, Shulevitz (2015) discusses efforts by students to create a 
“safe space” for those “who might find comments ‘troubling’ or ‘triggering,’ a place to 
recuperate” (para. 4). She continues:  

 
The room was equipped with cookies, coloring books, bubbles, Play-Doh, calming 
music, pillows, blankets and a video of frolicking puppies, as well as students and 
staff members trained to deal with trauma. Emma Hall, a junior, rape survivor and 
“sexual assault peer educator” who helped set up the room and worked in it during 
the debate, estimates that a couple of dozen people used it. At one point she went to 
the lecture hall—it was packed—but after a while, she had to return to the safe 
space. “I was feeling bombarded by a lot of viewpoints that really go against my 
dearly and closely held beliefs,” Ms. Hall said. (para. 4) 
 

Shulevitz writes with alarm that this trend is increasingly leading collegiate administrators 
and educators to cancel or censor speech and ideas that can present controversy and create 
discomfort. Tracing the roots of safe space activism into both juridic and psychotherapeutic 
discourses, she argues that the discourse used to demand safe spaces can quickly become 
more punitive than responsive, moving into coercion and intimidation for students and 
faculty who are deemed to be insufficiently sensitive to the emerging norms. Making the 
classroom “safe” in this sense ironically might make it “unsafe” for learning. 

Lukianoff and Haidt (2015) observe that the demand for “safety” within the 
classroom emerges from a university culture that has become dominated by what they call 
emotional reasoning, in which the sole guide for decision making and truth comes from one’s 
personal feelings and preferences. Emotional reasoning, they argue, is pernicious  because it 
is both unpredictable and impossible to be proven wrong. MacIntyre (1981) refers to this 
perspective as emotivism, and he cites this perspective as central to the seemingly 
irreconcilable ethical differences that pervade contemporary society. Arnett, McManus, and 
McKendree (2014) carry MacIntyre’s discussion of emotivism into the field of 
communication, arguing that emotivism lends itself to conflict as one’s viewpoint 
overshadows the reality of difference. They make the point that emotivistic appeals, no 
matter how well they are couched in altruistic language, are ultimately an expression of self-
interest. Within a classroom governed by emotional reasoning or emotivism, the good of the 
whole is ignored in the name of students’ personal comfort.  

In this current moment of higher education, the case of Oberlin College is not an 
exception. Rather, we are beginning to see variations of the debate at Oberlin College 
becoming a norm. These calls for “safe spaces” on campuses have become an increasingly 
frequent occurrence that university leaders have started to address the concern preemptively. 
For instance, prior to the start of the fall 2016 semester at the University of Chicago, Jay 
Ellison, dean of undergraduate students, issued a welcome letter to incoming students 
expressing a discontent for “safe spaces,” declaring that the campus would be free from such 
initiatives in the name of free inquiry (Grieve 2016). While we agree with those who 
criticized the dean’s letter as overly simplistic (Strauss, 2016), we do share his concern. This 
essay seeks to find an alternative approach that balances the need to accommodate 
difference while sustaining the equally important good of intellectual inquiry. 
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Communication scholars have explored alternatives to the legal-therapeutic discourse 
of safe classroom spaces. For instance, Lozano-Reich and Cloud (2009) and Novak and 
Bonine (2009) respond to conflict in the classroom via Foss and Griffin’s (1995) construct 
of invitational rhetoric, advising instructional practices oriented toward building relationships 
“rooted in equality, immanent value, and self-determination” (Foss & Griffin, 1995, p. 5). 
Likewise, communication pedagogies focused on preserving democracy (Duffy & Duffy, 
1984; Hafen, 2009; Jarvis and Han, 2010) and civility in the classroom (Gayle, 2004; Han & 
Brazeal, 2015; Miller, Katt, Brown & Sico, 2014; Salazar, 2015) ask students to avoid or 
refrain from topics and approaches that would upset the classroom environment. Yet, the 
question remains as to whether this scholarship offers a response to the concerns raised 
against safe spaces. Though these approaches strive to allow all voices to be heard and to 
help all students feel welcomed, they can just as easily ensure that deeply held differences will 
never be debated or challenged in any substantive way. What is more, while these 
approaches can be motivated out of a desire to serve students, they can just as easily be 
motivated out of a desire to avoid what Hafen (2009) has described as pedagogical discomfort, in 
which instructors steer around uncomfortable topics to avoid the hassle. As Hafen reminds 
us, adopting such an approach, while easy in the short run, is an abdication of our 
pedagogical responsibilities. 

In this essay, we suggest an alternative approach to the classroom tensions that the 
discourse on safe spaces strives to address, one that moves the discussion from the creation 
of safe spaces that facilitate the personal, physical, and psychological safety of students 
toward what Eicher-Catt (2013) calls communicative spaces. The following section will discuss 
Eicher-Catt’s work in light of the challenge of instructional leadership. 

 
From Safe Spaces to Communicative Spaces 

 
In the previous section, we discussed the particular tensions of teaching a basic 

communication course within the contemporary collegiate environment. Within the context 
of such diversity, many instructors and students have emphasized the importance of creating 
and maintaining the classroom as a “safe” space. While this goal is admirable because it 
reflects honest concerns about student welfare, it raises inherent problems. As discussed 
above, “safe spaces” may ironically inhibit opportunities for learning as instructors gloss 
over or suppress divergent points of view in order to ensure that all students feel 
“comfortable.” When what is “safe” is synonymous with what is “comfortable” and 
embedded in therapeutic assumptions, the instructor moves from being an instructional 
leader to become something less: A peacekeeper, a referee, or—as Lukianoff and Haidt 
(2015) argue—a babysitter.  

