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Memorandum 

To: Clifford Fedler, Associate Dean, TTU Graduate School  
 
CC: Todd Chambers, TTU College of Mass Communications 
 Lee Cohen, TTU Department of Psychology 
 Wayne Smith, TTU College of Education 

From: David Cheshier, Chair, Department of Communication, Georgia State University 

Date: 3/14/10 
 
Re: Graduate program review 
 Department of Speech Communication, Texas Tech University 

I'm writing to provide my feedback regarding the external review process for the Department of 
Speech Communication at Texas Tech, having carefully reviewed the department's self study 
materials, the information posted to the department's website, and given a full and well 
organized schedule of meetings with the interim chair and interim associate chair (and graduate 
director), the departmental faculty, and a group of assistantship supported students in the M.A. 
degree program.  I want to thank the department for the warm reception they provided me and 
the other reviewers, and especially for their candor as we discussed their specific endeavors 
throughout our meetings. 

As I learned more about Texas Tech University, I was struck by the close parallels between its 
institutional context and the one at my own university.  We both enroll roughly 30,000 students 
with the aim of reaching 40,000 within the next decade.  Both Georgia State University and 
Texas Tech are racing to raise their reputational and research generating profiles, and to secure 
higher standings among the nation's public universities, and if I may say so, I think both are 
exceptionally well situated to achieve their institutional aspirations. Both are navigating 
leadership transitions, in the context of new senior administrative commitments to get a fast and 
well justified "bang for the buck," as the citizens of each state rightly expect.  Budget challenges, 
of course, must be navigated everywhere.  I found myself fully at home in the conversations as 
they unfolded, both as I learned more fully the departmental context and heard more about the 
wider commitment to raise Texas Tech's standing within the state higher education system. 

Having said this, I want to reiterate my clear appreciation of the limits of a full but brief 
immersion experience.  External review mechanisms tend to elicit the most vocal fans and critics 
of a unit's work, and I'm not privy, of course, to the fuller institutional and personnel history 
necessary to definitively judge the multiple perspectives we heard.  My aim in what follows is to 
suggest a perspective offered from a distance and from the wider vantage point of the work done 
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by speech communication scholars, to put some potential alternatives on the table, and to invite 
the program's leadership to consider recommendations that, even if animated by exaggeratedly 
articulated concerns, might strengthen the substance and perceived sense of common purpose in 
the department. 

My overall sense of the program and its institutional situation is framed by these views:  Speech 
Communication is carrying an exceptionally heavy institutional service load, which includes the 
obligation to produce oral communication competency outcomes in the general education core 
(a fact that drives a lot of the unit's credit hour generation) and the commitment of roughly half 
its senior faculty to positions of institutional leadership.  This service load is produced at low 
cost per credit hour because of the heavy instructional reliance on graduate student teaching 
assistants (who do not mainly serve as instructor of record but are the ones hearing most of the 
speeches) and adjuncts.  This instructional model is predicated on the existence of a M.A. 
program able to supply the staffing requirements of this institutional commitment.  

This is a common model but also worrisome.  Generated credit hour revenue does not seem to 
be returning in reasonable measure to the unit.  The increasing demands for budget economizing 
and the understandable drive to achieve higher levels of institutional research generation have 
produced a program that, with respect to its graduate program, is short staffed (in cases where 
recently promoted and reassigned senior faculty are workload credited back to the department, 
they have tended to be covered by non-permanently appointed faculty, with just one search in 
progress at the moment).  The faculty retain, by all appearances, a very high degree of loyalty to 
the university and to its aspirations but, with good justification, feel constrained from making 
their fullest contributions because of the accumulating workload of teaching and advising.  All 
the faculty whose research I reviewed are either making or are capable of making significant 
scholarly contributions to the discipline and the wider audiences for communication scholarship.  
But the department has been unable to reach its potential so far, in my view, both because of its 
increasing slide into service-dominated work, and on account of extraordinary turnover in the 
unit's leadership that has tended to fracture the faculty in unhealthy ways. 

So far as I can tell there is no villain in the story.  The university rightly expects oral 
communication competency to be a key element of its undergraduate mission, and given the 
constraints, expects to deliver that learning outcome as inexpensively as possible.  The college is 
resource constrained, but even in the midst of budget challenges has worked to reduce average 
teaching loads for tenure track faculty in the department (a noticeable and much appreciated 
commitment).  Faculty members are friendly and dedicated but frustrated, loved and – as we 
heard from the graduate students with whom we met – even revered for their mentorship and 
disciplinary expertise, regularly meeting the university's expectations for tenure and promotion, 
and in all cases doing their best to publish in their areas of specialization.  The interim chair and 
associate chair/graduate director are accomplished scholars and clearly have the best interests of 
the program at heart, but seem to be struggling when it comes to organizing productive unit 
conversations about the future and making progress when it comes to program administration 
and recruiting.  But when, for example, the associate chair/graduate director is teaching on a 2-2 
load, it is no wonder that she struggles to find the time to do, for example, regional recruiting 
(we were told that workload issue is under discussion and likely to be addressed in the near 
future).  The large majority of students with whom we spoke said that, if they had it to do over 
again, they would make the same decision to pursue graduate studies at Texas Tech in 
communication, but also feel a bit stuck in the middle, torn by their (often newfound) love for 
teaching public speaking and business communication and their concerns over the toll such 
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commitments take on their own intellectual development as future scholars or communication 
practitioners. 

The result is an M.A. program that is well regarded by my colleagues in the wider discipline of 
speech communication, anchored by a mainly permanent faculty doing strong and committed 
work, that still falls far short of its potential.  I see the program's future as facing a significant 
moment of decision, and for understandable reasons, facing long odds (one of those is the fact 
that, nationally speaking, major investments in terminal M.A. programs are hard to justify when 
the major reputational rubrics and indicators of success relate to doctoral generation and external 
funding that can be more readily built on longer term and more advanced doctoral and post-
doctoral students). 

