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A "'COMMUNICATION APPROACH"

George Gerbner
University cf 1tlinois

'} would like to state, at the outset, my assumptions about the functions of this
paper and of the occasion for which it is written. The relevance of what foliows de-
pends largely on the extent to which these assumptlons are correct and are shared by
others. :

My assumptions about the functions of this paper are the following:

}. This is to be & personal statement. It is to present a view of, and an approach
to, problems of the preparation of educational media specialists from the vant=
age point of the contributor, It is not to summarize research or "'cover' liter=
‘ature, etc. in the field.

2. The purpose of the contribution s to stimulate discussion and to help set the
stage for further development of ideas and plans.

"My assumptions about the nature of the occasion are the following:

1. The paper is intended to be 2 working document and discussion material for a
series of invitational seminars which will consider basic definitions and
directions to be proposed for the professional preparation of educational media
speciatists.,

2, The need for such basic definitions and directions arises from the fact that the
tasks and responsibilities of educational media specialists call for preparation |
in a newly emerging field of higher {graduate) educetion.

The broadest context

- The task as | see it involves not only the development of a catalogue of more-ore-
less related duties and of the corresponding tralning requiremants, | don't think that
a legitimate and convincing claim for a program of professional and graduate education
ccan be made without first developing the conception of a discipline which makes a unique

-and necessary contribution to knowledge,

: The development of such a conception rests on one's assessment of the state of
:kncwledge, and on one's view of what are the fundamental questions involved in propos~
ing a program of graduate education,

= My view is that this is aft%me of ferment and of stock-taking and redefinition in
“Many fieslds, 1t hecomes necessary, therefore, to conceliva of the role of the educa-
“tional media specialist not only In terms of a parochial past history and of present
_Srooves of thought and practice, but also in terms of the emergung new organ:zation of
“knuwiedge Thinking in those terms, the fundamental question is: What is new about
,life, society, and the worid? What is the emergsng organization of knowledg_? Is our
“._Egctallst” involved in this general ferment {in any fundamental way? Does he or can
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he command abilities and rescurces which can play a vital and basic role in the shaping
of discipiines and of professions now takung place?

| think there is much that is new, he Is deepiy invoived, and he can play such a
role,

The impact of three revolutlions is changing the shape of human affairs, The induse
trial revolution transformed man's material reiations to man, society and nature, The
nuclear revolution made the traditional intercourse of nations obsolete, The communi=
cations revolution telescoped and extended the industrial and scientific explesions
into the educational and cultural sphere,

This is what 1| believe to be the broad context in which the functions and responsie
. bilities of the eduéational medsa spetiaiist need to bé located. This is the context
in which | would iike to approach the nature and relevance of the '‘communication approach’!
to human affairs In general, and to our specialist’s tasks in particular. And this is
the context in which | see his contribution to knowledge and the problem of his grade
_uate preparation,

what is a communication approach?

» Next | would fike to define a “cnmmunicatson approach" more precisely, and to indi=
- cate its relevance to the probiem,

| define communication as social Interaction performed through messag » | define
messages as formally coded, s mEo! ic or " OF representational events of some shared signi-
ficance In & culture, produced for the purpose of evoking signlficance,

My distinction between the "‘communication approach! and other approaches to human
behavior rests, therefore, on the extent to which (1) messages are germane to the
process studied, and (2) concern with the production, nature, and uses of messages is
central to the approach employed, A “communicaticn approach" (or theory or discnpline)
can be distinguished from others in that |t makes the nature and role of messages in
1ife and society its central organuznng concern,

The relevance of such an approach to the educational media specialist is three-fold,
First it locates him in time; In relates him, his tasks, and his responsibilities, to
a8 profound historic transformation taking place., Secondly, it locates him within the

.emerging new organization of knowledge. And third, it promises to give some focus and
direction to the professionalization of his field, All three are necessary require-
ments for graduate preparation, ' '

An historical perspective -

The educational media speclalist is actively Involived, whether he knows It or not,
tn the cultural explosion which Is changing not only education but society and the
worid as we used to know it, :

To take the full measure of this transformation, we have to refiect on just how it
was that a .group of primates became homo sapiens and how homo saplens is Vhumanized"
~ today, .
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For at least & humdred million of the last 101 miliion years, lush forests covered
most of the land, Arboreal existence freed the forearms of some of the mammals from
having to suppert the burden of the body. One group of primates developed these fore-
arms Intc strong, sure, delicate instruments, Along with the hands, this group of
hominoids developed the ability to Ycomprehend, Mililons of years of human evolution
is compressed in the word "comprehend: it stems from the expression ''grasp with the
forehand,!" The ability to grasp with the hand and with the mind literally developed
Yhand-in=hand." Exceptionelly deft manipulation, superier grasping, throwing, chipping,
carving, and weaving required an exceptionally large and complex control system: the
brain, _