Is there an alternative to the discourse of safe spaces? Perhaps we can begin to 
answer this question by looking at the response of the president of Oberlin, Marvin Krislov, 
to the list of demands presented by the college’s Black Student Union. While he 
acknowledged the demands and the feelings of frustration that lay behind them, Krislov 
nevertheless sought to refocus the conversation onto Oberlin’s educational mission and, in 
particular, “collaborative engagement” (para. 4) in addressing the concerns raised. In 
addition, he distinguished between the process of college governance and the people 
participating in it. “Many of its demands contravene principles of shared governance,” he 
wrote. “And it contains personal attacks on a number of faculty and staff members who are 
dedicated and valued members of this community” (para. 4). Ultimately, he called upon the 
student activists and the university community “to encourage collaboration and frank 
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conversation” and to “welcome the challenging, difficult, and ultimately transformative work 
to achieve academic, artistic, and musical excellence” taking place on the campus (para. 9). 

In many respects, we argue that Krislov was seeking to move the discussion away 
from the creation of a “safe space” and invite the creation of a “communicative space.” This 
move is also important in thinking about our responses to tensions in diverse classrooms. 
Here, Eicher-Catt’s (2013) recent work on civility is particularly generative. Her contribution 
is important for communication educators because she challenges us to look beyond the 
mere performance of civility—that is, “how” to be civil—to inquire into what civility “is” 
and what that could mean for the practice of communication education.  

Eicher-Catt (2013) argues that civility has traditionally been understood in three 
ways: As a social code that establishes the types of behavior that allow social life to function, as 
a form of public expression that establishes manners and etiquette, and finally as a social issue 
arising from an increasing sense of confusion over the common good. Such traditional 
approaches to civility would see the classroom as a place with clearly defined rules governed 
by a clear set of expectations for both teachers and students. Whenever educators or 
students violate these expectations, the traditional approach appears justified in naming this 
conduct as uncivil and publicly shaming the actors until their misconduct subsides. Yet, 
within our current instructional climate, the boundaries and expectations delineated by these 
traditional approaches to civility seem either absent or inadequate, and we can more clearly 
see the ways in which these standards maintain a sense of privilege that marginalizes some, 
or even many, students for the sake of the “common good.” Such a classroom, while 
nominally civil, is neither safe nor communicative but is instead oppressive, seeking order in 
place of inquiry. 
 Eicher-Catt (2013) suggests that these traditional understandings of civility fail 
because they focus attention on individual actions—and the consequences of those 
actions—instead of the boundaries that enable (or disable) persons to act in the first place. 
Authentic civility, she proposes, is a practice that negotiates the boundaries between the self 
and others, public and private, and intelligible and ineffable. This practice of authentic 
civility, as opposed to the traditional understandings of the term, allows us to engage and act 
alongside persons who can be quite different from us. What is lost in this discussion of the 
traditional modes of civility, she argues, is an awareness of “the good of the common” (p. 3)—
what she describes as the shared communicative space that allows for public life to flourish—
and the semiotic labor required to maintain the boundaries of this space. Semiotic labor is 
inherent to the practice of authentic civility and has clear implications for instructional 
leadership. The following sections frame civility in the classroom in light of these three 
coordinates: (1) the importance of the classroom as a communicative space, (2) the centrality 
of semiotic labor within the classroom, and (3) the importance of modeling authentic civility 
as an instructional practice. 
 
Classroom as Communicative Space 
 
 Eicher-Catt (2013) grounds her discussion of civility in Arendt’s (1998) The Human 
Condition, specifically Arendt’s emphasis on the importance of maintaining clear boundaries 
between public and private life. Eicher-Catt writes that, for Arendt, the existence of such 
boundaries—between public and private selves, between the home and the workplace, 
between the classroom and the political sphere—gives people the freedom to act together in 
public life, while at the same time enabling them to retreat from the unwelcome scrutiny of 
others (p. 5). When the boundaries between our public and private lives are clear and well 
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established, both lives flourish: We can collaborate on common endeavors—co-authoring an 
essay, for instance—without being forced to volunteer what we did over the weekend or 
being forced to listen to details about private lives that we would rather not hear. At the 
same time, distinguishing our private lives from our public actions allows us a place of 
reflection that protects our personal lives from unwanted intrusion. Where these boundaries 
blur—a condition that Arendt describes as the social—our public endeavors become bogged 
down in private matters, and our private lives become subject to a tyranny of forced intimacy 
(Sennett, 1992). 
 Eicher-Catt (2013) argues that forced intimacy is problematic because it demands 
sameness in favor of false consensus. The impulse to embrace sameness is perhaps 
understandable: When confronted with radical difference and profound disagreement, we 
may be tempted to submerge those differences out of a call to protect “the common good” 
or the comfort of the status quo. But this “solution” is inherently oppressive. Even as some 
students and instructors lament the confusion that they experience or the fears that they feel 
when conflict seems to emerge at the slightest provocation, others express an experience of 
liberation that comes from allowing themselves to be heard. In these moments, some would 
like to express their views that, at times, may go against the classroom norms, but cannot 
given the tyranny of conformity. In these cases, the common good for Eicher-Catt becomes 
an agent of tyranny, in which everyone is forced to agree with each other and conform or 
refuse to participate at all.  

