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Is there ~ "communication approach" to 
human prob~ems? If the answer is yes, 
what is it? What are reasons for taking 
such an approach? What are reasons for 
the development of it? What can such an 
approach contribute to understanding and 
judgment? And what implications can be 
derived for teaching and for the curriculum? 

These are the questions I would like to 
reflect upon with you. 

Let me define c~mmunication as social 
interaction performed through messages. 
Messages may be defined as formally 
coded or symbolic or representational 
events which are of some shared signifi­
cance in a culture, and which are produced 
for the purpose of evoking significance. 

My distinction between the "communica­
tion approach" and other approaches to 
human behavior rests, therefore, on the ex­
tent to which (1) messages are germane to 
the process studied, and (2) concern with 
the production, nature, and uses of mes­
sages is c.entral to the approach employed. 
If there is a "communication approach" or 
theory or discipline, it can be distinguished 
from others in that it makes the nature and 
Iole at messages in life and society its cen­
tral organizing concern. 

There are many reasons for studying the 

nature and role of messages in life and 
society. Some are traditional. Certain fa­
miliar reasons include the acquisition or 
improvement of communication skills. ap­
preciations, tactics, and the knowledge it­

self which messages and message systems 
signify and convey. The same reasons un­
derlie our studies of language, composi­
tion, rhetoric. literature, art, and various 
other modes of verbal and non-verbal ex­
pression. 

Another and less familiar reason exists 
for studying the nature and role of mes­
sages in life and society. Although appli­
cable to all ages, this new reason is the 
outgrowth of the historical and cultural cir­
cumstances of the twentieth century. As the 
industrial revolution has transformed man's 
relation to society, the communication rev':' 
olution - an extension of the industricil 
revolution to the mass-pr-Od"l,lction of mes­
sages - has transformed man's relation to 
culture. This transformation has brought 
about the need to re-examine basic as­
sumptions about the nature and role of 
mesaages in life and society. to inquire-into 
the humanizing potentials of communica­
tions and of communication systems. That 
need is, ,in my view, the basic reason and 
histo"ical rationale for the emergence of a 
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"communication approach" to human prob­
lems. 

This approach is primarily analytical 
and critical. It does not necessarily take 
the objectives of communicators or existing 
institutional goals as its point of departure 
or standard of value. Rather, it attempts to 
raise questions about all these components 
as parts of total communication situations 
to be assessed in order to arrive at a fuller 
understanding of the humanizing potentials 
of messages in communication, and of com­
munications in culture. A by-product of this 
effort might be the improvement of skills, 
appreciations, and tactics. But the end re­
sult should be an improvement of standards. 

I! is in this way that I would like to ap­
proach a theory of communication and its 
implications for teaching. First, we shall 
consider~ in a very brief outlin,e. a view of 
communication as a humanizing process. 
Then I will sketch the development of a 
theory and model of communication not in­
consistent with the demands placed upon 
theory in our view of the humanizing func­
tions of communication. Our model will 
help illustrate some operation,,! elements 
and relationships in communication on the 
process level; it will help answer the ques­
tion: What happens when we interact 
through messages? 

Next we shall ask: What should happen 
when we interact through messages? What 
are the desirable qualities of our operation­
al elements and relationships in the light 
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of our view of communication as a human~ 
izing process? What communication and 
teaching functions serve these values? 

After discussing communication and its 
implications for teaching on the value lev­
el, we shali conclude with some sugges­
tions on the institutional level. The question 
there is: What happens when industrial in­
stitutions mass,;,produce message systems 
making up much of the popular culture in 
which all educational enterprises operate? 
What are some'roles and responsibilities of 
formal education in the new cultural situa­
tion? 

COMMUNICATION, A HUMANIZING 
PROCESS 

How did Homo sapiens become human? 
A hundred million years of evolution is 

compressed in the word "comprehend." I! 
stems from the expression "to grasp with 
the forehand." The ability to grasp with the 
hand and with the mind literally developed 
hand-in-hand. 

Life in damp tropical forests freed the 
forearms of a certain group of primates 
from the burden of carrying the body, and 
made them into hands-strong, sure, and 
delicate instruments. Exceptionally deft 
manipulation required an exceptionally 
large and complex control system - the 
human brain. The needs of hand-brain co­
ordination made it possible to develop the 
brain capacity necessary for holding an 
image long enough to reflect on it, store it, 



and retrieve it. This capacity is the pre­
requisite for the production and use of mes­
sages, and thus for human communication. 

The invasion of glaciers robbed homi­
noids of their arboreal paradise and forced 
them to taste the fruits of a new type of 
knowledge. Huddled in cold valleys, flood­
ed even during the warm spells, hc:rrd­
pressed to develop resources of collabora­
tion, community, and communication, 
Homo sapiens transformed himself into 
what we would recognize as human. He 
emerged from the Ice Ages a pretty accom­
plished artist, scientist. and organizer. 