It seems to me the university faces several options: 

• Decide the unit should be funded and supported at status quo levels, essentially locking 
in its transition to fully service-oriented work, with a lagging secondary emphasis on 
doing good work with the public speaking instructors who will earn M.A. degrees along 
the way.  In my view this path would be imprudent, since it risks relegating a cohort of 
already promoted senior faculty into service oblivion, at the opportunity cost of 
significant research generation that could otherwise be enabled. 

• Decide to make significant investments in building the unit.  Implement a full hiring 
plan to add either the three tenure-track professors requested in the self study or more, 
and preferably in ways that can more readily connect the unit to external funding and 
fellowship streams, with the long term aspiration to convert its graduate authorization to 
doctoral.  In my view such a path would be premature at this time, since the unit is not 
yet articulating a sufficiently focused and consensus-supported path (while I assume 
other units in the College are) to scholarly distinctiveness, is still working through the 
uncertainties of leadership transitions, and its aspirations for serious interdisciplinary 
collaboration with funded research projects is for now mainly promissory and not yet 
actualized. 

• Decide to deactivate the graduate program, and shift its service expectations onto 
another unit, such as the integrated speech and writing courses sometimes delivered by 
English and literature departments elsewhere.  I would strongly recommend against 
such a path in the Texas Tech context since (a) it foregoes considerable opportunities 
connecting to the university's core mission, (b) it risks devastating core performance 
competencies in communication in your undergraduate populations as other (even 
closely allied) disciplines try to cobble together quality instruction outside their core 
interests, and (c) the M.A. program in speech communication, for all the obstacles it 
faces, is succeeding – good graduates, good faculty, successful doctoral program 
placements, and more. 

• Decide to undertake an administrative reorganization that would, for example, merge 
the Department of Speech Communication into the College of Mass Communications, 
to create a larger potential College of Communication or to make Speech 
Communication an additional department in the Mass Communications college.  Such 
reorganizations have become more nationally common as the media and 
communication industries have converged, but such reorganizations are always 
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complicated by local circumstances, and although all of the affiliated faculty study 
communication, there are still significant intellectual cultural differences between 
programs mainly training students for careers in the newspaper, new media, television, 
and public relations sectors and those anchored in social scientific research on 
interpersonal and organizational communication or in the humanistic scholarship 
relating to rhetoric and critical/cultural studies.  Because the program I direct unifies 
mass communication, speech communication, and cinema/new media studies into one 
unit, and successfully, and because of the intellectual convergence I see across these 
areas (we are mainly reading the same researchers, journals, and theorists), I tend to see 
such options as potentially productive.  But without a deeper understanding of the 
institutional issues at Texas Tech, I am only comfortable suggesting that some 
conversations be organized to explore this as an option, fully aware that this may not be 
the best path for the university. 

• Decide to make modest investments in the unit, with the goal of further developing the 
research and externally sponsored research potential of the faculty and its best students, 
restoring staffing to more sane levels, and connecting such modest investments to clear 
College expectations that the unit will coalesce around a commonly supported research-
connected strategic plan that more defensibly sutures together the service work it does 
with the graduate training it undertakes and the research it might thereby generate.  A 
modest resource commitment, by my lights, would include the addition of one or two 
more tenure track lines (which might actually best be envisioned as replacement lines), 
some bolstering of the department's operating budget (which by the standards of the 
discipline looks remarkably low – I was startled to learn that the department's business 
manager has put faculty on a "one ream of paper" supply limit), some further workload 
reductions granted to especially highly serviced faculty, and some very low-cost 
investments in research and recruiting support. 

I recommend this last option because I understand that at moments of financial constraint and 
wider strategic planning, major money cannot justifiably be invested in all programs.  But I also 
support it because of what I see as the dangers to an institution arising when the expectations for 
revenue generation are too fully focused on a handful of high-profile research programs and 
when other units come to be seen as "cash cows" and not therefore central to the common 
intellectual enterprise when it comes to graduate education.  In my view, which I express not as 
a criticism of Texas Tech and its impressive trajectory but simply as an institutional inevitability, 
if a university is to succeed in achieving major upward moves in external funding, it is unlikely 
to succeed at that goal by simply scaling up already successful programs.  Some modest 
investments should thus be considered that widen the culture of research generation to newer 
areas of potential, knowing that some of these investments will not pay off but others will. 

Given what I have learned about the work done in the speech communication department at 
Texas Tech, I believe it should be permitted to recoup a greater portion of the resources it 
generates for the institution through credit hour production, and given the chance to show what it 
can do to help the university achieve a higher tier statewide status. 

In what follows, then, I lay out a brief case for the role the speech communication discipline 
might make to the Texas Tech trajectory, and then move through the assessments I was asked to 
specifically make of the program as presently constituted. 
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HOW THE SPEECH COMMUNICATION DISCIPLINE CONTRIBUTES TO RESEARCH GENERATION AND 
COLLECTIVE SOCIAL PROBLEM‐SOLVING 

Speech communication is a roughly 100-year-old academic discipline which began when public 
speaking and debate professionals split from departments of English and organized in research-
centered academic departments, although the intellectual currents upon which the field draws 
extend all the way back to the Greek city states and the emergence of sporadically empowered 
democratic rhetorical practices.  In the last half century especially, communication research has 
emerged as a major focus of scholarship, and leading centers of intellectual endeavor relating to 
communication work are organized as departments or research institutes in all of the Big Twelve 
and Big Ten schools and elsewhere.  The lead national academic organization for speech 
communication researchers is the National Communication Association – the NCA publishes a 
full range of ISI-impact-scored peer reviewed journals and is one of the organizations belonging 
to the American Council of Learned Societies, attracts an annual membership approaching 8000, 
and runs an annual conference involving nearly 5000 speech communication scholars and 
educators who present their research. 

