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SPECIAL TOPIC Forensics as a Laboratory Experience in Communication Studies Don R. Swanson Introduction



There seems to be a disturbing trend over the last two decades for intercollegiate forensic programs to become more isolated from the mainstream speech communication curriculum. Earlier in the century, forensic activity was responsible for the growth and development of many speech communication departments. Forgetting their roots, today many of those departments have divorced or distanced themselves from their forensic programs, much like they might distance themselves from an unfamiliar relative. On many campuses forensics is a stand-alone activity program. Forensic educators have speculated on reasons for the evolutionary direction for many programs. Those reasons include: programs being supported by activities funding sources rather than by institutional instructional budgets; forensic programs being staffed with positions that are non-tenure track or worse, with only graduate teaching assistants; a lack of commitment to teaching rhetoric, public address or argumentation; and a new generation of faculty comprising the majority of department that are simply unfamiliar with forensics. These are all concerns that the forensic community desires to address, and methods of addressing these issues may spring from ideas contained in this unique set of articles that considers forensics as a laboratory experience in communication studies. The 1990s are witnessing renewed interest in improving the quality of teaching and learning techniques. Many universities have developed active faculty development programs with an emphasis on helping faculty develop participative and collaborative learning experiences for their students. Interdisciplinary courses and programs are touted as the way to develop students' skills of analysis and synthesis. In the pedagogy of most disciplines, increased writing and speaking assignments are encouraged. Forensic educators know that our programs inhere these desirable qualities and often serve to provide experiential exercises that force students to synthesize what they learn in a range of courses. Because of the diverse features of a forensic program, it can provide an exceptional laboratory experience in communication for undergraduate students. In particular, forensic programs provide an opportunity for communication studies majors to apply the principles they learn within their major curriculum. 49
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National Forensic Journal



Many forensic educators have extensive graduate preparation and a teaching emphasis in foci of the speech communication discipline other than rhetoric, oral interpretation, and argumentation. Some forensic educators are generalists; some are specialists. The four authors who prepared the following articles have all directed successful forensic programs for many years and focused the bulk of their teaching in areas of the speech communication discipline other than the traditional forensic emphases. The area of interpersonal communication is considered by Sheryl Friedley, small group communication by Raymond Zeuschner, organizational communication by Don Swanson, and mass media by Gary Dreibelbeis. The articles discuss a variety of means of making the communication department's forensic program a broad-based laboratory in communication studies. Earlier versions of these essays were presented at the 1991 Speech Communication Association Convention held in Atlanta, Georgia. The authors wish to express gratitude to Stephen King and Michael Osborn for their comments and suggestions. Don R. Swanson
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Interdisciplinary courses and programs are touted as the way to develop students' skills of analysis and synthesis. In the pedagogy of most disciplines, increased ... 
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