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Abstract

The Communication Applications course which is required for graduation from Texas public high schools has secured a place in the high school curriculum.  This article discusses the efforts by the Texas Speech Communication Association to have the Communication Applications course added to the list of required courses, the challenges faced by those teaching the course, the impact of dual credit on the Communication Applications course, and suggests how current curriculum requirements may be having an adverse impact on enrollment in elective high school speech courses.
The Challenges and Rewards of Teaching Speech Communication 

In Texas Public Schools

While it may seem to newly certified speech teachers that a speech communication course has always been required for graduation from Texas public schools, that is not the case.  The required one semester speech course in Communication Applications entered the high school curriculum in 1997.  As chronicled by longtime TSCA member and former TSCA President Virginia Myers (2000), the push by members of the Texas Speech Communication Association to have a required speech communication course as part of the high school curriculum began in 1976  (http://www.etsca.com/TSCAHistory-1975-2000.pdf ) The course that resulted from those efforts was the Communication Applications course.  The course description provided by the University of Texas K-16 Education Center reads as follows:

Developed in conjunction with members of the business community, Communication Applications is a course designed to provide students with the necessary skills to communicate effectively in both social and professional situations. Topics include the process of communication, verbal messages, nonverbal behaviors, listening skills, ethical responsibilities of communicators, leadership styles, group participation responsibilities, problem solving, managing conflicts, and effective personal and professional presentations. (http://www.utexas.edu/cee/dec/k16hscourses/inces.php?page+cs_comApp)
(Communication Applications, 2007)

As originally conceived this one-half credit course was to be offered at the junior/senior level.  However, from anecdotal accounts provided by TSCA members attending the annual 2007 TSCA Convention, many school districts have shifted the course from the junior/senior level to freshman/sophomore, with some districts moving the course to the 8th grade level.  I discuss challenges and offer observations from current high school speech teachers about what obstacles they have encountered.

In examining the TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills), the introduction to the standards for the Communication Applications implies a level of maturity on the part of students through the emphasis on cognitive skills:
 
For successful participation in professional and social life, students must develop effective communication skills. Rapidly expanding technologies and changing social and corporate systems demand that students send clear verbal messages, choose effective nonverbal behaviors, listen for desired results, and apply valid critical-thinking and problem solving processes. Students enrolled in Communication Applications will be expected to identify, analyze, develop, and evaluate communication skills needed for professional and social success in interpersonal situations, group interactions, and personal and professional presentations. (TEKS, Chapter 110.58)

“Professional and social success” to an eighth grader is much different than to a high school junior or senior.  The Communication Applications course with its emphasis on the key components conceptualizing the communication process, the development of interpersonal skills and presentational skills, as well as the understanding of group communication assumes the student has sufficient life experience to apply principles taught.  In most cases, an eighth grade student will not be able benefit fully from assignments such as resume preparation or conflict management techniques.  Former TSCA President and Tascosa High School Debate Coach Ann Shofner comments:  “My biggest challenge is adapting a course (i.e., Communication Applications) for 9th graders that was originally set up for 11th and 12th graders while still covering all the curriculum.  The rigor of the course is not what I had hoped for when you teach 9th graders who do not care about some of the units like interviewing” (Personal Communication, Oct. 17, 2007). An additional challenge identified by Randall High School speech teacher Lacy Venhaus is that of teaching students from four different grade levels in the same section.  She notes: “I also think that it is a challenge to teach such a range of abilities in one class. I know that most teachers have the same situation, but with the grade range (9-12) in each class along with ability range, it creates a challenge to keep the advanced students engaged while trying to re-teach those students that are having trouble” (Personal Communication, Oct. 19, 2007) 

A force that may counterbalance the tendency to “push” the Communication Applications class down to the eighth grade level is the rise of the dual credit course.  Universities and community colleges are searching for ways to increase their enrollments and one of those avenues is through offering dual credit courses.  However, dual credit courses (Students receive credit toward high school graduation while at the same time receiving credit that counts as college semester hours) are required to be taught at the junior and senior high school level by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Rules/tac3.cfm?Chapter_ID=4&Subchapter=D . According to Coplin (2006, January 27):  “An April 2005 Department of Education report says that dual-credit courses are offered by 11,700 high schools and have 1.2 million enrollments in addition to the close to two million offered through Advanced Placement and international-baccalaureate courses (http://chronicle.com/weekly/v52/i21/21b01501.htm) (p. B-15).  Patricia Windom, the Associate Chancellor for Evaluation for the Florida Department of Education, reports research that supports the value of dual credit courses noting:

 Department of Education has done extensive follow-up work on students who participated in the state's dual-enrollment program. That research has found that those students attend college more frequently, graduate from community colleges at higher rates, and do just as well in subsequent course work at the university level as do students who took introductory courses as university freshmen. (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2006, Jan 6, B-17)

While the interest in offering the Communication Applications course at the junior and senior level of high school is strong and tends to secure the place of the Communication Applications course at the senior/junior level, another challenge facing high school speech teachers is posed by the changes made in the minimum, recommended, and advanced graduation requirements for Texas public school students.  The following chart indicates the required courses students must complete:
	Minimum Program Credits (22 Credits)
	Recommended Program   (26 Credits)

	Distinguished Achievement
 (26 Credits)


	4 English

3 Math

2 Science

2.5 Social Studies

.5 Economics

1 Academic elective

1.5 Physical Ed.

.5 Health

.5 Communication App.

1 Technology Applications

5.5 Electives


	4 English

4 Math

4 Science

3.5 Social Studies

.5 Economics

2 Languages

1.5 Physical Education

.5 Health

.5 Communication App.

1 Technology Applications

1 Fine Arts

3.5 Electives
	4 English
4 Math

4 Science

3.5 Social Studies

.5 Economics

3 Languages

1.5 Physical Education

.5 Health

.5 Communication App.

1 Technology Applications

1 Fine Arts

2.5 Electives


(Source:  Texas Education Agency http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter074/ch074f.html)
The emphasis on completing one half credit of the Communication Applications course secures the instruction of that course, but a careful examination of the graduation requirements which take effect with the graduating class of  2011, indicates that other courses in the Speech Communication curriculum may be in danger because of the scarcity of electives available to students in the Recommended and Distinguished Achievement tracks.  Having only 3.5 or 2.5 credits of elective hours does not allow much choice when it comes to electing courses in choir, band, art, theatre, and speech. High School Speech and Debate teachers have already begun to feel the effect of this new structure on enrollments in their elective courses.  West Texas A&M Forensics Director Connie McKee noted that the number of teams competing at high school speech tournaments sponsored by WTAMU has steadily dropped during the last year (Personal Communication, November 11, 2007).  The long term effect of these graduation requirements on speech communication elective courses (debate, oral interpretation) remains to be seen.

As we consider the future—in light of the past, the Texas Speech Communication Association must continue its strong advocacy for the Communication Applications course and for the elective courses in the speech communication curriculum. Even with all the changes in educational instruction brought about by technological advances, we must emphasize the importance of communication in a variety of contexts. We must prepare those seeking teacher certification to be effective in teaching the Communication Applications course, stressing its significance in the lives of the students. 

One of my favorite stories cited by Cooper and Collins (1997) in their storytelling text is about a storyteller connecting with his/her audience.  The story is about a Peace Corps worker who stopped in a village in central Africa and noticed that with the rural electrification project, a television set had arrived in the tiny village.  All the villagers were gathered around it, watching intently.  The Peace Corps worker did not return to the village for a couple of weeks, but when he did, he discovered that the television set had been moved to the side and covered with a cloth.  The wise old storyteller (Nkundi) had resumed his place on the storytelling stool and was surrounded by young listeners.  The following conversation is said to have taken place between the Peace Corps worker and a young boy:

“Is the television set broken?”


“No,” said the child.


“Doesn’t the television set know more stories than Nkundi?”


The boy thought for a moment and said, “Yes, the television knows more stories, but my storyteller knows ME.” (pp. 41-42)

Like Nkundi, high school speech teachers know their audience members.  

I have outlined some of the current challenges facing Texas high school speech teachers.  One thing that remains constant among speech teachers with whom  I have spoken is their enthusiasm for what they do.  In the words of Randall High Speech teacher, Lacy Venhaus:

I enjoy being able to teach so many different concepts. The fact that communication applications is more than public speaking is exciting to me. I get to teach a variety of concepts within communication.  I am passionate that this course will positively affect students. No matter what career path they choose they will need to be able to communicate effectively (Personal Communication, October 19, 2007).
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