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Report of the Working Group on the Oral Competency Requirement 

to Academic Affairs Council, April 24, 2006
I.  Members of the Working Group

John Arthos, Communication

Gary Baker, Modern Languages

Amanda Gunn, Communication

Matt Kretchmar, Math/Computer Science
Joy Sperling, Art

Wes Walter, liaison to AAC

II.  History of the Divisional Oral Competency Program
Early in the fall of 2003, the general faculty voted in a revised General Education program after more than two years of  debate and deliberation.  The oral communication requirement [hereafter, the “R”] had been one of the key issues in the debates.  Some faculty felt the requirement had outlived its usefulness, and the Communication Department acknowledged that, due to sharply rising enrollment pressures, it could no longer staff the requirement on its own.  After a faculty vote that affirmed the continued inclusion of the requirement in the GE, two proposals were floated for implementation of the requirement as a college responsibility.  The first was to pair oral communication with writing skills training in the F.YS. program.  The second was to make the “R” a divisional responsibility in a way analogous to speaking-across-the-curriculum models at other colleges.  Both had advantages and disadvantages.  Housing the requirement in F.Y.S. would give it an already-established supply of courses and an institutional oversight structure, but it might dilute the teaching of writing in the program and make it more difficult to recruit teachers for F.Y.S. courses.  A divisional model would allow departments and programs to tailor “R” courses more precisely to the oral competency needs of their disciplines, but it would lack an institutional structure for coordination and training.  The Provost (David Anderson) cautioned in the deliberations that the second plan might be a “nightmare” to staff.  By a narrow vote, the general faculty chose the divisional model, and the revised GE package was voted in.

Late in the fall of 2003, the Department of Communication approached the Associate Provost (Keith Boone) about the possibility of hosting the next Fall Faculty Conference on the theme of oral competency, mirroring the previous Fall Faculty Conference on writing given by Jim Davis in August 2003.  The Assistant Provost, who had already envisioned a three-part conference sequence addressed to the writing, oral and quantitative requirement (the three ‘competencies’), welcomed this proposal, and the August 2004 conference was devoted to teaching oral competence.  Over 100 faculty attended the conference, and the workshops included teacher training as well as course approval and implementation planning by the AAC.  

In May of spring of 2005, a group of faculty put on two one-day faculty workshops to train non-Communication faculty interested in teaching “R” courses.  A description of this workshop is attached (Appendices 2 and 3).
From spring 2005 to spring 2006, an ad hoc “working group” of faculty invited by AAC studied the status of the new divisional “R” program to make recommendations for its viability and continued growth.  At the time of the request there were only two non-Communication “R” courses being proposed.  This report is the final result of this year’s work.  

III.  Where We Are Now

i.  Several appeals to the college faculty to offer O courses have been made since the general faculty vote:  

a.  the August 2004 fall faculty conference

b.  the May 2005 workshops

c.  an appeal at a chairs meeting in spring 2005

d.  an e-mail appeal by the Assistant Provost in early 2006

ii.  As a response to these appeals, a number of faculty and departments have stepped forward to teach oral competency courses.  The table below summarizes this semester and next semester’s contributions to the O requirement:

	Semester
	Comm courses
	Non Comm courses
	non-Comm contribution

	 
	
	
	

	Spring 2006
	9 =  223 students*
	3 =  40 students
	approx. 1/6th of total

	Fall 2006
	8 =  197 spaces**
	5 =  96 spaces
	approx. 1/3rd 

	
	
	
	

	Total
	17 = 420 
	8 = 136  
	approx. 1/4th 


*students = actual students enrolled
**spaces = spaces allowed for next terms enrollment

iii.  The following Oral courses (not in the Communication department) were offered this past academic year.

Fall 2005:

Geology 112, David Greene, Fresh/Soph only

German 213, Gary Baker, German students prereq

Math 210, Lew Ludwig, math students (prereq), maybe some physics

CS 271, Havill, CS students prereq (mixed with math above)

Spring 2006:

Arts 267, Micaelo Vivero, intended for Arts students

Posc 323, Hnrs 286, N Kistner

Phys 330, Dan Gibson, Physics students prereqs

Of these classes, all but two of the above instructors participated in the Summer workshop.  