Communication played, and plays, a 
unique part in the human transformation. 
The original "wisdom" of Homo the "sapi­
e.ns" stems from his symboling ability 
which arose, along with his tool-making 
talents, from marvelous hand-brain coordi­
nation and development put to communal 
uses. This symboling ability is the capacity 
to produce messages; to record, represent, 
and re·create aspects of the humcm condi­
tion; to encode, share, and decode signifi' 
cance; and thus, to extend the scope of con­
sciousness beyond the reach of the senses, 
and to create a vision of human potentiali­
ties and requirements beyond that of any 
living species. 

Communication infuses the 9ther human­
izing processes of collaboration and com­
munity with our most uniquely human 
characteristics. It does that by performing 
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certain specialized functions in society and 
culture. I call these the humanizingfunc­
tions of communication. 

HUMANIZING FUNCTIONS OF 
COMMUNICATIONS 

The shaping of sounds, forms, images, 
and stories into language, magic, legend . 
and ritual arose from the needs of survival 
through living and working together. One 
function of these communication activities 
was to make work easier, life -meaningful 
ways of looking at life and the world con­
vincing to those born into a culture. Let me 
call this the art funCtion of communication 
as a social enterprise. Man the c~mmuni­
cator as artist informed and inspired: fright­
ened and entertained as he helped all to 
bear the hardships, share the joys, avoid 
the dangers, and celebrate the accomplish­
ments of communal life. He made the truths 
olthe tribe - or of the culture '- believable 
and compelling. 

From the taming of fire to the sowing of 
seeds man learned not only the arts of 
making truths believable, but also the im­
portance of making beliefs truer. Man 
reached out, got burned, and fled in panic. 
But not always. For he could also reflect, 
and so he could contemplate an abstract 
proposition: Which end of a burning stick 
could be seized with impunity? Let me call 
this the science function of communication 
as a social enterprise. Man the communi­
cator, as scientist, undertakes to assess the 



validity of propositions. His function is. 
therefore, to make beliefs truer. 

The art of moving men and the science of 
moving mountains confer the power to 
move men to move mountains. The distri­
bution and use of this power is the third 
social flJ.nction in communication. It is the 
organizing -or administrative, or govern­
mental fJ,Ulction. Man the communicator as 
organizer is responsible for the structure of 
conscious reflective chOices. He deals with 
the production, availability, and selection 
of messages. He decides the balance of 
representaiions available; he stacks the 
decks of any message system; he controls 
the purpose, nature and extent of freedoms 
built into those systems. As the humanizing 
r.ole of the communicator as scientist is to 
make beliefs truer, and as artist to make 

FIGURE 1 
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truths more believable, his responsibility 
as administrator is to organize the energy 
and power of message systems to promote 
l£berating ends and to make knowledge 
freer. 

This is my view of communication as a 
humanizing process. I submit that the9ries 
and models of comm unication bec.:o~e u.se­
ful in a general Ylai #, they have some 
relevance to problems of conceptual organ· 
ization, judgment, and action In the human· 
izing process. 

A COMMUNICATION MODEL: 
THEl PROCESS LEVEL 

If communication is interaction through 
messages, we must be able to produce meso 
sages, and we must be able to perceive 
mElSsages. 11'1 other words, we Il;lust be able 
to perceive events in ex special way; and 



produce events in equally unique ways re­
flecting that special type of perception. 

If we draw circles for elements and bars 
for interactions between the elements, a 
diagram can be made of a communication 
act. 

Figure I is the skeleton of a basic com­
munication act. A man perceives an event 
(horizontal dimension) and produces a state­
ment about it (vertical dimension); another 
man perceives the statement (horizontal di­
mension). 

Let us now look more deeply into this 
process, first along the perceptual (horizon­
tal) dimension. Events (including state­
ments) must be available to be perceived; 
you can't play the game without cards. (But 
the kind of cards available will, of course, 

FIGURE 2 PRODUcnON 
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determine the kind of game played.) 
Secondly, the event (or statement) must 

be selected for perception. We cannot at­
tend to all things; attention is selective. 
Choices depend upon availability of items. 
But choices also depend upon a third ele­
ment of the perceptual field: context. 

Context describes the method in which 
parts of a whole are woven together in time 
and space. It is the way the deck is shuf­
fled. It affects chances of selecting anyone 
event in a series or field of events. In addi­
tion, _ the context of presentation (structure 
of the outside field) and the context of inter­
pretation (structure of the inside field) af­
fect the meaning we attribute to percep­
tions. 

Availability, context. and selection lead 
us from the world outside to the world in-

M 
PERCEPTION ........ 

eom"" 
Availability 



side. Let us draw a smaller circle inside 
"man" (M) standing for the event (or state· 
ment) "as perceived" (E' or SE'). If we also 
write in some of the terms of perception. 
the horizontal dimension of our model takes 
on certain changes. 