As the field of speech communication has coalesced, its doctoral programs have moved closer to 
the centers of externally funded and fellowship-supported interdisciplinary inquiry.  Taking just 
one example, health communication, the last three federal task force reports on public health (the 
so-called Healthy People task force reports) have, with each new edition, more fully focused on 
the research contributions enabled by collaboration with communication scholars.  The first 
report listed "health communication" as an area of emerging interest, the second added the term 
to a list of fundable and priority research areas, and the most recent (which seeks to chart a path 
forward for health promotion activities for the next decade) includes an entire chapter dedicated 
to the topic.  The draft goals for Healthy People 2020 include a number that connect to 
communication and that are likely to open new resources for external funding.  These include 
the extension of Healthy People 2010 goals (such as that individual access to the internet be 
improved, the health literacy be bolstered, and that "the proportion of online health information 
seekers who report easily accessing health information" be increased), and the statement of 
several new ones (e.g., "increase the proportion of persons who report that their health care 
providers always involved them in decisions about their health care as much as they wanted," 
and increasing "the proportion of crisis and emergency risk messages, intended to protect the 
public's health, that demonstrate the use of best practices").  

This last goal connects to surging disciplinary interest in the related areas of crisis and risk 
communication.  These received a particular boost from federal funding sources in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Katrina, which exposed the severe limits of prior communication strategizing.  To 
mention just one example, emergency responders realized that the absence of communication 
planning was seriously constraining relief and rescue efforts.  FEMA officials and local police 
going door-to-door to insure that a house's occupants were safe and uninjured found that, 
especially in the case of elderly homeowners, residents sometimes refused to answer, fearing the 
person knocking was posing as a relief worker but actually sought to do harm.  Scholars 
specializing in interpersonal and health campaign communication were enlisted to plan for 
similar future episodes. 

The prospects for community-transforming scholarship are available to researchers trained in the 
humanistic areas of the speech communication discipline as well.  The discipline's researchers, 
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for instance, are regularly competing for and winning National Endowment for the Humanities 
and Fulbright fellowships.  As an NCA white paper published on the subject put it last year: 

Communication scholarship brings to the forefront of attention the communicative acts and processes 
that underlie and constitute all modes of human exchange. [It] challenges the notion that communication 
is simply a transparent medium and explores the complex mediations that communication enacts. From 
medicine and the military, to law and education, communicative practices make varied modes of 
collective, public, and institutional life possible.  Communication also figures importantly in the 
constitution of private life and everyday culture. Drawing from classic modes of exchange as found in 
the study of rhetoric and oratory to the contemporary modes found in media, cultural, and performance 
studies, it addresses questions of value by providing a linkage between the theoretical and the practical 
in ways that enhance the relevance of humanistic inquiry for understanding everyday life. Interrogating 
the role of communication in the human condition is a critical complement to the “linguistic turn” taken 
by many disciplines in the humanities. 
 
Communication scholarship incorporates the technological environment as an active force in its 
analysis. In that communication has developed as a field with a healthy regard for the media, broadly 
defined, and their impact on human exchange, it offers the academy a way to think constructively about 
how inquiry is shaped by and shapes technology. 
 
Communication scholarship offers a template through which to understand the entire range of human 
inquiry. If, following Richard Rorty’s aphorism, the goal of scholarship in the humanities is to keep the 
conversation going, the discipline that is first and foremost concerned with conversation and 
communication promises fresh insights into the nature and organization of inquiry in the humanities. 
Studies of the rhetoric and discourse of the natural and social sciences extend this illumination to the 
entire universe of modes of knowing. 

 
My point is not to foist these wider research agendas onto the Texas Tech speech 
communication faculty, although each of them connects to fundable research or fellowship 
streams and reflects areas of interest already being explored by departmental faculty, but simply 
to preempt a very common misperception that the field of communication is inevitably 
performance based (that is, the idea that everyone in the field teaches public speaking or 
interviewing skills) or practitioner dominated (that is, the idea that the field is a pseudo-academic 
equivalent of the Toastmaster's Club).  In the last five years, researchers in communication at the 
University of Southern California have won more than $100 million dollars to design virtual 
training simulation environments; health communication researchers at the University of Illinois 
more than $10 million to study public health messaging connecting to HIV/AIDS transmission; 
and science communication researchers in South Carolina have been commissioned by the NSF 
to study processes of public deliberation relating to new nanotechnologies and their public 
acceptance, and elsewhere to investigate processes of scientific modeling and visualization.  The 
cluster of high quality programs at Texas Tech in education, law, the sciences, and the 
university's immediate proximity with research-based health and medical centers, all open 
natural avenues of collaboration for the M.A. program's research attention. 

All this, is connected, of course, to the continuing urgency attached to organizing university 
instruction at all levels that will inculcate oral communication skills.  As the workforce changes 
and as career shifting has become fully normal over the typical person's lifespan, the nation's 
business leaders, workforce task forces, and professional and trade organizations have argued 
with increasing urgency that new workers too often lack even basic communicative and critical 
thinking competencies – the ability to listen to instructions, to make a presentation, to 
communicate complicated technical material to co-workers, to synthesize large amounts of 
information in understandable ways, to communicate persuasively and in ways that exhibit 
sensitivity to cross-cultural differences.  One study published last year argued that mid-sized 
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corporations can lose as much as $450,000 per year as a result of inefficient and confusing email 
alone.  And a growing number of business and professional schools are building late stage 
communication competency training (I would argue too late in the college experience) into their 
curricula given the battering criticisms they regularly hear from employers.  In January 2010, a 
survey conducted on behalf of the Association of American Colleges and Universities, which 
surveyed more than 300 employers nationwide, found that 

Employers believe that two- and four-year colleges should be placing more emphasis on several key 
learning outcomes to increase graduates’ potential to be successful and contributing members of today’s 
global economy. The learning outcomes that employers perceive to be in need of increased focus range 
from communication skills to critical thinking and complex problem solving to ethical decision-making 
to science to the real-world application of knowledge and skills.  Of the 17 learning outcomes tested in 
the survey, majorities of employers think that colleges should place more emphasis on 15 of them. For 
eight of these learning outcomes, fully 70% or more of employers think that colleges should place more 
emphasis on them.  The areas in which employers feel that colleges most need to increase their 
focus include (1) written and oral communication, (2) critical thinking and analytical reasoning, 
(3) the application of knowledge and skills in real-world settings, (4) complex problem-solving and 
analysis, (5) ethical decision-making, (6) teamwork skills, (7) innovation and creativity, and (8) 
concepts and developments in science and technology.  The ability to effectively communicate orally 
and in writing [was specifically endorsed by the highest percentage of respondents, with] 89% 
[affirming].  [Emphasis added] 
 

Although the communication doctorate is the required credential for most work in accredited 
universities, the M.A. degree remains a marketable degree.  As the Texas Tech alumni 
information reported in the self study shows, graduates from generalist communication master's 
degree programs often find their work a gateway experience for doctoral studies, for work in the 
corporate or non-profit sector, and for careers in the mass communication and human resources 
fields. 