Trends in Data and Comments

a.  Of the Communication “R”s that are offered above, 8 courses are taught by adjuncts.  This is a problem with many ramifications for the Communication curriculum.  If Communication is to eliminate this chronic reliance on adjuncts for teaching “R” courses, its contribution will come down from an average of 17-20 “R” courses per year to approximately 10-12 per year.  This would mean non-Communication courses would have to rise an additional 7-10 courses per year.  (Non-Communication “R” courses are typically smaller classes.)  

b.  Most of the above non-Communication courses are based on existing courses in a major that were altered to include more R content.

c.  Most of these courses have prerequisites that preclude anyone other than a major from taking them.  They are not available to the general student body.

d.  From discussions with some of the above professors/departments, we learn that the departments were eager to include these courses into the major so that (1) their majors could satisfy the R requirement without taking a separate course and thus reduce scheduling pressures and (2) the departments felt they were in a better position to offer their majors discipline specific speaking skills.  For example, the math students would learn how to prepare and present a mathematical paper to an audience of mathematicians at a national conference which includes nuances and skills that may not be acquired in a more general R course.  This latter reason (#2) is significantly more important that the former (#1) to these departments.  

e.  Most of these courses already had limited enrollments due to the limited number of majors who typically take them.  Thus integrating R material into a course with 10-15 students (or fewer) is not a overwhelming burden on the instructor or on content that would have to be removed from the curriculum to allow for the additional R material.  In speaking informally with other professors who desire to but have not yet been able to create a new R course, it is clear that this point is important.  Many of these other professors teach courses that service the general student population and hence have enrollments in the 20-30 student range.  Some additional scheduling pressures by the changes to the GE program and, more importantly, the 3-2 initiative have swelled enrollments even more so.  Proper integration of R component cannot be achieved in courses with larger enrollments.  One option is to examine capping enrollments in some of these courses so that they could be offered as R courses; naturally though, this places even further burden on registration for students who seek these courses for other reasons.

Summary of Data
Though the Oral Communication Working Group had not intended this to be so, there is a clear trend that smaller departments with classes that contain a smaller number of students have been more willing and successful in adding an R component course.  The drawback of this trend is that these courses only service majors in the specific department due to a number of prerequisites.  The positive aspect is that these courses are tailored to teach R-content specific to the discipline and hence are potentially a more valuable oral experience than a more general course.  The special value of the divisional model is that it develops the capacity of students to speak the idioms of their own disciplines, both to other researchers and to publics.   
IV.  Goals
a.)  In spreading the responsibility for the “R”, it should not be made a meaningless requirement:  Faculty should be given resources and training opportunities so that oral competence components in courses enrich the learning experience substantially, and reinforce the central role of oral competency in a liberal arts curriculum.

b.)  Disciplines should take advantage of the best aspect of a divisional model, which is that oral competency is tailored to the discourses of their disciplines, teaching students how to speak within their discourse community and to publics.  

c.)  With these first two goals in mind, the college should aim at the numerical goal of sharing half the “R” requirement with Communication.  A reasonable time-table and strategy should be set to get us to that goal, and the working group should monitor progress toward that goal.  
V.  Practical Recommendations
How do we get to these goals?