The last million years robbed hominoids of their arboreal paradise.'" Periodic
Invasions of glaciers sent them roving into aill habitable parts of the giobe, Huddied
in cold valleys, flooded during the warm speils, the featherless and furless but luckily
warm=blooded creatures were hard-pressed to develop all their resources,

Fortunately, the hominoid brain was adequate, It could not only regulate the body,
. coordinate the hands, focus both eyes on nearby objects, and respond to Immediate
changes In the environment--all of which were important«~but it could also do something
ne other primate ceuld do, It had the reserve capacity and mechanical calm necessary

to hold an image long enough to reflect on it, record it, stors it, retrieve it, and
récait i1t when necessary, This ability to compose, hold, record, and recall images

transformed hominoids into homo sapiens and enabled them to survive through collsboras

tion, community and communication. image-making and using was the prerequisite for
- .the most uniquely humanizing element in this process, communication. Communlcation as
we know :W??%“Yﬁ% gxcfusively human ability to interact through messages which do not

merely signal but which symboiize, represent, re~creste aspects of the human condition,

For 2 long time the messages and images which composed the human fabric of popular
culture were largely woven by the tribe and the village out of the same homespun yarn
of everyday experience which alse gave rise to the folkways of reering, teaching, and
preaching. The process was inter-personal, |t was slow-moving and fixed as long as
the local and limited circumstances which governed it were fixed, -

Slowly, things began to change, More and more people became Increasingly aware of
cultural influsznces not of their own tribe or village, It became apparent that the
comron culture was a man-made system of messages and images which cultivated ways of
rearing, teaching, and preaching, as well as of learning, "

After a long, slcw build=up, the industrial revolution burst into the cultural

sohera, Instead of the age-old procsss of filtering down, of person=-to-perscn transe
mission of most that ever comes to a human, we have the mass production and almost simyl
tanecus introduction of information, ideas, images, and products at &ll levels of _
society. The basic cultural transformation of our time.is in the media and the systems
which cultivate ways of Jooking at tife, society, and the world, It is in the processes

nd institutions which producs, orgenize, and distribute messages bearing man's notions
of what is, what is important, and what is right. '

This recent transformation has brought the ''communication approach' Into exis-
tence, This is what brought about our concern with the production, nature, and uses
of massages in the acculturation process, and, in its more formal aspects, in the
educational process, - The field of the educational media specialist Is rooted not so
much in the pictures of Comenius (devotional texts have been richly illustrated many
centuries before him}, but in the really revolutionary practice of putting pictures as
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well as texts into books 'programed” for wide distribution in popular education. |t
is rooted not in sights and sounds as such, but in the communications revolution which

gave us technological means to produce and mass~produce and project and broadcast sights
and sounds and images for all.  And it is now coming full circle to ways of programing
and linking message systems in integrated sequences of production; perception and
response, . .

The basic challenge

The problem inherent in this transformation has twe sides. One side is a technolo=
gical problem. This requires provisions for the training of competent technologlsts.
The other side is the policy probiem. Technology precipitates but cannot sclve that
problem, That is what requires the preparation of professionals at the graduate level,
Professionals are people who understand their relationship to knowledge and who are
prepared to accept and to exercise policy-making responsibilities, 1 can. see no other
reason for professional training on the graduate level, Indeed, | consider it a per-

- version of the concept of graduate education to train technological experts ignorant
" ‘of policy implications and unwililing or unable to assume responsibility for policy
choices,

This is the really difficult part of the probliem, As Charles F, Hoban wfote:

The problems of new media in education, as with almost all the problems
of new technologies, are not those of the mechanics or the machinery ine
velved, The engingers and the technicians do a reasonably good job with
the mechanics and the machinery of technology. The real difficulty is
more complex, it arises from the reorganization of procedures, the
introduction and wider use of management on a higher level of skill, the
changing role of the men and women in the process or the system, and the
elevation of goals made possible by the productivity of technology.*

. The basic challenge, as | see it, is to develop a program of $raduate education which
is based on the degree of technological understanding necessary for policy-making, and

which concentrates on the professional aspects of the problem. These aspects are based,
in my view, upon a specialized concern with the nature and role of messages in the life,
culture, and education of an industrial society, and upon an understanding of the rela-
tionships between technological! communications systems and the nature of knowledge, An
application of these concerns and understandings to teaching and learning is the special
Institutional responsibitity of the professional educational media specialist,