In contrast to the false comforts of forced intimacy, Eicher-Catt (2013) frames 
communicative spaces as places where difference can emerge in light of a particular good that a 
group of people has decided to protect and promote (Arnett, Fritz, and Bell, 2009). Within a 
communicative space, the protection and promotion of this “good of the common” is a self-
interested but not an individualistic practice. All have a stake in the particular good being 
protected and promoted because each benefits from it in different ways, but none ever 
asserts ownership or control over it. The good of the common thus becomes a site for 
ongoing public debate and conversation, in which the participants both deepen their 
understanding of the good and open avenues for inquiry that expand the boundaries of the 
communicative space itself. 

We can witness the move toward a communicative space in President Krislov’s 
(2016) response to Oberlin’s Black Student Union. In his response, Krislov situates the 
students’ concerns within the broader mission of the college “to provide our students with a 
broad-based, in-depth education which prepares them to flourish in their chosen fields of 
endeavor, to be engaged citizens, and to meet the challenges of living in our increasingly 
diverse, complex, and interconnected world” (para. 5). We can understand this mission as 
providing the focal point from which the college’s communicative space draws its strength 
and purpose. Moreover, we can see that the students’ demands do not represent a threat to 
this communicative space. In fact, they may actually reflect its strength. Oberlin’s 
communicative space is big enough to allow for expressions of difference to arise. 

When seen as a communicative space, the classroom becomes a place oriented 
toward the particular good of learning, a good from which all of the participants—instructor 
and students alike—benefit but which none of them ever “owns.” In the context of an 
intercultural communication course, for instance, no one “owns” intercultural 
communication—its definition, schools of thought, horizons for application, and so on—
because asserting ownership would end discussion of what it is or could be. Asserting 
ownership—an instructor, for instance, perfunctorily dictating the boundaries or limits of 
the field or a particular group of students declaring a certain set of topics as “offensive” or 
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“unacceptable”—would kill the ongoing conversation that allows the good of learning to 
flourish. Protecting and promoting the communicative space invites persons to challenge, 
disagree, and question in a way that does not attack or demean the private selves of others. 
The protection and promotion of the communicative space as a good for the common 
invites these challenges as welcomed invitations to further the agreed upon good of learning. 

In considering Eicher-Catt’s (2013) notion of communicative spaces, it is important 
to recognize that the communicative space is not static, and its boundaries are not walls. The 
boundaries of communicative space can shift and expand with new ideas and new entrants 
into the conversation. For example, in the classroom, a student may introduce new ideas or 
perspectives that can expand upon the conversation but may lead the class down a 
distracting path. In those instances, the instructor and the student are faced with a choice: 
Do we admit this unexpected comment and explore it, or do we negotiate it out of the 
communicative space by postponing it for later, declaring it as off-topic, or outright rejecting 
it as harmful to the space? Eicher-Catt refers to this process of negotiation as semiotic labor. 

 
Semiotic Labor in the Classroom 
 

For Eicher-Catt (2013), persons engaging in semiotic labor maintain and negotiate 
the boundaries of a particular communicative space to allow the good of the common to be 
protected and promoted. This negotiation is twofold. On the one hand, semiotic labor 
allows ideas—ideas that, at times, may conflict with or run counter to the ideas being 
discussed—to enter the communicative space. On the other hand, semiotic labor prohibits 
ideas that may overrun or damage the discussion occurring within the communicative space. 
Following Arendt’s (1998) understanding of labor as an essential part of the active life, 
Eicher-Catt urges us to see semiotic labor as messy, constant, and absolutely necessary to 
allowing public life to flourish.  

We can see semiotic labor in action in the Oberlin president’s response to the Black 
Student Union on this campus. When he received the list of demands, Krislov (2016) could 
have responded by denying their legitimacy, thereby situating them outside of the 
communicative space of the Oberlin campus, or he could have accepted everything the 
students said as appropriate topics of discussion. However, Krislov responded between 
these two extremes, deciding that some of the students’ demands represented important 
topics of discussion, while placing others outside the scope of consideration. In making 
these decisions—and, more importantly, giving reasons for these decisions—Krislov was 
engaging in the semiotic labor necessary to maintain the college’s communicative space. 

Similarly, semiotic labor in the classroom is simultaneously encouraging and 
disciplining: Instructors encourage students to question and expand ideas while continuously 
preventing students from overrunning the space with their personal preferences or off-topic 
subjects. For instance, it is not uncommon in basic communication courses for students to 
express disdain about a certain topic or assignment. At times, such expressions of disdain 
may be helpful in opening the conversation in new directions. At other times, students’ 
negative reactions may risk overrunning the space by derailing the conversation altogether. 
In these instances, the instructor negotiates the challenge by recognizing the importance of 
students’ comments while keeping them focused on the task at hand. This response reflects 
the essence of semiotic labor. Through this labor, the instructor models authentic civility. 