The intersection of these interests – skills-based communication performance enhancements and 
high-level peer reviewed and replicable research – makes a well organized program in speech 
communication a reasonable investment for any comprehensive university.   

THE PROGRAM AND ITS STRATEGIC VISION 

The Texas Tech program is to be commended in several respects.  The speech communication 
M.A. sequence at the university is well regarded by the wider discipline, and those of its 
graduates who pursue doctoral studies are regularly admitted to top-tier programs and succeed 
there given strong foundational training received at Tech.  Although some indications give rise 
to concern, time-to-degree still falls well within disciplinary norms (at Texas Tech it has crept 
closer to three years than the advertised two, but that is common nationwide).  The curriculum 
introduces students to the leading research approaches of the field, and the core in place is 
consistent with national norms.  The course-by-course enrollment figures show healthy and 
reasonable graduate seminar totals (with some occasionally high but apparently aberrational 
course caps); although total credit hour generation per faculty numbers are high, those appear 
mainly to reflect strained staffing levels in the undergraduate public speaking and business 
communication courses.  The dean's commitment to bring typical teaching workloads down 
from an average 3-3 to a more customary 2-2 or 2-1 is commendable and appreciated by the 
faculty (with some concern expressed that the benefit of fewer courses not be taken back by 
raising course caps per section).  Professors are often making extra efforts to connect their 
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research programs with their graduate advisees, and in ways that seem to be culminating in co-
authorship, training and presentation/publication opportunities. 

It is difficult to gauge true levels of student satisfaction with the program from the surveys given 
the very small number of respondents (n = 4). 

I do have some overall concerns about the program's health: 

1. For the last five reported cycles, graduate student yield has steadily declined (a 
potentially important tangent:  reported undergraduate credit hour production has also 
dropped by 11%, while my impression was of overall institutional credit hour growth).  
The graduate program has been shrinking, total current enrollment having dropped from 
32 (in 2003-2004) to 22 (in 2008-2009), a 31% drop-off that by all accounts was not 
implemented by design.  Moreover, the incoming GRE scores have dropped 
precipitously (from a high combined of verbal + quantitative of 1008 in 2003-4 to a 
most recent reported total of 900).  National M.A. program admission averages more 
commonly aim to admit at higher than 1200 or 1250.  In the Georgia system we are not 
permitted to admit students below a 1000 combined GRE unless we can argue for the 
presence of compelling alternative strengths in the applicant record.  The number of 
reported graduates for this review period dropped from a high of 12 in the 2004-2005 
cycle to zero in 2008-2009 (although I trust that one year was an outlier).  The overall 
number of graduates is not necessarily a problem – small and vibrant M.A. programs 
dot the field – but the trend line is worrisome. 

2. The operating budget is inadequate.  No one could explain a one-year 23% cut in the 
operating budget that was implemented between 2003-2004 and 2004/2005, a cut that 
does not appear to have been even partly restored.  The self study presents this in a 
manner that makes it difficult to gauge whether the 2003-2004 was a one-year 
aberrationally high budget year or whether a true long term cut was implemented in the 
following cycle.  The faculty reported what sounded like fairly draconian restrictions on 
supply expenditures, even given the severe economic climate. 

3. Recruitment is commonly cited as a continuing problem.  No regular mechanisms are in 
place to identify feeder programs in the system or region; no sustained outreach efforts 
seem to be in place beyond the informal efforts made to encourage talented Texas Tech 
undergraduates to apply; and the person presumably tasked with undertaking such 
efforts is workload constrained. 

4. Few on the faculty seem to have regularly or are currently connecting to the university's 
internal grants or sabbatical leave programs. 

5. The department lacks the resources to formally connect research support into their 
teaching assistantships.  I'm aware of no other program in the field that does not attach 
assigned research hours to all assistantships so that faculty receive the benefit of even 
modest weekly research help. 

6. The connections to other academic units and external funding sources are, at the 
moment, very modest.  While almost any grant is a good one, especially as patterns of 
external funding are being first activated in one's professional career, the handful of 
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external grants are in some cases "grants of convenience" rather than funding 
opportunities that have led to more sustained and comprehensive programs of research 
or major tier-one journal publications. 

The speech communication faculty members describe the M.A. degree program as generalist in 
orientation, a bridge to multiple subsequent educational and career paths.  Graduates of the 
program have been admitted to highly-regarded doctoral programs and have apparently moved 
into career paths where they have clearly benefited from the program's training (the data are 
incomplete on this issue).  And, as I have mentioned, many of the students currently enrolled in 
the program express a high level of satisfaction with the individual faculty mentorship they 
receive and the occasions for research collaboration enabled by the program.  The coursework 
(discussed in further detail below) reflects this perspective, requiring students to move through a 
relatively high number of core survey courses connecting to theory and research methodologies. 

But several indicators imply that, despite the potential for a clearly focused and articulated 
departmental set of research and educational experiences, much work remains on this front: 

1. The departmental mission statement is exceptionally open-ended and ambiguous.  It 
commits a very small group of research faculty to the whole potential array of 
communication research (quoting:  "investigating effective and appropriate 
communication in all its forms through intensive and integrated research in basic and 
applied areas, in theory and practice").  While mission statements are often boilerplate, a 
fact that doesn't necessarily deny the presence of a consensus-supported intellectual 
focus, the absence of such an expressed focus is worrisome. 