1.  The registrar has pointed out that there continues to be a larger number of R-seeking students than available class spots.  If we are comfortable with the trend of departments offering discipline specific R courses, there are some obvious remedies.  If a few of the larger majors on campus were to integrate an R course into their major, an additional 30% or more of the student body could satisfy the R requirement within their major and thus alleviating pressure on the Communication Department.  In particular, Biology, Psychology, and Economics are three of the largest majors and are obvious candidates for this approach.  Again, in speaking informally with members of these larger departments, the obstacles seem to be (1) the larger class sizes in these majors, (2) pressure to retain the content of these courses that would otherwise have to be sacrificed to add R-specific instruction and activities, and (3) the fact that a larger number of faculty would have to be trained to teach the "designated R course" within that major.  Not all faculty who would rotate through theses courses feel equally comfortable teaching an R course.  In smaller departments this last point is less of an obstacle because typically a fewer number of  professors need to commit to the change in the specific R course.   Lastly, there is a lesser obstacle of inertia; changes to the major in larger departments are more difficult and slower in occurring because often there are more people involved and a greater number of ramifications to consider.  In spite of these barriers, this would be a huge part of the answer to the problem, so we strongly encourage AAC to engage in an active dialogue with larger departments.   

2.  The working group recommends the hiring of a coordinator for the oral competency requirement.  This could conceivably be a dual position with the Writing Center coordinator (see Appendix 1).  Right now the administration of the “R” falls between stools.  It is, in Keith Boone’s words, the one “orphan” competency.  In addition to support for faculty development of courses, there needs to be a mechanism to help provide consistency in the staffing, solicit additional courses, support staff training needs, and anticipate demand over a one or two-year window.  From an administrative perspective, the acid test for whether a working divisional model is in place will be when the Registrar has some place else to go besides the chair of Communication when there is a numbers crisis or deficit of available spaces.  

3.  The college should strongly consider creating structural incentives for the development of “R” courses.  The most powerful would be a slightly smaller registration cap.  This would balance the extra faculty work involved in developing and teaching these courses.  The analogy is clear:  Just as the writing-intensive FYS courses have small caps because of the need for close supervisory work, similar attention and space is required for oral performance.  Also, there are a number of current courses that would lend themselves to oral performance if class size was brought within the 15-24 students per class range.  

4.  It is clear that three years out from the faculty vote, a reasonable plan and time-table should be put in place for arriving at a fully-staffed divisional “R” that does not rely on adjuncts.  

5.  This report should be shared with the general faculty in order to continue building awareness and sensitivity to this issue.  The general faculty has had a major say in this process, and should be kept informed.  

Appendix 1

External Models for Support/Coordination Program/Position

Oral communication across the curriculum (CAC) initiatives can be found on college and university campuses across the country. Each program is uniquely designed to fit the needs of the housing campus culture. There are, among the many differences, several shared characteristics that have been touted as necessary for the success and sustainability of CAC programs. Current scholarship that explores CAC articulates that one such characteristic is a central location for program activities that is managed by a program director (Cronin, Dannels, Grice, & Tomlinson, 2001, Cronin, Grice, & Palmerton, 2000). Whether the director position is filled through a new line, released time, or a joint position overseeing other competencies, the responsibilities of a director should include some combination of the following.    


Work directly with the registrar on R/O course needs


Cultivate new R/O courses through:

· workshops

· one on one meetings with interested faculty

· meetings with departments 

Support faculty in all stages of R/O course development and implementation

· work directly with faculty in shaping a new course or current course to fulfill R/O requirement

· provide a variety of R/O syllabi, class assignments and activities, evaluation forms

· offer sustained support throughout the semester as needed; such as classroom presentations on oral communication and evaluation feedback 

Develop and sustain a website to warehouse both program information such as requirements and forms, and faculty activity with R/O courses such as syllabi and “best practices”


Participate in the national discussion of oral communication across the curriculum 

through conference participation

Develop a student support program to work with students that experience high speech anxiety
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Appendix 2
Roster of Attendees to Spring Workshops