 
Authentic Civility as Instructional Practice 
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 For Eicher-Catt (2013), the difference between inauthentic and authentic civility 
pivots on the continued protection and promotion of public and private boundaries. She 
explains that inauthentic civility blurs the boundaries necessary for protecting the good of 
the common and manifests what Arendt (1998) sees as the creeping movement of “the 
social” into human life. When we move toward the social, Eicher-Catt writes: 
 

we engage with Others, not for the purpose of establishing real communion or 
communication with another . . . but in various forms of “babble,” reflected in our 
narcissistic tendencies and/or our appeals to our rights to freedom of speech 
regardless of the consequences. (p. 8) 
 

Eicher-Catt argues that in practice, such inauthentic civility can easily become little more 
than a practice of manipulation that benefits the interests of those in power while binding 
those in less privileged positions to the established norms that hold them in place.  

At the same time, however, Eicher-Catt’s (2013) critique of inauthentic civility does 
not ask us to do away with standards of public decency in favor of an anarchy of self-
expression. Rather, she urges us to see civility as a practice of negotiation, in which areas of 
disagreement are acknowledged, understood, and engaged and the boundaries of the 
communicative space in which public life takes place are redefined. For Eicher-Catt (2013), 
authentic civility helps us to learn to live with the gaps that allow the public life of the 
“common” to flourish.  

When looking at the Oberlin case, a response anchored in inauthentic civility would 
cheerfully accept the students’ demands as an act of pure political theater—and then sweep 
them under the rug. But Krislov (2016) does not do this. Instead, he acknowledges the 
deficiencies that the students raise and frames them in light of the college’s mission and 
educational goals. He writes: 

 
Achieving these goals will only be possible if we can marshal our community’s 
intellectual, teaching, and creative skills to tackle the difficult challenges we face on 
our campus and in our nation. Throughout its history, Oberlin has evolved and 
grown stronger through a consensus-driven process that includes dialogue in which 
dissenting voices are heard. That process is central to our educational mission. (para. 
8) 
 

Krislov embraces the challenges and invites the students to engage in a process of 
“collaboration and frank conversation” (para. 9) that he hopes will strengthen, enrich, and 
ultimately expand the communicative space. The test of authentic civility, however, lies in 
whether and how he delivers on these promises. 

The value of authentic civility in the classroom is that it establishes, maintains, and 
broadens the classroom as a communicative space, in which disagreements over course 
content, teaching styles, and academic standards, as well as controversial views, are 
welcomed while protecting and promoting the common good of learning. Authentic civility 
resists emotivism where public decisions are made solely based upon the protection and 
promotion of one’s own emotional well-being. When authentic civility is not practiced, the 
classroom can become a space defined by a tyranny of “niceness,” in which students and 
instructors alike can feel silenced, disrespected, or anonymous. Their participation in the 
classroom becomes static as the practice of learning is driven solely by the meeting of 
objectives and standards imposed by outsiders. The following section offers practices for 
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directors, instructors, and students to embody a new practice of learning defined by 
authentic civility.  

 
Embodying Authentic Civility in the Basic Communication Course 

 
This essay began with a discussion of the increasing emphasis on creating “safe 

spaces” on American college campuses and the influence of this discourse within the basic 
communication course. In response, we proposed replacing the “safe space” discourse with 
an emphasis on the creation and maintenance of what Eicher-Catt (2013) calls communicative 
spaces through the semiotic labor that embodies authentic civility. In this section, we draw 
from Eicher-Catt’s work to discuss how authentic civility can be embodied in the basic 
communication course. As discussed in the previous section, semiotic labor cannot be 
prescribed. Rather, practices that embody semiotic labors allow persons to navigate tensions 
that arise in the university context. Because there is no code, we can offer simply practices 
that engage and embody semiotic labor in the classroom. Here, we describe a basic 
communication course as it would be typically structured at a medium or large college or 
university, in which a director oversees several instructors teaching a diverse body of 
students. Though not every communication department will structure its basic courses in 
this way, these roles of directing, teaching, and learning are endemic to the basic course and 
can take many forms. 

 
Course Director 
 

The course director designs the syllabus and the assignments, observes classes, meets 
regularly with instructors to support them in becoming better teachers, and provides the first 
point of contact for instructors dealing with student concerns or classroom conflicts. At a 
macro level, we can understand the course director as creating and maintaining the 
classroom as a communicative space in several ways. First, through the development of the 
syllabus and assignments, the course director can be seen as drawing the overall boundaries 
of the classroom context. But Eicher-Catt (2013) urges us to recognize that the course 
director does not “own” this space. Where inauthentic civility would focus on giving specific 
demands cloaked under the guise of “friendly advice” or “guidance” that strives to “force” 
or “manage” the instructors under their supervision into a particular pre-designed mold or 
rubric for effective teaching, authentic civility aims to meet instructors where they are and to 
facilitate their professional development. Thus, the semiotic labor of course directors 
negotiates between macro questions of educational leadership and micro questions of 
instructional growth and demands. 

Second, by supporting instructors, the course director both invites teachers of 
varying skill levels to participate in the communicative space of the classroom and empowers 
them to take responsibility for it. Eicher-Catt (2013) reminds us of the importance of gaps 
between and among persons and that these gaps can be managed, but never eliminated. It can 
be tempting, especially with newer instructors, to “overrun the gaps” and try to prescribe 
procedures for handling virtually any conflict or issue that arises within the classroom, but 
doing so avoids the semiotic labor that attends to the particularities of each situation and is 
essential to the practice of authentic civility. Instead of a prescriptive approach, course 
directors following Eicher-Catt’s understanding of civility support instructors by allowing 
them the freedom to negotiate the issues that they encounter, to learn to embody the 
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tensions that these issues bring, and to become stronger teachers through the practice of 
semiotic labor.  