A program of graduate preparation based on such assumptions would include considera-
tion of (a) the communication process; (b) the development of communication systems
in society; (c) the relationship of communication systems to social and educational
systems; {(d) the general and the speciaiized contributions of communication processes
to knowledge, teaching, and learning under different social and institutional ¢ircum=
stances; {e) the nature and funcitions of communication means and controls in the classe
room, schooi-system, educational system, and social system, in reiation to educational
aims and goals; and (f) the specialized institutional role and responsibiiity of formal
education in the cultural transformation of industrial societies,

* Hoban, Charles F., UThe Hew Medié and the Schooi," 5g COMMUNICATION REVIEW, November
December, 1962 .
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Some ¢ontent suggestions

1t would be presumptious to outline a course or a series of courses which might deal

wich such content. The Sﬁecifics of program development always depend on the specifics
of the personnel and of the institutional setting in which programs are developed.

But it might not be out of order to iilustrate how the bare bones of such a conceptual
scheme might be fleshed out with concrete substance,

The communication process., Most conventional treatments of the communication process
are not really concerned with communication. They tend to ask the questions of the
learning theorist or the sociologist or the linguist or the information theorists-=all
of which are reievant~--but not the basic communication question: what happens as we
interact through messasges? A careful consideration of that question would be ¢ne con-
tribution of the ''communication approach'' to the preparation of the educational media
specialist,

Such consideration would begin with the development of the concept of image as the
biological, social, and cultural prerequisite to the "humanization! of homo sapiens
and thus to communication and human learning., It would go on to analyze meaning in
-terms of the contribution of messages and message systems to image development. and
thus to behavior, ‘

Study of the communication process from an essentially communication-oriented point
of view would also include an snalysis of what goes into the production and perception
of messages, would develop a Ygrammar" of messages and message systems in functional
communication terms equally applicable to pictorial and verba! 'languages,'’ and would
submit the communication act both as product and as process to more intensive scrutiny
than is usualiy dorie,

‘J Communigation systems, The concept of comnunication systems as organic components
of culture, and as the cultural arms of dominant types of social organization, lies at
the heart of the consideration of systems, The graduate training of the professional
educational madia specialist would include an historical view of the development of
such systems, and 2 comparative view of communication systems in different societies,
There can be no broad and realistic grasp of communication media in American educa-

tion without some understanding of technological media systems as they reflect pre-
and post~industrial organization of different types,

Contribution to knowledge, Consideration of message~image relationships and of
communication systems prepares the ground for the study of normative (survival and welfare=
producing) functions of communication systems under different historical, social, and
institutional circumstances, ODiscussion of administration structuring message systems;
of science assessing qualities of correspondence, adegquacy, and vaildity buiit into
message systems; and of art enhancing clarity, belfevability, and general effectiveness
of expression {inciuding the lmaginative incorporation of the insights of research)
tould be points of departure for developing notions of value and of responsibility
inherent in the tasks of the educational media specialist.

Means and controls, Aduinistrative and organizational functions in communication
are of special concern to the educational media specialist as a professional contribu-
tor to policy-making, Controls are inherent in all communication systems, The more
"technological'! the means of message-production the more highly structured is the
system of controls regulating the flow of messages. Without careful and competent con-
sidaration of the built-in contréls characteristic of the masans, the means tend to
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become ends in themselves to which educational aims and goals must be Hadjusted." This
is Yinstructional technology'' with a vengeance., One purpose of graduate (or any) edus
cation of the media specialist should be to guard against it,

- The institutional function, The communication revelution has c¢hanged the position of
the teacher and the role of the school in modern industrial society., The school can no

longer teach anybody anything in isolation from the mass-produced popular culture

which teaches everybody something about 21l things., Formal! education today has an
institutional responsibility for preparing iiself, and new generations of citizens, to
learn sbout, learn in, and learn to guide the cultural transtormation of our time.

The broadly~trained and conceptually equipped educational media specialist is tikely
to assume leadership functions in fulfilling this responsibility, as many of his '
American predecessors and his counterparts abroad have done.

¥

None of this is intended to furnish a blueprint for a program. In line with the

" assumptions set forth at the beginning of this paper, | was more interested in stimu-
‘Jating the process of discussion and of planning by generating what secemed to me some
fundamental considerations than | was in proposing a full-fledged program.

! am not sure that a series of seminars can do much more, either, than suggest a fuller
and perhaps sounder sét of considerations for program planning. | am convinced,
however, that the validity of the claim for graduate training rests on the development
‘of a program which makes a unique and needed contribution to knowledge, and which can
prepare professicnals willing and able to act in the light of that contribution,



