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Statement of Problem/Issue
Description of Problem:

Although the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools as well as the Mission Statement of Florida Atlantic University both recognize the importance of oral communication skills (as well as written communication skills) in ensuring student success, the appropriate environmental support for student learning of effective oral public communication skills is not in place at FAU.  The University has formally recognized the need for support of student learning of written communication skills with the establishment of its across the curriculum writing center.  However, no such counterpart exists for students seeking assistance outside of their classes to develop, improve, and practice oral communication skills.  The importance of this need is magnified by the fact that along with written communication skills, proficiency in oral communication skills in the form of class participation, public speaking, group oral presentations, and small group work is required in many classes across the University.  In addition, these oral communication skills are particularly important not only to students’ academic success at FAU, but also to their future careers as well as their ability to be effective, engaged citizens.

Students Targeted:
This proposal targets any FAU student, undergraduate or graduate, full or part time, who wants assistance in developing, improving, and/or practicing their oral communication skills.

Evidence of Problem:

The primary indicator of the problem is the fact that FAU has not addressed the lack of a support system designed to aid the general student population in this crucial area.  Employers indicate that above all, they are seeking educated workers who are proficient in both oral and written communication (Kasaija).  Surveys consistently show that public speaking ranks at the top of the list of what people fear (Song).  Recent popular and scholarly commentary has bemoaned the deterioration of our national conversation, from divisive political discourse, poor deliberation and conflict management skills, to emotionally charged, but logically deficient arguments and vapid rhetoric (Staub).  The central role of oral communication in our social life merits attention in the academy.  Support for written communication alone is not enough. Significant distinctions between written and oral communication have been examined since the development of written language as a communication technology.  Speech (orality) was the primary means of communication until writing developed about 3,000 years ago.  Even then, orality “maintained ascendancy in the language world for centuries. . . .speech still created ideas and guided human action” (McKerrow).  Furthermore, both classical and contemporary scholars emphasize fundamental relationships between the ability of a citizenry to speak effectively in the public sphere and the health of a democratic society (Isocrates, Cicero, Habermas, etc.). 

James Winan, one of the founders of the speech communication discipline in the United States noted that “A speech is not an essay standing on its hind legs” (quoted in Wilson & Arnold).  This is, in part, because of the kinds of social, political, and business transactions that are conducted through talk.  Speech is social, ephemeral, enthymematic, and less formal than written communication (McKerrow).  Accuracy, simplicity, coherence, and ethical considerations have special significance and meaning in the study and practice of public speaking, as does the process of learning and practicing the skills of examining public issues, discovering support for good causes, advancing new ideas, and urging reform.  When students study and practice public speaking, they engage in an activity which can serve as a microcosm for what democracy should be (Osborn).
Proposed Solution
The proposed solution to this need is relatively simple.  We suggest development of a public speaking/oral communication tutoring service on the Boca campus which would operate out of the University’s teaching and learning center.  FAU students would be able to contact the center to make appointments with qualified public speaking/oral communication tutors to assist them with relevant class assignments as well as with other student oral communication requirements associated with their work at FAU (for example, student government representatives, student club leaders, students preparing scholarly presentations for conferences, etc.).  Tutors could also use the Democracy Plaza at the Culture and Society Building to hold exhibition speeches, debates, and discussions with participating students.  

Tutors would be recommended by faculty in the School of Communication and Multimedia Studies (SCMS) and would be selected from second year graduate teaching assistants in the SCMS who meet the following requirements: (1) Tutors must have completed academic training in teaching public speaking (including the four day teaching assistant workshop required for all teaching assistants in the SCMS as well as the three credit graduate seminar, Theory and Practice of Teaching Communication [COM 6944]), (2) Tutors must have completed one year of teaching public communication courses in the SCMS, and (3) tutors must have demonstrated expertise in teaching oral communication skills.  Graduate Assistants serving as tutors would be supervised by the SCMS Coordinator of Graduate Teaching Assistants or another qualified faculty member in the SCMS.  We propose that two teaching assistants be assigned to the tutoring service each semester.  This would provide the University with available tutors for about 40 hours per week.  Tutors would receive their regular graduate teaching assistantship stipends and tuition waivers. 
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