Throughout these tasks, the course directors’ semiotic labor navigates between 
macro level questions of educational leadership (e.g., curriculum standards, content 
objectives, pedagogical principles, etc.) and the concrete particularity of each instructor’s 
individual challenges, strengths, and weaknesses. The purpose—the “product” of this 
labor—is tied to the individual instructor’s growth as a teacher. 

 
Instructor 
 

The instructor exercises instructional leadership within the classroom, explaining the 
syllabus to students, serving as their primary point of contact, and adapting course content 
to the unique needs of the classroom. Where the director designs the assignments, the 
instructor adapts the assignments and content in ways that serves the educational needs and 
limitations of the particular students within the particular classroom. The instructional needs 
of students can vary considerably, depending on their respective majors (e.g., business, 
liberal arts, engineering), their respective academic levels (e.g., freshman, sophomore, junior, 
senior), and their socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, as well as their individual abilities 
and experiences. 

In a way, we can see the instructor as negotiating several boundaries simultaneously: 
The limits established by the course director and syllabus, the boundaries of the content 
being taught, and the boundaries set by students’ interests, abilities, and backgrounds. When 
instructors enter the classroom, then, they are entering a preexisting communicative space 
that requires attentiveness and stewardship. Eicher-Catt (2013) urges us to realize that these 
boundaries are important, but they are not walls. They can and often do shift over the course 
of the semester: Assignments on the syllabus may need to be adjusted, new topics may alter 
the class’s discussion and course content, and students’ abilities and interests can and, 
indeed, should change as the semester progresses. But even as these boundaries can shift, the 
instructor needs to respect their importance. Without these boundaries, the classroom can 
devolve into a purely student-centered experience. The focus of the instructor’s semiotic 
labor, then, is on a three-fold tension that exists among the needs of students, the content 
being taught, and the boundaries of the course, each of which requires appropriate respect 
and consideration. 

The instructor’s semiotic labor is different from pedagogical labor. That is, we are 
arguing that there is something more to classroom leadership than transferring knowledge. If 
the instructor’s pedagogical labor involves enabling students to understand and use the 
content being conveyed, the instructor’s semiotic labor focuses on maintaining the space in 
which those objectives can be met. The introduction of an unfamiliar concept in the 
classroom involves pedagogical labor, but this concept might prompt different reactions and 
shift the classroom discussion in different ways. A course unit focusing on Hitler’s speeches, 
for instance, might generate a debate within the classroom on censorship on campus that 
takes the focus away from the initial instructional objectives. In those moments, the 
instructor needs to decide how far away from those initial objectives the conversation should 
stray and to know how to draw the classroom discussion back if it strays too far. In these 
unplanned moments, when the embodied experience of teaching is “felt,” the instructor is 
engaging in semiotic labor. As suggested above, these tensions are embodied in moments of 
stress or uncertainty, and while it may be tempting for instructors to look for ways to avoid 
these experiences, working through these moments are key to their growth as educators. 
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In these tensions, the instructor has the opportunity to model authentic civility to 
students. Dwelling in good ambiguity (Lanigan, 1988), the instructor mediates between the 
public goods of the classroom and the private interests of students. There are times in which 
the instructor needs to protect the boundaries of the classroom by directing students’ 
attention away from private interests that intrude on the classroom—comments that can 
derail the classroom discussion, interesting conversations that get the course off schedule, 
and so on—and toward the public good of the whole, learning. But there are no set rules for 
this practice. Each moment calls for a different response, and with each response the 
boundaries of the communicative space shift. Authentic civility in this case involves 
negotiating among multiple goods: The students’ learning, the course’s content, and the 
classroom as a communicative space. 

 
Student 
 

Students enter the communicative space of the classroom with a multiplicity of 
assumptions and perspectives. No two classrooms are the same: Each consists of different 
students with different backgrounds; each covers different types of content; and each has a 
unique historicity, occurring within a particular historical moment that changes how students 
approach and understand the content being discussed. Sometimes students come into the 
classroom with their own presuppositions about what the class’s boundaries should be based 
on their own backgrounds, prior experiences, and educational expectations. Other times, the 
instructor sets those boundaries for the students through the syllabus and the instructor’s 
own teaching style. But ultimately, these boundaries are not “set,” but rather emerge over 
time, as the class unfolds and students interact with each other, the instructor, and the 
content. 

Within this emergent space, numerous opportunities for conflict and controversy 
arise. For example, a student might make an unwise remark, or an instructor’s response—
which, to an outside observer, could appear completely legitimate—might be misinterpreted 
or attacked. Eicher-Catt’s (2013) understanding of authentic civility challenges us to see 
these conflicts and tensions as natural occurrences, in which students, too, are engaged in 
semiotic labor in attempts to understand, negotiate, and establish the boundaries of the 
communicative space of the classroom, boundaries that are never clear within a postmodern 
moment. The anxiety, frustration, stress, and anger that students sometimes feel is the fruit 
of this struggle. 