	Oral Communication Workshop, May 12-13 2005, Denison University

	First
	Last

	Thursday, May 12

	Eduardo
	Jaramillo

	Sue
	Davis

	Kim
	Coplin

	Cody
	Brooks

	Jessica
	Rettig

	Toni
	King

	Nestor
	Matthews

	Tim
	Anderson

	Abram
	Kaplan

	Marlene
	Tromp

	Barbara
	Fultner

	Gabriele
	Dillman

	Debra
	Andreadis

	Mishelle
	Mennett

	Sandy
	Mathern-Smith

	Laura
	Romano

	Friday, May 13

	Steve
	Doty

	Don
	Bonar

	Bernadita
	Llanos

	Lee
	Hanford

	Rob
	Gander

	Joanna
	Grabski

	Jessen
	Havill

	Cynthia
	Turnbull

	Joan
	Krone

	David
	Greene

	Dan
	Homan

	Seth
	Chin-Parker

	Monica
	Ayala

	Micaelo
	Vivero

	Got packets but couldn't attend

	Charlie
	Okeefe

	Dave
	Goodwin

	Lisa
	Morrisette

	Organizers
	

	Amanda
	Gunn

	Joy
	Sperling

	Wes
	Walter

	Matt
	Kretchmar

	John
	Arthos

	Gary
	Baker


Appendix 3

Report on Workshops on “Integrating Oral Communication in the Liberal Arts Curriculum”

In Jaunary, 2005, the Academic Affairs Council (AAC) formed an ad hoc working group on oral communication at Denison.  The members of that working group, John Arthos, Gary Baker, Amanda Gunn, Matt Kretchmar, and Joy Sperling, together with Wes Walter from AAC, met throughout the spring semester to discuss these issues.

As a result of these discussions, the group proposed and then created a faculty-staff workshop to address the development of oral proficiency in the classroom and to help support the development of courses to meet the new Oral Communication (“R”) Requirement; the proposal is attached to this report as Appendix 1.  The proposal was approved by the Provost’s Office, which provided financial support.  The response of faculty and staff to the initial announcement of the workshop was so great that all of the originally allocated 15 spaces rapidly filled, with a number of people on the waitlist.  Given this strong demand, the working group decided to offer a second workshop to allow more people to participate.  To facilitate the additional workshop offering, the schedule was revised from the originally proposed format of one-and-a-half days to a one day format.  The revised schedule is included as Appendix 2.

The workshops took place on May 12 and May 13, 2005, in Sigma Chi House.  A total of 30 faculty and staff members participated, in addition to the working group members.  The participants covered a broad range of disciplines from across the University:  15 departments and programs were represented, with 12 faculty from Sciences, 8 from Humanities, 5 from Fine Arts, 3 from Social Sciences, and 2 staff members.

The workshop covered many aspects of oral communication, ranging from theoretical foundations to the practical nuts-and-bolts of teaching oral communication.  Particular emphasis was given to considering different types of classroom activities, including individual talks, small group and interpersonal communication.  Strategies for both instruction and evaluation were discussed.  In addition to presentations by members of the working group, several faculty who had recently taught courses meeting the new “R” Requirement discussed their courses and shared their experiences.  A bound booklet of supporting materials was produced for the workshop, including selected readings and notes, instruction and evaluation forms, and sample course syllabi.  A copy of the booklet is included with this report.

The working group’s assessment is that the workshops were quite successful. Feedback from attendees, both in the written evaluations and in comments, was positive, stressing the usefulness of much of the material presented for developing courses and course methodologies.  A number of participants expressed a desire for further and continued support of this kind.    In addition, it is hoped that the booklet of materials produced for the workshop will continue to provide supporting information for faculty who wish to incorporate oral communication activities in their courses.

An important goal of the workshops was to “jumpstart” the development of courses to meet the new “R” Requirement, especially from departments across the University.  As of April 2006, 7 courses developed and/or taught by workshop participants have been newly approved for the “R” requirement, including courses in Political Science, Philosophy, Environmental Studies, Computer Science, Physics/Math, German, and Spanish.  This is good initial success, and we hope to keep the momentum going in this important part of Denison’s curriculum.

APPENDIX 3a  -- Workshops Proposal

Proposal for Workshop on Oral Communication 

Submitted by the ad hoc Working Group on Oral Communication (John Arthos, Gary Baker, Amanda Gunn, Matt Krettchmar, Joy Sperling, Wes Walter)

March 23, 2005

The Working Group on Oral Communication seeks support for a workshop entitled Integrating Oral Communication in the Liberal Arts Curriculum.  We seek support to offer a day and a half workshop for Denison faculty that are interested in learning about specifics of incorporating oral communication in non-speech classes, the ins and outs of Denison’s Oral Communication requirement, and procedures and advice for submitting an O-course proposal. 

