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T H I S  ARTICLE IS A PREFACE tO an in- 
tensive study of the organization and 
development of communications pro- 
grams in higher education which is cur- 
rently in progress by the author. The 
scope of this discussion includes the 
identification of institutions where pro- 
grams exist, the administrative organi- 
zation of each program, the degrees 
offered, and an analysis of the contrib- 
uting fields. 

In an address before the General  
Education Section of the Association for 
Higher Education in 1956, James D. 
Finn said that there was no doubt that 
the concept of communication had be- 
come "a seminal, organizing concept  
that runs like a series of arteries through- 
out the body of most of the social sci- 
ences, some of the physical sciences, and 
even here and there in the humanities." 1 

There have been other expressions of 
concern over the steady development of 
communications programs. People affili- 
ated with the audiovisual field have at- 

1 Finn, James D., "Needed---A New Con- 
cept of Communications in General Educa- 
tion," Current Issues in Higher Education 
1956, Association for Higher Education, 
National Education Association, Washington, 
D. C., p. 226. 

tempted to estimate the direction of this 
movement.  

The Depar tment  of Audiovisual In-  
struction of the National Education As- 
sociation first expressed its concern 
about the development of communica-  
tions programs in higher education when 
a " rump"  session was held at the 1956 
annual meeting in Detroit. Gordon  A. 
Sabine, dean of the College of Com- 
munication Arts at Michigan State Uni- 
versity stated the general tenor of this 
meeting: 

1. There are a dozen or so departments 
and divisions and schools with the word 
communication or communications in their 
titles--yet no two of them appear to be 
doing anything like the same thing. 

2. We have organized curricula in com- 
munications, but we have not yet identi- 
fied what it is that will be our unique body 
of subject matter. 

3. We have only the barest scattering of 
human beings broadly trained in communi- 
cations, but from too many institutions 
over the nation we hear rumblings about 
new schools and departments of communi- 
cations, to be organized not because there 
are highly skilled leaders in the field but 
because there is apparently some social vir- 
tue in being on the bandwagon---even 
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though one has no ticket and even though 
neither passenger nor driver knows where 
this particular bandwagon is headed." 

The fact is that there are at least 20 
institutions of higher education in the 
United States that use the communica- 
tions label to denote an interdisciplinary 
approach to the mass media. Schools, 
colleges, divisions and departments of 
communications have been established 
with curricula leading to baccalaureate 
and graduate degrees in communica- 
tions. :~ During the 1958-59 academic 
year, three institutions of higher educa- 
tion established interdisciplinary pro- 
grams in communications. They are: 
the Department of Communications at 
the University of Idaho; the School of 
Communications at Oklahoma State 
University and the Annenberg School of 
Communications at the University of 
Pennsylvania. There has been a slow, 
steady increase in these interdisciplinary 
programs in higher education at the rate 
of one  or two a year since the first pro- 
gram appeared at Teachers College, 
Columbia University in 1943. 

The information presented here is 
based on responses to a questionnaire 
completed by the chief administrative 
officer of the communications programs 
at institutions of higher education where 
such programs exist. When question- 
naire responses were not available, in- 
formation from current catalogs and 
brochures was used. 

2 Brodshaug, Melvin and MacLean,  Mal- 
comb S. Jr., "Communica t ion  Programs in 
Higher Education," Audiovisual Communica- 
tion Review, Winter  1957, p. 395. 

:~ There are other  institutions of higher  
education who are involved in communica-  
tions which are not included within the scope 
of this discussion. They are, for example, 
the Center  for Communica t ion  Sciences at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
the National Project in Agricultural Commu-  
nications at Michigan State University. 

Here we are concerned with the com- 
munications programs which give evi- 
dence of a coherent arrangement of 
courses and /o r  administrative patterns 
so as to shed light on communications 
as an interdisciplinary approach. For  a 
program to be included in this analysis, 
the academic portion of the program 
must lead to the baccalaureate and /o r  
advanced degree in communications or 
show evidence that an interdisciplinary 
approach is being followed. 

Even within the confines of higher 
education it is necessary to define com- 
munications programs carefully or there 
is likely to be some confusion between 
the approach to communications which 
identifies itself with the traditional fields 
of English and speech in elementary col- 
lege courses and the approach which 
studies the social institutions and the 
processes of communications in society. 
This article deals with the latter. 