Within this context, students engaging in inauthentic civility might strive to avoid, 
suppress, or even attack expressions of disagreement so that the students around them feel 
safe. In the process, they are attending to the private selves of their classmates. However, 
when students engage in authentic civility, they strive to respond to these tensions in ways 
that do justice to the class around them—that is, the public space that they share together. 
This engagement enables them to differentiate controversial comments from the individual 
people who make them, placing attention, then, on the ideas themselves and the content of 
the course. This differentiation and distanciation allows for a different type of safety, a 
derivative safety that permits students the freedom to think aloud, make mistakes, and learn 
without fearing that they will be summarily rejected from the classroom and their peers.3 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 We use the term derivative following Arnett’s (2013) understanding of the difference between responsive “I” 
and derivative “I.”  
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Even when a particular comment is rejected or line of discussion stopped, students still feel 
that they are part of the space and are willing to participate in the conversation. 

The practice of authentic civility allows students to feel “safe” in the classroom, but 
this sense of safety is a public, not a private, experience. A private, therapeutic sense of 
safety emerges from catering to students’ emotional needs or allowing their individual 
freedom of expression to dominate the classroom at the expense of learning. A public, 
derivative sense of safety emerges from focusing on ideas and content instead of their 
private selves. This sense of public safety keeps the communicative space open in a way that 
nourishes students’ intellectual growth through the protection of good of the common: 
Learning.4 

 
Conclusion 

 
This essay has sought to think differently about how educators and students can 

approach conflict in the basic communication course. While we recognize the growing 
concern over the creation of “safe spaces” on college campuses—Oberlin, for example—we 
also raised concerns regarding how this discourse privileges private comfort at the expense 
of the public good of the classroom, learning. In response, we drew from the work of 
Eicher-Catt (2013) to shift the focus from safe spaces to what she calls communicative 
spaces maintained through the semiotic labor of authentic civility. Looking at tensions in the 
classroom through Eicher-Catt’s work enables us to see civility in the classroom as a 
responsive and responsible practice of acknowledging, negotiating, and (re)defining the 
boundaries that allow learning to flourish. Course directors, instructors, and students all 
share in this labor, tending to a communicative space that nourishes them but that they will 
never “own.” 

Ultimately, Eicher-Catt’s (2013) notion of communicative spaces, when extended 
into the classroom, reorients our understanding of classroom civility in a way that affirms the 
dignity of students by attending not to their emotional needs but to the project of learning. 
By attending to learning, in other words, we attend to students, and conversely, by attending 
to students too closely, we risk losing focus on the fundamental goal of furthering students’ 
intellectual growth. Instead of seeking to avoid or eliminate conflict, authentic civility in the 
classroom actually welcomes conflict. In effect, the practice of authentic civility makes the 
classroom a public site for debate. In issuing this welcome, it awakens educators’ and 
students’ attention to the gaps, disagreements, and misunderstandings that are ever-present 
in a postmodern moment and asks them to acknowledge and learn how to dwell within 
them.  
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Lobbying as a Means for Expanding the Communication Instructional Base: 
A View from the Outside Looking In 

 
Craig Newburger 1 

 
  Jon A. Hess, editor of Communication Education, recently published several essays 

initiating a national conversation urging members of our discipline to become proactively 
engaged with the implementation phase of K-12 Common Core State Standards (CCSS), 
with particular attention focused on the inclusion of oral communication (Hess, Taft, 
Bodary, Beebe & Valenzano III, April 2015, Forum: The Common Core, Communication 
Education, 64 [2], 241-260). Hess wrote, “Oral communication has historically had little place 
in the K-12 curriculum despite its acknowledged centrality in both social and workplace 
contexts. The inclusion of oral communication in the CCSS marks the first time our 
discipline can play a significant role in the curriculum students take prior to college. At the 
same time, prevailing structures will not automatically insert Communication programs into 
this process. Without a proactive effort by scholars in our field while curriculum is being 
created, the oral communication elements of the curriculum will likely be developed by 
personnel from English and other disciplines who are more strongly connected to K-12 
education.” (p. 241).  

Reading the above incited my recalling my 1996 JACA article that focused on the 
other end of the curricular spectrum, postsecondary communication education: SCANS and 
the "Goals 2,000: Educate America Act"--External validation for expanding communication 
instruction requirements across the undergraduate core curriculum (Newburger, 1996, JACA 
1, 70-73). The SCANS article addressed national support for expansion of basic 
communication instruction across the undergraduate core curriculum (general education 
requirements). On March 31, 1994, the “Goals 2000: Educate America Act” was signed into 
law. As part of "Goals 2,000" the National Education Goals Panel was established to review 
and promote voluntarily submitted national content, student performance, and opportunity 
to learn standards (Newburger, 1996).  

Prior to the signing of the law, on July 27, 1993, resolutions of the above panel 
regarding "Assessing the National Goal Relating to Postsecondary Education--Goal Five" 
were adopted.  Goal Five stated, "By the year 2,000 every adult American will be literate and 
will possess the knowledge and skills necessary to compete in a global economy. The 
National Education Goals Panel believes that it is both feasible and desirable to develop a 
national sample-based postsecondary assessment system that will provide regular national 
and comparable state indicators of college graduates’ ability to think critically, communicate 
effectively and solve problems. In assessing students' abilities to think critically, 
communicate effectively and solve problems, the system should be designed to reflect 
students' differing fields of study and occupational areas” (National Education Goals Panel, 
1993). 

