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Forensics as a Laboratory Experience in Interpersonal Communication Sheryl A. Friedley* Traditionally, forensics pedagogy has focused on the creation of a "product" to be evaluated before an audience. In individual events, that product has ranged from the creation of a persuasive speech to the interpretation of a poem—both performed before a judge. In debate, that product has included the development of affirmative and negative argument as well as the clash that ensues as the product (the debate) evolves; again, the product created is performed before a judge. Regardless of whether the activity is individual events or debate, forensics pedagogy has focused primarily on the "product" created and performed. After years of being a forensic educator with a primary interest in interpersonal communication, I have come to realize that my fascination with this activity is not so much in the product created, but with the interpersonal communication process used to create that product. As an educator in a mid-size university with only an undergraduate degree in my discipline, the majority of my teaching experiences are in lecture classes and over-sized seminars. The opportunity to relate to students in dyadic, small group, or even small organizational settings is extremely limited. Over the years, my forensics teaching has afforded me the opportunity first-hand to observe, create, and practice mastery of interpersonal communication skills with students in those settings—dyads, small groups, and as part of a small organization labelled a "forensic team." Those interpersonal experiences have proved to be extremely valuable and rewarding for me as a communication educator; in turn, I believe those interpersonal experiences have served to develop some of the most valuable and rewarding communication skills ever acquired by my students. In short, long after the speeches have been delivered and the poems have been interpreted, long after the debate arguments have been won or lost, I believe the interpersonal communication skills students develop through participation in this educational activity will prove to be invaluable. While the interpersonal communication skills used in the forensics context maybe explored at the dyadic, small group, and organizational *The National Forensic Journal, X (Spring, 1992), pp. 51-56. SHERYL A FRIEDLEY is Associate Professor and Assistant Director of Forensics in the Department of Communication at George Mason University in Fairfax, VA 22030. 51
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level, for purposes of this essay I will limit my discussion to the basic interpersonal unit—the dyad. More specifically, I will focus my discussion on the coach-competitor dyad found in every facet of the forensic activity. As with all dyads, this dyad is transactional in nature; that is, each participant affects and is affected by the other. Furthermore, this dyad is unique, allows for intimacy, and is a complete interpersonal unit unto itself (Wilmot, 1987). The Coach-Competitor Dyad as a Laboratory in Rule-Based Communication The study of symbolic interactionism in communication emphasizes the importance of interaction and focuses on the meaning derived from the human experience; the rules approach to communication provides both form and substance to the study of this interaction-meaning cycle. According to Susan Shimanoff (1980): In order for communication to exist, or continue, two or more interacting individuals must share rules for using symbols. Not only must they have rules for individual symbols, but they must also agree on such matters as how to take turns at speaking, how to be polite or how to insult, to greet, and so forth. If every symbol user manipulated symbols at random, the result would be chaos rather than communication (pp. 31-32).