The institutions which meet the above 
limitations are listed in Table 1. The 
exact name of the unit or degree pro- 
gram is also noted. While all the pro- 
grams mentioned are interdisciplinary in 
approach, there appears to be very little 
agreement among them concerning ad- 
ministrative placement or nomenclature. 
The most common designation is a 
"school" (6 institutions) and next a de- 
partment within a liberal arts college 
(4 institutions). Label by major pro- 
gram emphasis occurs in four cases 
where the program is within a tradi- 
tional school, for example, a school of 
journalism. There are two which carry 
the "college" status and one has a "divi- 
sion" title. Committee, group, and pro- 
gram are labels used in three different 
institutions where various departments, 
divisions, and schools contribute to a 
single program. 



Z 

o 

o 

["-' I.-, 
< 

8 
z 

L 

< 

e~ 

"5 
e~ 
o 

~e 
p 

< 

o 

" , { q d ~ m o q d  

2u!s!lJ~^pv 

s u o ! ~ p ~  
~!lqnd 

~tur_.x(I 

q ~ o d s  

~ t u o u ! ~ - A V  

A~L-o!p~I 

ms!l~u.mol" 

P~I 

P ~ O  "^PV 

lre.l o 
x e ~  ~s I 

p ~ p u f l  

XX X ~ X 

X X  ~ ~ ~ X 

X ~ XR  

- =  - =  . =  ~ . =  . =  

~ < ~ ~ < ~  < ~  ~ < ~ <  

0 

0 e" 0 "=..~ ._ ~, .o .< 

i " ~ ,  ,~ E ~ ." "~'=' 

~ . u  m u ' . ' , , . ,  0 ' ~  
~ ~ .r, '~ "~ ~ ~. "~ "~'~ m ~ ' * "  

~, ~ ~ ~,~ "~ 

o e ,  
o 

- ' ~  "~ ~ ~ "~= i 

~ e o o . ~  _o ooo 
~ ~ <  .- 

~ ~o ~ ~ . _ o ~  o-~ o~, ._ 

o.~ ~.o~ ~ ~ - - ~  ~ . -  o ~ , -  ,~ r ~  6 

._~ ,~ ,~ ,~ ,~ ..~ 

5 
. ~,~,,._.= .~ ~ ~ 

�9 - ~ " ~  
r,~ 

[ 7 1 ]  



72 AUDIOVISUAL COMMUNICATION REVIEW 

The level of the interdisciplinary de- 
gree in communications is different from 
institution to institution offering aca- 
demic programs. This is not peculiar 
to the communications field since many 
institutions of higher education offer de- 
grees at various levels depending upon 
the number and stature of the faculty 
and the accreditation to offer specific 
degrees. There is, however, a difference 
of opinion among the people who are 
responsible for communications pro- 
grams regarding the level of the com- 
munications degree. This is resolved, 
for the most part, by stating the voca- 
tional objectives for which the student 
is being prepared. That is, those insti- 
tutions which offer the bachelor's degree 
feel that their potential fields of employ- 
ment rest in the operational aspects of 
the mass media. The candidates for 
the terminal master's degree usually aim 
for the management positions in indus- 
try and government. Some "aspire to 
teach English or the social sciences in 
the secondary school if their background 
is in education. The doctorate degree, 
usually the Ph.D., prepares people for 
research and teaching positions in higher 
education as well as for research posi- 
tions in the media industries and gov- 
ernment. The Ed.D. with emphasis in 
communications leads people to teach- 
ing and administrative positions in all 
levels of education. 

A summary of the degree programs in 
communications is presented in Table 2. 

The traditional academic areas which 
contribute to the interdisciplinary ap- 
proach to the study of communications 
are indicated for each institution in 
Table 1. None of these departments or 
areas seem to lose their identity even 
though they are theoretically absorbed 
as a vital part of a communications pro- 
gram. It is still a very common proce- 

T A B L E  2. D E G R E E  P R O G R A M S  
IN C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  

Number o/Institutions 
Degree(s) 01~ering Degree(s) 

Bache lo r s  12 
Bache lo r s  On ly  4 
Mas t e r s  13 
Mas te r s  Only  3 
Bache lo r s  and  Mas t e r s  3 
D o c t o r a t e  10 
D o c t o r a t e  On ly  3 
Mas t e r s  and  D o c t o r a t e  3 
Bache lors ,  M a s t e r s  

and  D o c t o r a t e  5 

dure for the student to select one area 
for major emphasis and then to broaden 
his communications perspective by se- 
lected courses from the other traditional 
areas which relate to his vocational 
objectives. 