During 1991, the United States Department of Labor correspondingly created and 
charged the Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) to examine 
what work requires of schools. The commission identified five competency areas in which 
students must be proficient for competitive entry into the competitive global work 
environment: resources; interpersonal; information; systems; and, technology. A SCANS 
Report for America (1991) detailed that "tomorrow's worker will have to listen and speak 
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well enough to explain schedules and procedures, communicate with customers, work in 
teams, understand customer concerns, describe complex systems and procedures, probe for 
hidden meanings, teach others, and solve problems” (pp. 26-27). 

Some specific communication competencies were further elaborated in the SCANS 
report: "...communicates with clients and customers to satisfy their expectations; 
communicates thoughts, feelings and ideas to justify a position; encourages, persuades, 
convinces or otherwise motivates an individual or groups; works towards an agreement that 
may involve exchanging specific resources or resolving divergent interests; works well with 
women and men with a variety of ethnic, social or educational backgrounds; contributes 
ideas, suggestions and effort to groups" (1991, p. B-1). 

The intent underlying "Goals 2,000" was that by the year 2,000 all American students 
would demonstrate competency in a variety of challenging academic contexts. The National 
Council on Education Standards and Testing (established by Congress) recommended the 
development of education standards that would provide direction for voluntary compliance 
by the states. “Goals 2,000” authorized $400 million during FY94 and such sums through 
1998 for grants to states to develop and implement plans for system wide education reform 
(SPECTRA, October 1994, p. 3). Additional funds were requested to provide support for 
the Department of Labor's National Skill Standards Board. State educational agencies with 
competitive grant proposals would be able to provide local sub-grants (to educational and 
community consortia, individual schools, agencies, etc.) for related activities such as 
professional development, education preservice programs, opportunity-to-learn programs 
(e.g., distance education), etc. (Newburger, 1996). 

About twenty years have passed since the publication of the Scans article. The article 
was only cited three times over that period by authors considering assessment and speaking 
proficiency issues (Dunbar, Brooks, & Kubicka-Miller, 2006; Hobgooda, 2000; Arnett & 
Arneson, 1997). 

No descriptive studies examining a causal relationship between the related charges of 
SCANS and Goals 2000 and an expansion of basic communication instruction across 
undergraduate general education requirements at America’s universities and colleges have 
been published. In fact, no surveys have been published, to date, that describe how many 
universities and colleges require basic communication instruction (whether limited to oral 
communication or otherwise) for all undergraduate students, regardless of major. Data 
regarding such requirements distinguished from communication instruction as a general 
education requirement option, to be chosen from among multiple alternative options, have 
also not been reported. 

At the same time I read the forum published by Hess (2015), I became aware of that 
Rice University requires undergraduates to fulfill a writing and communication requirement 
and has a corresponding Center for Written, Oral and Visual Communication to help 
achieve this end. Originally, the Rice University faculty senate considered the 
recommendations of a working group report on writing and communication in the 
curriculum. See 

 
http://professor.rice.edu/uploadedfiles/professor/faculty_senate/dec8workinggrou
pcommun.pdf  

 
This report advocated that Rice institute a Writing and Communication Program tailored 
specifically to the university’s needs that matched or exceeded those of their peer 
institutions. The working group recommended a process for creating this program that 
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began with consultation with nationally recognized writing and communication experts, 
working with a faculty committee and the goals set forth in the group’s report. 

Ultimately, the Center’s emphasis on writing instruction was so co-mingled with 
communication instruction that the oral communication component appeared muddled in 
the translation. Rice’s 2011 in-house comparison with sixteen peer schools (Faculty Senate 
Working Group Report on Writing and Communication in the Curriculum) acknowledged 
that few of their peer schools included oral, visual or other communication courses in their 
requirements. Ultimately, Rice University underachieved in meeting its goals regarding 
communication instruction and did not overtly include members of our discipline. No 
working group or faculty advisory group members were included from our discipline. See 

 
https://professor.rice.edu/uploadedFiles/Professor/Faculty_Senate/nov28r2.pdf 

 
The 2011 report concluded, “Rice has no writing or communication program that 

serves all or even a majority of our students. Because we require that students take a writing 
course only when they fail our composition exam, the majority of undergraduates at Rice, as 
distinct from their peers at almost every comparable university, are not required to take even 
one writing or communication-intensive course. We believe that, unfortunately, the structure 
of the (non) requirement sends the message, even before matriculation, that writing and 
communication are not central to Rice’s understanding of its educational mission and that 
writing and communication instruction is simply a form of remedial education” (p. 8). 

The Director of Rice University’s current Center for Written, Oral and Visual 
Communication holds a Ph.D. in second language literacy, an M.A. in applied linguistics and 
a B.A. in English Literature. None of the Center’s staff are members of the communication 
discipline and none of the Center’s undergraduate consultants are communication majors. 
See:  
 

https://cwovc.rice.edu/Staff 
 
Although the Rice University example is isolated, it serves as an example of a 

potential missed opportunity for members of our discipline for possible participation in 
communication related curricular development on the postsecondary level. As stated above, 
Hess (2015) expressed his fear regarding curriculum development associated with CCSS: 
“Without a proactive effort by scholars in our field while curriculum is being created, the 
oral communication elements of the curriculum will likely be developed by personnel from 
English and other disciplines who are more strongly connected to K-12 education” (p. 241). 
Steven Beebe (2015) called on communication scholars and educators to respond to CCSS 
by becoming politically active to push state boards of education to adopt endorsements of 
communication (p. 253). 