2. The self study does not effectively specify a path that would raise the research profile of 
the department or connect departmental faculty with interdisciplinary collaborators.  It 
identifies the prospects for potential connections to STEM, health, computer-mediated, 
and wind research projects, but by my reading of the CV's there are insufficiently 
developed records and projects underway that would portend significant success in 
these areas, at least at the present time.  At best, one scholar is doing serious and 
sustained work in the computer-mediated area; apart from that there is no foundational 
level of external funding on which to build, and few articulated commitments to 
undertake the serious scholarship that would connect given scholars to, say, STEM 
disciplines or wind energy in a sustained way. 

3. No articulated connection is made in the self study between the potential sources of 
funding just mentioned and the program's current configuration.  Apart from the 
apparent possible connections to be made out of the organizational communication area, 
I don't see any evident connection in the planning documents between the named future 
research possibilities and the most accomplished faculty in the interpersonal or 
rhetorical studies area. 

4. There were no indications during my visit that the full faculty had engaged in any 
collective conversation about their collective research trajectory.  When we raised the 
STEM, health, computer-mediated, and wind possibilities with the faculty, there was a 
consistent sense of expressed unease and even surprise that these had been designated as 
priority areas.  Once put on the table, it became clear that even active opposition might 
materialize regarding some of these possibilities (this was expressed in one case, for 
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instance, as the concern that given the existing foundation, making quick connections to 
STEM scholars would simply relegate communication faculty to permanent sub-
contractor status, and by another as the concern that named areas of future research 
didn't seem to have been selected with any awareness of individual interests, 
formational training, or research trajectories). 

5. Some concerns were expressed that the interim leadership, despite their best efforts, 
need to more fully open conversations with their colleagues to collectively strategize, 
and that a constrain on such discussions was the fact that both leaders come from the 
same area of the department.  I would not presume to make a specific judgment about 
the complicated personality and collaboration issues that characterize any department 
based on so short a visit, but mention it as expressive of at least a perceived challenge to 
be overcome. 

6. Students currently enrolled in the program, even ones clearly happy with their decision 
to attend, were unable to say with any specificity what they were being taught by the 
program, what unique skills were being developed by their coursework, and how their 
growing familiarity with the discipline was leading them to think more fully about 
communication careers.  Some seemed to consider the program a wonderful holding 
pattern while other longer-term plans were contemplated.  Some seemed completely 
adrift, articulating general interests in education, economics, or business.  A better 
articulated sense of the program's offerings would likely be reflected in a clearer sense 
of direction in the attending student cohort. 

7. The program's strategic plan, as fully laid out, gives short shrift to research productivity.  
The goal (#3) of "advancing research" is the shortest one elaborated, and the objectives 
are exceptionally general (do more conference presentations, publish more, get outside 
money, aim for higher journals, and so on). 

Given a vision so ambiguously expressed, I would grade the current program and strategic 
vision as satisfactory.  Were the following recommendations to be implemented, I think that in 
short order this evaluation could be raised to good or excellent: 

1. A more permanent decision should be taken that appoints an long-term chair and 
associate chair.  Whether a chair is appointed from the department's existing faculty or 
hired as the result of a national search, the stability a more permanent appointment will 
make will help bring coherence to the work of the department. 

2. Some course reductions should be provided to the most research active faculty in the 
department, and to those faculty who have undertaken significant service assignments. 

3. The faculty should be convened as a committee of the whole and tasked with deriving a 
focused research agenda for the program that meets these goals:  (a) Research efforts 
should be organized that connect to each of the existing three degree sequences; (b) 
Research projects should be identified that connect departmental faculty with research 
productive doctoral programs on campus and with potential sources of external funding 
support; (c) Specific efforts should be made to concretize the strategic plan so that 
research teams can be organized in the coming years to facilitate interdisciplinary work 
in line with faculty research interests and opportunities for university support.  This 
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effort might be planned so as to involve the senior professors who have moved into 
positions of central administrative authority; their leadership in strategic planning 
would, it is my impression, be warmly welcomed. 

4. Several faculty commented on the absence of research support from the central office of 
sponsored programs – no staff are apparently designated to provide support for 
communication faculty, support efforts are confined to very generalized training on 
"how to find grants" and so on.  I am confident that other resources are available to 
faculty; ideally those would be identified. 

FACULTY PRODUCTIVITY 

The faculty is mainly mature-in-career and most have been promoted and tenured, each in turn 
presumably meeting or exceeding the increasingly demanding standards of the university.  
Almost all are publishing, and regularly so.  Some are publishing at very strong rates that would 
be found impressive by any top-flight program in the field.  Others are sustaining active 
publication programs that seem more fully driven by "convenience outlets," lower tier venues 
that accept a high degree of submitted work, are not ISI-impact-rated, and that for otherwise 
strong mid-career faculty would constitute aiming too low (these include the unusually high 
number of publications in outlets like state associational journals, Communication Teacher, the 
National Forensics Journal, Teaching Ideas for the Basic Course, second- and third-tier book 
publishers, and custom publication outlets).  These venues do important work for their 
readership (those interested, e.g., in basic course and teaching issues, forensics, and others), but 
if I may be blunt, the quality of the department's faculty is higher than the outlets in which they 
are publishing.  Even some of the most productive faculty members are over-submitting to very 
small audience niche publications that do not reflect the quality of their intellectual labor. 

I do not want to imply too strong a critique by making this point.  Some niche publication is 
perfectly appropriate, and I know that some of these publications are not being counted (even by 
their authors) as research publications, but rather as documenting good teaching work and 
pedagogical best practices, and that, too, is appropriate.  Spread over the entire department, 
essays are occasionally appearing in strong outlets, including Communication Research Reports, 
the Journal of Communication and Religion, the Journal of Family Communication, the 
Communication Law Review, the Public Relations Review, Health Communication, 
Communication Quarterly, Sage Publications edited collections (and a recent co-authored Sage 
volume), and Human Communication.  But taken as a whole, the research visibility of the 
faculty is lower than the quality and time intensiveness of their efforts. 