As Figure 2 shows, I am suggesting that 
we perceive in terms of prior assumptions, 
that we fit our perceptions into a context of 
Our own, and that we can only perceive (or 
conceive of) something from where we are 

Figure 3 
- from a point of view. Let me illustrate. 

If I ask you the shape of Figure 3, 
chances are you will say it is a trapezoid. 
If I ask you the shape oj a window, chances 
are you will say it is rectangular, even if 
you see it from a side view . Yet, if you 'se,e 
the window from a side view, its shape 
might look something like Figure 4. And 
the shape of Figure 4 is the same as the 
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shape of Figure 3. 
Why does that happen? We live in a 

world of rectangular shapes (some would 
say squares); but trapezoids are rare. So 
when we see a trapezoid in a familiar con­
text, we assume that "realIyll it is a rec­
tangular object seen from a point at view 
which makes rectangles appear trapezoi· 
dal. 

We learn to perceive things in this way. 
We learn this unconsciously; but we learn 

Figure 4 
this way of perceiving so well that some· 
times we see a rectangle in perspective, 
even when looking at a shape we know is 
really trapezoidal. The assumptions, can· 
texts, and points of view which have 
formed the terms of our perceptions make 
it difficult to see some things as they "real· 
ly" are. Figure 5 shows that our "window" 
is not, in fact, rectangular. But it is easier 



to assume that the yardsticks are cheating, 
or even that the hands holding the "win­
dow" in Figure 6 are of different size, than 
to see a trapezoidal window_ Every percep, 
tion, therefore, is a judgment based on past 
experience and present expectation_ 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 

The significance of these statements for 
communication is two-fold. First. the mes­
sages we produce reflect the terms upon 
which we perceive. (The history of perspec­
tive drawing, for example, shows a grow­
ing awareness of these terms.) Secondly, 



the way we perceive messages will be de­
termined both by the terms of perception 
built into messages, and the assumptions, 
contexts, and points of view brought to the 
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Figure 7 

perception of messages. 
We can now complete our basic diagram 

of a communication act. 
Figure 7 shows that an event (or state­

ment) available in a certain contaxt is 53-

lected for perception in terms of the per­
ceiver's assumptions, context, and point of 
view. The perceiver is also a communicator; 

he uses some means and controls (chan­
nels, media, etc., as I am using language 
and print on this paper) to produce a state­
ment about the event. In this way the proc-

PERCEPTION 

Selection 
Context 

AvaiiabUlly 

ess continues~ 
Failure to understand terms implicit in 

our messages may leave us in the dark 
about what happens, and why, as the ex­
change g,oes on. For example, look at the 
photographs of the same face in Figure 8. 

There is more in these pictures than fea­
tures and poses. Subtle but inescapable 

Figure 8 
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parts of the message include the position of 
the camera and of the lights. A host of as· 
sumptions about the person portrayed are 
invoked in the perception. Analysis of such 
messages helps us understand our re· 
sponse to them, and perhaps also the pho· 
tographer's perspectives. 

The pictures in Figure 9 were clipped 
from newspapers. They appeared in the 
context of crime stories, but they all portray 
a suspect; they were all taken before a 
trial. Yet, in that context, with the flash·gun 
held low and shadows cast upward to put 
the face literally in an evil light, the verdict 
of the photographer - and of the unreflect· 
ing reader - is hardly in doubt. 

Figure 9 
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In communication we usually do more 
than we mean to do. Sometimes we do the 
opposite of what we intend to do. The pic· 
torial statements in Figure 10 illustrate 
meaning on different levels. 

The first statement (A) means to sell li­
quor. But the picture also conveys (and cul­
tivates) some assumptions about the "good 
life." It does that from the point of view of 
the market for high-priced liquor. How re­
fined and jovial it is when everyone knows 
his brand - and his place. 

B 

c D 
Figure 10 

The next image (B) means only to enter· 
tain. But no image of the human condition 
can fail to reveal something about man. A 
lone, strong, masked man is holding a ion::! 
gun with gloved finger on the trigger; even 
if we didn't know him well, a look in his 



eyes would tell us that he metes out justice. 
But so does another figure of Justice (C) 
wearing a different bnd of mask and de­
riving her strength from different instru­
ments of arbitration. Each image has 
meaning in terms of its own mythology. 
We interact with the message as we meet 
- and cultivate - the assumptions inher­
ent in it. 

Look at the beast from another planet 
(red beast at that, in the original), ready to 
sink its claws into the flesh of its more hu­
man adversary (D). Fantastic, yes. But in a 
climate of fear, a faked radio documentary 
reporting an invasion from Mars did trigger 
large-scale panic among its listeners. In 
terms of assumptions usually cultivated, 
nothing could be as fantastic as a landing 
of Martians bearing lollipops and cookies. 