It is interesting to note the frequency 
of certain areas contributing to the over- 
all program. The backbone of the com- 
munications program in higher education 
would appear to be journalism and 
radio-television, both of which are found 
in 16 programs. Following closely be- 
hind are audiovisual-cinema 4 (9 insti- 
tutions), speech (6 institutions), adver- 
tising (6 institutions), public relations 
(7 institutions) and drama (5 institu- 
tions). 

Even though the frequency of several 
areas within the communications pro- 
gram seems to indicate which fields have 
established stakes in the communica- 
tions claim, this does not tell the com- 
plete story. The question of emphasis 

4 In some cases c inema (mot ion  picture 
product ion)  is a part  of the audiovisual pro- 
gram, sometimes it exists by itself. Audio- 
visual education, on the other  hand,  is usually 
allied with the school of education for aca- 
demic purposes. Since communicat ions  pro- 
grams are more commonly  allied with the 
mass media of communicat ions  and hence are 
outside the school of education,  the focal 
point  here is the cinema aspect of the audio- 
visual field and not the relationshiv of com- 
municat ions to the field of education. 
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or leadership crops up. This question 
can be answered by noting who was re- 
sponsible for establishing the program, 
who is the dean or chairman of the 
program, or what discipline is the "home 
base" of the program in the academic 
structure of the university. If we ana- 
lyze the 20 programs in this light we 
find seven institutions which are jour- 
nalism-centered; two in which radio- 
television exert the leadership; one 
which is led by audiovisual, one by 
speech, one by the social sciences, one 
by English, two by business; and seven 
which are difficult to identify. In a true 
interdisciplinary program it should be 
difficult to identify any one contributing 
field leading "the others. 

As the existing communications pro- 
grams are studied it can be noted that 
there are two academic cores contrib- 
uting to their makeup. One, which we 
shall call the contributing areas, consists 
of traditional academic areas or depart- 
ments which existed by themselves or 
within another administrative organiza- 
tion prior to the communications amal- 
gamation. These have been brought 
together as an interdisciplinary combi- 
nation and now exist as areas within the 
communications program, for example, 
j ou rna l i sm ,  r ad io - t e l ev i s ion ,  aud io-  
visual-cinema, and so on. The other 
core we shall call the supporting areas. 
Here we find the traditional fields of 
psychology and the social sciences. 
Other disciplines also are supporting 
areas in various institutions. English, 
library science, and education were re- 
ported to be in this category. These 
supporting areas usually offer courses 
which contribute to the communications 
programs but the areas or departments 
are not administratively placed within 
the scope of the official communications 
program. This illustration points up the 

fact that the communications program is 
usually more of a debtor within the 
university than it is a creditor. More 
students go "outside" the program for 
courses to support their communications 
objectives than come into the program 
for courses to support another academic 
program. 

Summary 

There has been a steady growth of 
communications programs in higher edu- 
cation. These programs are interdisci- 
plinary approaches to the study of the 
mass media. Even though there con- 
tinues to be active concern and question- 
ing regarding the spread of these pro- 
grams, they continue to be established 
and will continue to grow, if experience 
is any indication. 

There is little consistency in the ad- 
ministrative patterns of organization. 
The administrative labels cover the 
gamut from departments and loosely 
organized committees to schools and 
colleges. 

It is possible to find institutions which 
offer bachelor's, master's and doctorate 
degrees in communications, the degree 
being dependent upon the institution. 

There are many traditional academic 
areas represented in the various pro- 
grams but the three most common areas 
are: journalism, radio-television and 
audiovisual-cinema. All programs seem 
to draw heavy support from courses in 
the social sciences. 

This discussion leaves many un- 
answered questions. What are the forces 
which caused programs to be estab- 
lished? What is being accomplished 
under the communications label that 
could not otherwise be accomplished? 
How do the objectives and curricula 
compare? These and other questions 
will be answered in subsequent articles. 