While there was some reported dismay at the departure from program of several communication 
studies faculty into positions of higher authority in the university (Hughes an Associate Dean of 
CODE; Roach an Associate Dean in Arts & Sciences; Stewart a Senior Vice Provost), dismay 
reflecting the perception that departures had not been tenure-track replaced, I would still want to 
note the fact that so high a percentage of the department's senior faculty have been elevated does 
signify a situation where a long-healthy departmental culture has plainly nurtured university-
level leadership skills. 

The communication faculty are carrying relatively high levels of thesis advisement, and without 
apparent workload compensation.  These advisement levels are uneven (Hughes having directed 
40% of completed theses; Gring at 7, Heuman at 6, and no other more than three) but appear to 
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be more evenly redistributing given Hughes' elevation to the dean's office.  At a broader level of 
analysis, and as the self study notes at pg. 14, "except for the university-wide average in 2003, 
the department's [overall] workload average had surpassed university in college averages" in 
every other reported cycle. 

Although all of the faculty are active in presenting their research at the major national and 
regional communication research associations, they occupy relatively few leadership positions in 
the national or regional organizations, apart from Dr. Langford, who has been elected to the 
National Communication Association Legislative Council (its lead decision making body) and 
its Committee on Committees.  A relatively light amount of national/international associational 
divisional work and editorial board service on tier-one research journals is reported, although 
this may reflect the idiosyncratic reporting practices of the submitted CV's. 

Given all this, I would grade the quality and quantity of faculty productivity as good.  With 
modest support targeted at research generation and the potential benefits of inclusive unit-wide 
strategic planning, I believe this could be shifted to excellent over a relatively brief time horizon. 

Recommendations: 

1. If possible, graduate students should be assistantship assigned to provide research 
support for departmental faculty.  Even if the time commitment enabled is modest (say, 
four or five hours of work per week), the support time would be of mutual benefit to 
students and professors. 

2. In annual review meetings with individual faculty, conversations should be taking place 
that provide mentorship even to mid-career and completely successful faculty that relate 
to strategizing research outlets and next steps to heighten publication productivity.  If 
possible the College should endeavor to put productive faculty into closer contact with 
the institutional mechanisms for grant and fellowship development and support. 

QUALITY & QUANTITY OF GRADUATE STUDENTS AND GRADUATES 

Many outstanding students have been educated in the M.A. speech communication program at 
Texas Tech.  Program graduates have recently undertaken doctoral studies at the University of 
Denver, the University of Nebraska, and the University of Texas, each a top twenty program.  
The strength of the competitive debating program continues, by all accounts, to lure very strong 
students into the graduate program.  The visibility of these debate efforts, including that 
achieved by its imminently hosting one of the major national championships on the Tech 
campus, augurs well for future recruiting, and I particularly commend the director of debate for 
his excellent and nationally well known work.  This work is by many metrics tangential to the 
graduate program, but clearly attracting good students (one professor estimated that as many as a 
third of graduate students came to Tech because of their association with parliamentary debate). 

I have expressed concern above about the shrinkage of the graduate program.  This is evident at 
all stages of the application process.  From 2003 to 2008 the number of applicants slipped from 
32 to 18; the total number admitted dropped from 23 to 5; the total reported yield from 9 to 4.  
This is a precipitous and unsettling trend, and not reflective of the program's quality or faculty 
research profile. 
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Diversity-enhancing efforts are a challenge faced by all programs, but I note with some dismay 
that not a single African-American student (coded at pg. 18 as "black") was admitted to the M.A. 
program in any of last six annual application cycles. 

The department does not report on subsequent career steps for the majority of its graduates, 
which I assume reflects difficulties in tracking or inattention to doing so.  But of those reported, 
the program appears to be placing its students in a range of professional careers connected to 
communication work – higher education paths in communication, significant positions in the 
non-profit sector, etc. 

I would rate the quality and quantity of graduate students and graduates as satisfactory.  With a 
restored emphasis on recruitment and a rebound in the number of students choosing to attend, I 
believe this rating could be quickly raised to excellent. 

Recommendations: 

1. The faculty should devise an organized recruitment strategy for the department that 
includes the following components: 

a. Explicit plans to identify potential feeder programs in the southwest whose 
students would be likely to be interested in the Texas Tech experience. 

b. Purchase of demographically targeted GRE mailing labels (e.g., purchase of a 
list of all GRE-test takers from Texas, Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico who 
said they were interested in communication graduate work), so that a limited 
mailing can be undertaken to recruit. 

c. Some organized efforts should be made to track and support applicants as they 
move through the application process (a concern expressed by several apparent 
program success stories is that paperwork is frequently lost and delays are 
common when it comes to having inquiries answered). 

2. Efforts should be considered that would better integrate the allure of the competitive 
debating program with the broader research work of the department.  Perhaps it might 
be possible for the director of debate to specifically target to recruit assistant coaches 
with specific interests in communication as a career path (at present some of the 
brightest graduate assistants for debate express only a passing interest in the field, which 
is unfortunate since this runs the risk of diverting assistantship investments away from 
students intending to concentrate their energies on the field).  Specific efforts should be 
made to recruit undergraduate Texas Tech debaters into the communication major and 
then into the graduate program, if such efforts are not already underway.  A graduate 
seminar on argumentation theory could be regularly offered.  If debate is attracting the 
program's best graduate students, then the department might consider tailoring one of its 
degree tracks in an explicit way to meet the demand for debate directors nationwide.  At 
the moment most debate students seem to gravitate to the rhetoric area; why not 
explicitly build the program's emphasis in argumentation so that the program can brand 
itself as a unique national training ground given this strong foundation? 
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3. Better informational resources should be made available to graduate students so that 
they can more easily navigate the program.  It is unusual that the program lacks a 
graduate handbook and that, moreover, the main informational resource with specific 
movement-through-program details was actually put together by graduate students in 
the program.  Such a handbook should provide responses to commonly asked questions 
(how many independent studies can be done and credit to degree requirements? what 
are typical course pathways through program? what does the typical high quality thesis 
look like?, etc.).   

