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STRATEGIES FOR HELPING THE COMMUNICATION
ADMINISTRATOR COPE WITH PROBLEMS
OF IDENTITY AND VISIBILITY

James C. McCroskey

To begin, let us face some brutal facts. Many communication departments have no identity.
They are what they are by chance and, as circumstances change, they change. There is little
planning and direction for their future. Similarly, many departments have little visibility
either in the field at large or on their home campuses. For many, that lack of visibility is
a blessing rather than a curse since increased visibility could lead to increased problems.

The identity of a department should never be left to chance. It may be the most important
factor in the success or failure of that department, and certainly a prominent factor in the
department's visibility. While all faculty in a department share some responsibility in the
development of a department's identity, it is the department chairperson's primary responsi-
bility.

Not all communication departments are alike, nor should they be. Thus, it falls to the
department chairperson as the intellectual leader of the department to lead it to a desired
identity and to implement policies that promote the advancement of that identity.

Departmental Identities

There are many idencities which a department may choose to seek. For purposes here, I
have chosen four as illustrative examples. I will refer to these as the "research department,"
the "majors department," the "service-
course department,” and the "community
service department." Let us consider each
in turn.

The "research department"” identity is
one to which only a few departments in our

field should aspire. These are departments requires a major commitment of departmental
in universities with a major focus on resources to advisement and to the teaching
graduate education, particularly doctoral of undergraduate classes. It requires
education. This is an identity that extensive efforts, at least initially, to
generally is very positive in the profes- recruit students to become majors. Lf the
sion and in institurions with a graduate faculty has a strong commitment to graduate
focus, but which ranges from neutral to education and research, the department may
negative in many other institutions. The find this identity to be incompatible with
choice of this identity should be made with the interests of its faculty.
great care, for it is a very difficult The "service department" identity is
identity to achieve. It cannot be accom=- one which many departments in our field have
plished in a short periocd of time and it whether they want it or not. A very large
may require foregoing other possible number of communication departments have
identities as well as requiring a major neither an undergraduate major nor a graduate
reallocation of departmental resources. program, and others which have one or both
If a faculty is dominated by tenured, non- still have over 907 of their enrollments in
productive individuals, the achievement of service courses for non-majors. For a pro-
this identity may be impossible. Setting fession that argues that everyone needs to
this identity as a goal requires the study what we have to offer, it is difficule
adoption of a "publish or perish" orienta- to look at such an identity in a negative
tion by faculty. A department chairperson manner. However, on some campuses such an
who is unwilling to pay this price, and it identity is distinctly negative and the view
is a high price, should either reject from the profession is, at best, neutral.
this identity as a goal or step down from While this identity helps us to "bring com-
the position as chair. municacion to the masses,” it also raises
The "majors department" identitvy is problems for the department. Teaching
one which in recent years an increasing rescricted to service courses is viewed very
number of departments in this field have negatively by manv people in the profession
chosen. This is an identity which is and seen as a barrier to intellectual and
common among =any of our sister discipiines. professional growth. [t also raises a
It is an idencity which is received question as to the need for faculty with
positively on m:any campuses but which is advanced degrees. [f graduate assistants can
received in a rather neutral Zfashion by reach such courses well, whv should someane
the profession. The choice of this identicy with a Ph.d. be hired to do it? While this

as a goal also requires a high orice. It Auestion can Se answered in 4 positive manner,