Although such communication scholars as Thomas S. Frentz and Thomas B. Farrell (1976), Robert F. Nofsinger (1976), Donald P. Cushman (1977), and W. Barnett Pearce (1977), have all generated writings on a rules approach to communication, Susan B. Shimanoff surveyed the literature on rules and developed an overview that incorporates some of the best thinking in the field as it applies specifically to the study of communication. Writes Shimanoff (1980), "a rule is a followable prescription that indicates what behavior is obligated, preferred, or prohibited in certain contexts" (p. 57). While this definition appears rather simplistic, it posits four important principles necessary to understand a rules approach to communication. First, a rule must be followable. This principle implies that a rule-user must have some degree of choice—to follow or not to follow the rule. Unlike other approaches to communication, the rules approach does not view behavior as a mechanistic response to an action that has come before it. Second, a rule is prescriptive. This principle implies that rules direct behavior and hold consequences if they are not followed. As Shimanoff explains, rules can prescribe behavior that is "obligated, preferred, or prohibited" (p. 57). Third, a rule is contextual. This principle explains why different rules may be appropriate in different contexts; as a result, a rule's generalizability of appro-
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priateness may range from one that is understood and followed by relatively few to one that is understood and followed almost universally. Recognizing that rules may appropriately differ from context to context is an important characteristic of this approach. Finally, rules specify appropriate behavior. Specifically, "rules may function to regulate, interpret, evaluate, justify, correct, predict, and explain behavior" (p. 83). In fact, Shimanoff explains that to observe rules operating in everyday interaction, rules must be tied to observable behavior. When a rule is explicitly stated, we can easily identify it as a rule. A contest "time limit" provides us with a rule that may or may not be followed, prescribes a consequence if it is not followed, has meaning only in a given context, and specifies appropriate behavior. Although many rules are explicitly stated, most rules are implicitly developed and accepted. Raising our hand to speak in class is not a clearly-posted rule; however, most of us have learned this implicit rule and follow it willingly. Whether explicit or implicit, Shimanoff (1980) contends that rule-governed behavior is "controllable, criticizable, and contextual" (p. 89). The forensic activity itself is a unique context; more specifically, the coach-competitor dyad within that context is a unique relationship. When the coach-competitor engage in a coaching session, they will define the rules they will use to carve out this specific relationship in this specific context for the purpose of mutual influence and mutual benefit. As the coach-competitor move to the tournament setting, the classroom setting, or even those long van rides home, the rules that guide and direct appropriate behavior may change. If both parties are encouraged to consider the choices they make given the explicit and implicit rules that operate in this relationship, the development of this relationship over a variety of contexts can be a valuable training ground for other similar relationships each of us encounter throughout life. Though the "specific" rules will differ, as they do among any given relationships and contexts, the "rules" framework still provides both the coach and competitor with a valuable training laboratory. Knowing a specific rule that transfers across all contexts and all relationships is not nearly as important as developing "rule sensitivity"—knowing when and how to adapt to the specific rules of a given relationship in a given context most effectively. The Coach-Competitor Dyad as a Laboratory for Appropriate Disclosure



No other communication behavior is so closely linked to the development of close relationships as disclosure. As relationships increase in intimacy, so too do they increase in both the breadth and depth of infor-
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mation shared. Yet, in any relationship there are times when we choose to share as well as withhold information about ourselves. Perhaps what makes disclosure most effective for relationship enhancement is knowing the "rules" for appropriate disclosure that guide a given relationship. According to Wilmot (1987), disclosure is most appropriate when it meets the some of the following criteria: 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.



it is a function of an ongoing relationship; it occurs reciprocally; it is timed to fit what is happening; it concerns what is going on within and between the persons; it moves in relatively small increments over time; it creates a reasonable risk (pp. 238-39).



While these criteria could be used to assess disclosure in a variety of dyadic relationships, it is certainly appropriate to consider how disclosure affects the coach-competitor dyad. While this relationship may be short-term, the relationship may have the opportunity to span months and years. If so, the nature of this relationship may provide both the coach and competitor the opportunity to engage in disclosure in small increments over time. Also, the very nature of the dyadic relationship, a joint effort focused toward creating an product, lends itself to reciprocity; the back and forth flow of communication essential to the creative process can encourage the participants to become attuned to what is happening both within and between each as they communicate. Again, if both participants are able to practice the use of appropriate disclosure over time as they define the nature of their relationship, this relationship can serve as a training laboratory for learning to develop appropriate disclosure skills in a variety of relationships. The Coach-Competitor Dyad as a Laboratory for Confirming Communication



The term "confirmation" first appeared in the writings of theologian Martin Buber (1957) who noted that one develops his or her own identity through interaction with others; as a result, individuals need constant recognition from others to experience their own humanness. R. D. Laing (1961) further defined confirmation as a process through which individuals are "endorsed" by others, including both recognizing their existence and acknowledging their perceptions. While confirming communication does not require praise or even agreement, it does involve sending messages that validate another human being. In the end, most communication scholars agree that confirming communication is probably one of the most significant factors in assessing human interaction.
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According to Sieburg (1976), human communication is confirming when it performs the following functions: 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.



it expresses recognition of the other person's existence; it expresses recognition of the other as a unique person, not as a role or an object; it acknowledges the significance of the other person; it expresses acceptance of the other person's way of experiencing the world; it expresses concern for the other person and a willingness to be involved (p. 32).