The Hess (2015) forum raised the issue regarding the need for members of our 
discipline to become engaged proactively in CCSS curriculum development, and Beebe 
(2015) called on communication scholars to become politically involved. Should our 
discipline consider operationalizing such action and political involvement for both CCSS 
curriculum development and for expansion of basic communication instruction across the 
undergraduate core curriculum (general education requirements)? 

One approach could be to use our national, regional and state communication 
associations to participate in developing a public relations campaign and work together to 
form an active coalition for lobbying for increasing communication instruction from K-12 
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CCSS through postsecondary university general education requirements. Such a coalition 
would involve a collaborative, means-oriented arrangement that allows our national, regional 
and state associations to pool resources and combine efforts in order to effect change. 

At the time of the publication of the SCANS article recognition already existed 
among the six regional accrediting associations (Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools, North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, Western Association of 
Schools and Colleges, Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools, Northwest 
Association of Schools and Colleges, New England Association of Schools and Colleges) of 
the importance of communication instruction.  

The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools already stipulated that each 
institution "must demonstrate that its graduates are competent in reading, writing, oral 
communication, fundamental mathematical skills..." (The 1995 Edition of the Criteria for 
Accreditation, Southern Association of Colleges and Schools— Transition Document, p. 
13). The 1994-95 North Central handbook detailed that college-level experiences should 
engender competencies in speaking, listening, critical thinking, problem-solving, decision-
making, and interpersonal skills (see pp. 21, 22). The 1991 Western Association handbook 
stipulated that undergraduate studies ensure competence in oral communication and 
argument (see 4.6.2). Does such support for communication instruction still exist and how 
might active lobbying by members of our discipline either re-engender or capitalize on said 
support? 

The National Communication Association currently “engages in two types of work 
related to public policy. First, communication scholarship informs discussion about public 
issues, and the association sometimes takes corresponding positions on these issues. The 
association has provided funds to communication scholars to form public policy working 
groups that work to translate existing communication research findings into 
recommendations that can inform and impact public policy. Second, NCA advocates for 
public policy that supports the professional efforts of our members.” See  

 
http://www.natcom.org/publicpolicy/ 
 
Considering the imminent and immediate harm resulting from political inaction, 

perhaps the NCA Legislative Assembly should consider calling for and supporting a public 
policy working group charged with making recommendations for how our discipline can 
operationalize/implement a methodology for our discipline’s political involvement for both 
CCSS curriculum development and for expansion of basic communication instruction across 
the postsecondary undergraduate core curriculum (general education requirements). 

Such a working group may include chairs of national and regional basic course and 
instructional development divisions and representatives from our discipline’s state 
associations. The group would focus on making recommendations regarding how our 
discipline can reach out to: the Department of Defense Education Activity (DoDEA), state 
departments of education, local school boards, etc., involved with CCSS development; and, 
the current regional postsecondary accrediting associations and university general education 
requirement committees or related campus entities.  

My fear is that by not formally operationalizing what political action should be taken 
by our discipline to advance communication instruction for both K-12 and postsecondary 
students, we may be just talking among ourselves. Twenty years from now, will we be 
reading an article grounded in related “woulda, shoulda, coulda” issues? 
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may be philosophical, theoretical, methodological, critical, applied, pedagogical, or empirical in nature. 
Materials published are not restricted to any particular setting, approach, or methodology. 
 

Review Process 
JACA uses a blind review process. All manuscripts are initially screened by the editor, who will reject 
any manuscript without review if it is clearly outside the scope of the journal or fails to comply with 
the guidelines. Members of the editorial board review all other manuscripts. The final decision 
concerning publication is made by the editor after examining the recommendations obtained from the 
editorial board members. Authors normally will have an editorial decision within three months. 
 

Submission of Manuscripts 
A copy of the manuscript must be submitted via the Internet in English and must conform to APA 
(6th edition) guidelines. Manuscripts should not exceed 25 double-spaced typed 81⁄2 x 11 inch pages, 
exclusive of tables and references, be in 12 point Times New Roman typeface, and submitted in 
Microsoft Word. Manuscripts must be original and not under review by other publishers. The 
manuscripts should be written in the active voice and employ nonsexist language. 
 

Manuscript Format 
The title page should include the title, author(s), corresponding address, telephone number, and 
Internet address. Because manuscripts are evaluated through a blind (or masked) review process, 
author identification should be on the title page only. Any references that might identify the author 
should be removed from the manuscript. The text of the manuscript (including its title) should begin 
on the next page, with the remaining pages numbered consecutively. Avoid self-identification in the 
text of the manuscript. Notes and references should be typed double-spaced on pages following the 
text of the manuscript. Tables and figures must be numbered, supplied with an identifying title, and 
placed on a separate page at the end of the manuscript. The proper location of each table or figure 
should be indicated after the paragraph in which it is referenced by the line "Insert Table [or Figure]" 
in the manuscript, separated by parallel lines above and below. 
 

Book Reviews 
JACA will publish reviews of books on topics related to communication, administration, and/or 
organizational processes. The reviews should be between 4-5 double-spaced 8 1⁄2 x 11 pages and 
submitted electronically to the editor. 
 

Manuscripts should be submitted via e-mail to the editor, Dr. Janie M. Harden Fritz, at harden@duq.edu.  