4. A plan to assess graduate student learning outcomes should be considered if it is not 
already being planned.  Efforts to better track students post-graduation should be 
strategized and implemented as a part of this plan. 

5. The department should consider explicitly reorganizing its recruitment and admitting 
strategies to try to positively target applicants interested in pursuing the research 
doctorate or who will work in education.  Such efforts will attract students more likely 
to bring sustained interests in the research generating enterprise and can be 
accomplished concurrent with continuing efforts to bring in outstanding applicants who 
anticipate careers in industry or the media/communication professions. 

6. Efforts should be made to significantly raise the admitting GRE average and to diversify 
the annually accepted and yielded student cohorts, particularly by race and ethnicity. 

7. As budgetarily feasible, the college or university should commit to improving the health 
insurance options available to enrolled graduate students employees.  Many of the 
students we met with were not carrying any health insurance at all; most of those who 
reported being insured are being carried on their parents' policies.  The national norms 
are quickly guaranteeing health insurance as a part of the standard assistantship 
package, and an argument is often reasonably made that providing health insurance is 
an important and ethically dictated institutional obligation.  Students expressed concern 
about the fact that the most affordable policy option (the one required of international 
students and an option for all) only actually offers limited access to student health 
services and apart from that is little more than a modest discounting program, and that 
the better Blue Cross option, if taken, essentially wipes out as much as 40% of monthly 
stipend income.   

8. A departmental strategy should be devised to reduce time-to-degree closer to the two 
year completion mark.  Such efforts might include (a) encouraging students to think 
about the subject of anticipated thesis work as soon as intellectually practicable and no 
later than the close of the second semester in program, (b) assessing the course rotations 
encountered by cohorts who enter in alternative annual cycles or depending on whether 
they start in fall or spring, to try to further assure that students are moving in an 
intellectually coherent manner through required courses and methods sequences. 

CURRICULUM & PROGRAM OF STUDY 

The M.A. degree program charts a conceptually clear path to graduation; although some students 
reported dissatisfaction with the regular dissemination of information, they also reported 
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satisfying experiences once advisers were designated, and high degrees of satisfaction with 
mentorship at that stage in program. 

The curriculum in place is broadly consistent with national norms and consistent with those 
programs in place at identified peer institutions, and in fact I commend the program for putting 
students through so elaborate a training sequence in communication theory and research 
methods.  It is a bit unusual for an interpersonal M.A. program to include nonverbal 
communication as anchor course at this time, but some do continue to offer it at graduate level.  
The stipulation that five of ten courses in the program are required is a bit high (at Georgia State 
University we only specify two of the ten credited courses), but can be easily defended as 
appropriate to the wide variations in preparatory training that can be expected of incoming 
students, even those of high caliber who may enter without backgrounds in communication.  On 
the other hand, students in the program expressed some frustration with the fact of the 
requirement to undertake semester-long training in methods approaches far afield of their own 
intellectual predispositions. 

Because of staffing demands and the requirement that the mandated core curriculum be regularly 
offered, the catalog does not list very many regularly offered seminars that would be typical of 
such a program, although I suspect that many end up offered over time as special topics elective 
seminars.  Such an arrangement has its benefits (it extends flexibility to faculty who want to 
change electives in sync with their ongoing research interests).  But it also has downsides:  a 
catalog so elective-dominated by special topics classes makes it hard for students to coherently 
map upper level courses as they work through programs of study, and it also provides an 
incomplete picture of the most engaging seminars when applicants look online at their options.  
Even if particular courses can only be offered on a three- or four-year rotation, it would bring the 
program into greater sync with national disciplinary norms to map out specialized seminars and 
have them published in the graduate catalog.   

The faculty expressed strong support for continuing to support a three-track master's degree 
program, and to hiring in ways that would strengthen each sequence.  On the other hand, a 
typical student has, on account of the high number of required courses, limited options to 
develop meaningful track specializations.  Strong faculty anchor each of the degree tracks, and 
course enrollment patterns reveal relative equity among them.  I am thus reticent to recommend 
a reconfiguration when the system is basically working and enjoying support, but would simply 
note that it is rare and inevitably going to remain a challenge to fully mount three discrete tracks 
of study given such a small overall number of tenure track graduate faculty. 

Given the high number of currently enrolled students in the program who teach, the one-credit 
hour "communication instruction" sequence may not best be serving the needs of the program.  
Students reported that the course is in transition, and also conveyed some dissatisfaction that 
could be easily remedied.  The issue they raised relates to the question of whether the course 
demands are in sync with the one credit hour total given.  When the instructor simply uses the 
one credit hour contact time to touch base with students, air pedagogical concerns, and do some 
workshopping of best practices, students seem to feel such a workload is reasonable but that the 
content is light (and even bordering on busywork).  But when the instructor seeks to rev up the 
substance of the seminar, to truly introduce wider research traditions in the field relating to 
pedagogy and the scholarship of teaching and learning, students feel they are being overworked 
given the limited contact time.  The normal way this is handled in other programs of which I'm 
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aware is that a full three-hour course in "communication pedagogy" would be required of all 
students. 

I would grade the current curriculum and programs of study as good. 

Recommendations: 

1. Some consideration should be made to reducing the number of required courses, 
perhaps by considering a set of menu-options.  A currently very heavy required 
movement through a series of method courses (three all told on top of the two 
introduction survey classes) seems to produce a paradoxical result where students are 
generally well educated about research methods in the field but still under-prepared to 
undertake serious and methodologically defensible thesis projects except under 
circumstances where students are individually well mentored through advisement 
mechanisms and through method-specific independent studies. 

2. Should a commitment to sustain three degree tracks remain in place (which would be 
reasonable), an effort might be considered that would produce courses whose content 
more explicitly crosses over multiple tracks.  For instance, seminars in discourse 
analysis would be potentially useful to students in both the rhetorical studies and 
interpersonal communication.  A seminar in new media theory would be appropriate for 
students in either the organizational or rhetorical studies sequence.  A seminar in 
communication and conflict resolution is useful to all tracks, and expanding this model 
outward would make better use of limited faculty resources. 