The overall intent of the workshop is to encourage and cultivate an environment of support, both through information and community connections, for Denison’s commitment to oral communication. The following list outlines the objectives of the workshop:

To share with participants an overview of the national discussion of communication across the curriculum initiatives as they relate to research and program development. Specifically:

· presenting research on the benefits of incorporating communication in the non-speech classroom as it relates to student satisfaction, faculty satisfaction, and learning outcomes

· the role of faculty and student support in program development and growth

· the various forms of communication that are addressed in non-speech courses here at Denison and other colleges and universities across the country

To acquaint workshop participants with the goals of the O-requirement through addressing 

· the changes from the old R-requirement language and procedures for the new Oral Communication requirement 

· the role of the O-requirement in the new general education program

· the importance of encouraging a campus community culture that is committed to communication as it relates to student participation in learning and civic responsibility

To provide an overview of the possibilities for adding to a course activities, instruction, and assessment in order to develop it as an O-course

· Interpersonal Communication

· Small Group Communication

· Public Communication

To generate and facilitate discussion between the campus community members regarding their own classes as potential O-courses

· by exploring/sharing what they are already doing in their classes that involves oral communication

· by brainstorming about how they might modify their classes to integrate oral communication activities

To discuss the steps involved in proposing an O-course

· specifically addressing the requirements as they appear in the catalogue and on the AAC O-course proposal form

· provide sample O-course syllabi 

· provide accounts from non-speech faculty members who have successfully proposed and offered an O-course

To provide a forum for questions and dialogue in and around the potential concerns and hopes for the O-requirement 
The workshop will be conducted over May 12-13 and can involve up to 15 faculty.  Faculty will be given a stipend of $200 to their faculty development account for their participation in the workshop.  Amanda Gunn will be the primary coordinator and facilitator, with John Arthos as assistant coordinator/facilitator.  the other members of the Working Group will serve as both presenters and participants in the workshop.

The workshop is structured as follows: 

Day 1:
Morning


Introductions

 “Why Oral Communication?”: A Presentation of Relevant Research

Shifting from Written to Oral Communication: Relational, Time and Medium

Overview of Denison’s O-requirement 

11:30 – 12:15 Lunch

Afternoon

Specifics about Oral Communication Forms and Methods of Assessment


Interpersonal


Small Group


Public

Questions and Discussion

Day 2 

Morning

9:00 – 9:30 Breakfast 

Breakout Groups: Tell Us About Your Course

“How I Did It”: Gary Baker’s German Course

What Are We Really Looking For: An Insiders View from an AAC Member

Future Support: What Should it Look Like

Proposed Budget: 

Coordinator/facilitator honorarium 


To be determined

Assistant coordinator/facilitator honorarium

To be determined

Presenter/participant stipend



$600 (3 @ $200)

Participant stipends




$3000 (15 @ $200)  

Materials and supplies 



$300 

Lunch 






$200

Breakfast





$15

APPENDIX 3b --  Final Schedule

Revised Schedule for the O Workshop

Thursday May 12th and Wednesday May 13th
9:00 – 9:10:  Introductions (Amanda M. Gunn)

9:10 – 10:00:  What is Oral Competence? (John Arthos) 

10:00 – 11:30:  Oral Communication in the Classroom (Amanda M. Gunn) 

11:30 – 12:30: What About Your Course?  (Breakout Session) 

12:30 – 1:15:  Lunch

1:15 – 1:30:  An Overview of Denison's O-requirement (David Anderson)

1:30 – 2:15:  How We Did It (Gary Baker, David Greene, Lew Ludwig, and others)

2:15 – 2:30:  What Are We Really Looking For: An Insider’s View from an AAC Member









(Wes Walter)

2:30 – 3:00:  Questions