Again, the coach-competitor relationship is a prime opportunity for both participants to engage in confirming communication. Rather than use such disconfirming behaviors as topic switching, tangential responses, or source denial, the forensic educator can become a confirming communicator by sending clear and consistent messages that facilitate understanding and enhance the competitor's feeling of worth. Within this educational context, both the coach and competitor can employ confirming communication behaviors to validate the roles that each play and the common goals that each share. The Coach/Competitor Dyad as a Laboratory for Empathic Communication



Broome (1991) defines empathy as a "set of interpretive and communicative processes by which a person represents another's perspective or point of view on a situation" (p. 173). It is through the process of empathy that participants are able to reach levels of mutual understanding in a dyadic relationship through a series of "successive approximations." According to Broome (1991), empathy is developed as the participants pass through a three-stage process that involves the following: 1) de-centering, or the ability to shift one's focus from "self" to "other;" 2) role-taking, or the ability to consider another person's perceptual, conceptual, and affective perspective simultaneously with our own; and 3) a commitment to communication that is nonevaluative, problem-oriented, and receptive. The ability to develop the skills necessary to become an empathic communicator is vital in an increasingly diverse and complex world. The coach-competitor dyad is a relationship that can be enhanced by empathic communication. Though the role that each participant plays may be defined very differently, the ability to understand and appreciate the other's perspective is essential for mutual success. The coach-competitor are inherently linked by common goals—each needs the other to realize success. If each participant can begin to develop empathy for the other's concerns, constraints, limitations, vulnerabilities, talents, and skills, then each can begin to develop a better under-
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standing of the other and the relationship. A dyad that is created from a mutual interest in education and communication can provide an excellent basis for the participants to develop empathic communication skills. Conclusion As forensics educators, I think we are sometimes so consumed by our specific activity that we approach its value with "tunnel vision." Rather than study this activity primarily from the rhetorical and performance methods we've traditionally used, perhaps we should begin to explore this activity as a communication context with important interpersonal dimensions. I have a friend who conducts interpersonal communication skills training in business and government. In her training, she likens the development of communication skills to the tools in a toolbox. The more tools we have in our toolbox, the more likely we will be able to "fix" whatever is broken; similarly, the more communication skills we have at our disposal, the more likely we will be able to communicate effectively in different relationships across different contexts. The interpersonal nature of the forensic activity can provide an excellent training laboratory for the observation, development, practice, and eventual mastery of those skills. References Broome, B. J. (1991). The role of empathy in interpersonal communication. In B. Broome (Ed.) Understanding relationships: Selected readings in interpersonal communication (pp. 171-184). Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt. Buber, M. (1957). Distance and relation. Psychiatry, 20,108-121. Cushman, D. P. (1977). The rules perspective as a theoretical basis for the study of human communication. Communication Quarterly, 25(1), 30-45. Frentz, T S. & Farrell, T B. (1976). Language action: A paradigm for communication. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 62(3), 333-349. Laing, R. D. (1961). The Self and Other. New York: Pantheon Books. Nofsinger, R. E. (1976). Answering questions indirectly. Human Communication Research, 2(2), 172-181. Pearce, W. B. (1977). Naturalistic study of communication: Its function and form. Communication Quarterly, 25(3), 51-56. Shimanoff, S. B. (1980). Communication rules: Theory and research. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. : Sieburg, E. (1976). Confirming and disconfirming organizational communication. In P. Page & G. Zimmerman (Eds.) Communication in organizations (pp. 29-51). New York: West Publishing. Wilmot, W. W. (1987). Dyadic communication, 3rd ed. New York: Random House.
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