3. In line with the discussion above about making permanent certain specialty/advanced 
graduate seminars, I suggest that the faculty reach consensus about a small set of such 
classes to be added to the catalog.  These might include, given the expertise of the 
faculty:  Legal Rhetoric, Relational Communication, more expanded offerings in 
Critical/cultural Studies, and others.    

4. The faculty should consider lengthening the start-of-fall teaching orientations so that 
students are better prepared to interact with undergraduates, as they must, and in the first 
week of the term.  A required seminar in communication pedagogy should be 
considered (consistent with the core curriculum recommendation above, one might 
imagine a core that consists of a [a] survey communication theory, [b] communication 
pedagogy, [c] a survey of research methods, connected to a follow-on requirement that 
students take two additional courses that connect to their particular research 
methodological interests; the total would remain at five but students would be better 
prepared both to teach and undertake the thesis project). 

FACILITIES & RESOURCES 

The consensus in the unit, and I share it, is that the physical footprint, IT, and laboratory space of 
the department is woefully inadequate to the work of a research generating unit.  Former 
research facilities have been converted into faculty offices given space constraints.  Apart from a 
small lounge equipped with some low-end computers, the department wholly lacks research and 
laboratory space.  One professor reported that three IRB-approved experimental studies are on 
hold because there is no space in which to conduct the experiments.  The unit's access to 
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centrally-funded IT resources is reported to have always been low and in decline given current 
budget constraints.  Work space for collaborative projects is in short supply, and the "lab space" 
summarized by the self study is simply reporting low-end classrooms and a medium-sized 
seminar/conference room.  The disparities between quality of space as equipped on the other 
side of the building by the College of Mass Communications and the much poorer equipped 
spaces used by Communication Studies is marked. 

The department's operating budget is modest.  I did not have the opportunity while in Lubbock 
to visit with the unit's professional staff.  But some concern was expressed that budget 
constraints have led the staff to the view that they must "supervise" the faculty, when it should 
be the other way around.  But in their defense, fairly draconian resource allocation strategies 
seem to have been made inevitable given such a low operating budget.  

As I understand it, a small workbook is sold to students populating the large public speaking 
courses, and this generates royalty revenue that in turn supports faculty and graduate student 
scholarship.  I am not familiar enough with the specifics to weigh in with a firm 
recommendation, except to note that if the department is yielding less than $10 per volume sold 
they might consider producing a more fully custom product that would specifically tailor course 
content as the faculty desire, while producing significantly higher long-term resourcing for 
scholarships and professional development, all without gouging students.  Such a practice has 
become the norm for departments in communication who provide core or general education 
service to their universities.  

The faculty I met with expressed concern regarding salary structure and serious lurking salary 
compression issues, and in particular pressed the view that tenure track pay in the department 
lags national norms.  I am not privy to Texas Tech salary information, to the historical processes 
by which merit pay raises have been awarded, to starting salary information, or to other 
information that would be required to make an informed judgment about this issue.  Two major 
datasets in use for the communication discipline are often accessed to determine market equity.  
The first is the dataset annually compiled by Oklahoma State (a dataset in which Texas Tech has 
regularly participated, as you know), which tallies salary averages, parsing them by discipline 
and by dividing the public university data into two categories, "research high" and "research 
very high."  The 2008-2009 Oklahoma State University National Faculty Salary Survey shows 
starting communication tenure track hires (that is, the average base rate for newly minted 
professors) in the lower of these two categories at $54,718, average assistant professor pay at 
$55,326, average associate professor pay at $64,996, and average full professor pay at $89,243.  
The second is the data reported by College and University Professional Association for Human 
Resources, which produce the disciplinary averages typically reported each year by the 
Chronicle of Higher Education.  CUPA-HR data are derived from 822 public and private four-
year colleges and universities (the mixing of public and private data is typically thought to 
underestimate true public university averages).  The most recent (2009-2010) data for 
communication, reported in the March 8, 2010, Chronicle, shows new assistant professors 
averaging $54,424, assistant professors averaging $53,599, associate professors $65,006, and 
fulls $83,656.  Obviously it would be best if the faculty at Texas Tech were being compensated 
within those ranges. 

Despite library-provided access to the main research databases used by communication scholars, 
I would nonetheless rate facilities and resources as poor.  I recommend that the department's 
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faculty and staff propose a reasonable facilities request to be considered when budgetarily 
feasible by the college's leadership. 

 

 

I want to close by reiterating my overall positive impressions of the program and my optimism 
that with modest resource infusions the department can achieve considerable additional 
improvements in an already strong graduate degree effort.  The department's accomplished 
cohort of faculty members gives me considerable confidence in the trajectory of graduate-level 
speech communication work at Texas Tech University.  The program has hired smart, well 
trained, and accomplished junior faculty members over the years, all passionately loyal to the 
university and its students.  Even in cases where the program's structure or leadership came in 
for criticism, the spirit in which it was offered was the sense of wanting to do better collective 
work, to build quality in all tracks and on all fronts, and with sympathy for the very challenging 
workload and organizational constraints under which the chair and associate chair must operate.  
My sense was that, across the board, the department was eager to collaborate with the College's 
current and incoming leadership to work with other disciplines to further raise Texas Tech's 
reputation, pedagogical and research impact.  With some further full-faculty-inclusive strategic 
planning, I have every confidence that the department can better respond to the university's 
general educational needs and provide further nationally distinctive research outcomes reflecting 
the value that highest quality communication research can bring to national decision making and 
to the work of an educated public. 

I'd be happy to provide further clarification of these recommendations as desired, and want to 
reiterate my thanks for the opportunity to learn more about the good work being done at Texas 
Tech University. 

Sincerely, 

 

Dr. David Cheshier 
Chair, Department of Communication 
Georgia State University 
Atlanta, Georgia 
 
404-413-5649 
dcheshier@gsu.edu 


