Communication as a Liberal Art

[For an extensive discussion of this philosophy, see the special feature on my educational philosophy in Education (Fall 1997).]

I am a Socratic horticulturist.  Teaching is Socratic because I consider the central mission of education to coax students beyond their present assumptions and limitations (especially self-imposed limitations).  To that end, I try to keep students on their toes in class, continually asking questions that place them in the position of applying the principles of communication to their lives.  Dry concepts have little impact, so I strive to show how specific aspects of communication play a role in everyday activity.  Some students, however, have little background that would prepare them for rigorous intellectual activity.  In these situations, I turn from Socrates to the horticulturist, using whatever experiences a student might have as fertile ground for learning.  I believe that students can fail at individual tasks without becoming failures.  In that spirit, I encourage students to become independent thinkers, showing them the ways to find answers themselves rather than handing them The Last Word from the almighty professor.  Socratic education, however, remains firmly grounded in the commitment to mutual respect.

Communication energizes all subjects (both within and beyond those traditionally classified as liberal arts) because it improves the willingness and ability of students to participate in the dissemination of knowledge.  In a word, communication courses encourage students to find their voice, especially when that voice has been muted or marginalized (as is the case with historically underrepresented populations).  Communication is the quintessential liberal art because it truly liberates students from the reluctance to express their thoughts and experiment with new ideas.  Communication courses empower students with the confidence and skill to represent themselves and their ideas articulately.  Perhaps that is our most basic task: to build an environment where instructors and students have the courage to expand their horizons and strive for excellence.  It is not just a basic skill, but the basic thrill of exploration.