THE JOB OF THE TEACHER 
What is the job of the teacher? Is it to 

cultivate existing assumptions, whatever 
they might be, in order to put across the de­
sired "mes,sage"? This, is, in effect what 
some lists of "helpful hints" on "effective 
communication" tell us. This is what much 
narrowly conceived and superficially in­
terpreted research on communication "ef_ 
fects" tells us. But cultivating existing as­
sumptions in,order to put across the desired 
"message" is manipulation, not education. 

Often the teacher cannot honestly con­
vey his message without challenging cher­
ished assumptions. And, at times, unexam-

10 

ined assumptions implicitly reflecied in 
messages counter and negate the explicit 
"lessons." Therefore, the analysis of mes­
sages in teaching first leads to ""If-analy­
sis: What am I communicating besides 
what I think I am teaching? Am I talking 
about "a government of laws and not of 
men" - but from a Lone Ranger point of 
view? Do I need monsters to make Q- unit 
on space travel or on life on other planets 
more believable? If so, I may be an "eflec­
tive" communicator, but I should not be in 
the classroom. I should not be in the class­
room for the simple reason that successful­
ly manipulating people, even into the 
"right" conclusions, only impoverishes the 
bases of self-direction and, therefore, ne­
gates the aims of education. 

People learn best not what their teachers 
think they teach or what their preachers 
think they preach, but what their cultures 
in fact cultivate. We "teach" many things, 
most of them short-lived. But we cultivate 
the assumptions, contexts, and points of 
view in terms of which we communicate all 
things. These terms are likely to be the 
most lasting and least examined parts of 
our lessons. So the questions I ask as I re­
flect on teaching as a communiCation proc­
ess are these: What approaeh to the sub­
ject and to learning itself did I cultivate 
when I only meant to transmit a few 
"facts"? What perspectives on man, life, 
dnd the world did I present when I only 
meant to teach English or geography or 
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Figure 11 

PERCEPTlON 

math or physics? 

THE VALUE LEVEL 
These questions bring us to the level of 

values. That teaching has elements of art, 
science, -and organization is no news to 
anyone. It should not be surprising, then, 
that teaching has the values of these activi· 
ties as humanizing functions in communi~ 
cation. 

Let us develop a value·oriented version 
of our communication model. First, we shall 
supply a dimension missing from the oper· 
ational version of the model, but present in 
every real communication situation: the re­
lationship between the statement (now can· 
ceived as a single specific proposition) and 
what the statement is "abou!." This is the 
hypotenuse of bur model. shown in Figure 
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I!. This relationship may be characterized 
by the presence or absence of qualities of 
correspondence, coherence, adequacy, or 
validity attributed to .the message. 

Now let us ask the question: What should 
happen as we interact through messages? 
What are the desirable, the humanizing 
qualities of each of the three dimensions of 
our communication model? And how do 
the functions of organization, science, and 
art serve these qualities? 

Along the perceptual dimension we have 
selection, context, and availability as oper· 
ational elemen!s. What do we ask of these? 
We ask that selec!ion be as free as possi· 
ble, that context be as representative as 
possible, and that availability be as equi· 
table as possible. So the ideal (even if 
troublesome) criterion of value along this 
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Figure 12 

'!ION 

dimension is free selection in a representa­
tive context of pertinent evidence. 

The hypotenuse of our model is the rela­
tionship between statements and what 
statements are "about." Here we consider 
it desirable to assess qualities of truth and 
validity built into our messages. 

The production dimension relates the 
terms of our perception and cognition-our 
"beliefs" ~ to the statements we make. 
Here we want skillful use of channels, me­
dia, controls, etc. to reflect these "beliefs" 
in effective forms. We want to produce 
clear and believable messages. 

Figure 12 shows these qualities of the 
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three dimensions. It also indicates how the 
functions of administration, science, and art 
serve these qualities. 

The teacher as administrator and organ­
izer of communication activities uses 
means, facilities, and controls to promote 
free selection in a representative context of 
pertinent evidence. The teacher as scientist 
assesses the truth qualities of information 
and the validity of assumptions, contexts, 
and points of view implicit in statements. 
The teacher as artist uses his skills and ma­
terials to express true and valid beliefs in 
crear ana. convincing forms .. 

Combining the humanizing functions of 



administratjon", science., and art in commu­
~cation, the teacher thus strives to make 
choices freer, beliefs truer, and truths more 
believable. 

Scrutiny of commu~cation in the class­
room is analysis of messages and proces­
ses. It leads, on .one hand, to self-analysis, 
and, on the other, to a concern with the full 
range of consequences implicit in commu­
nicaUon as a humanizing process. 

THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL 
Finally, we come to the institutional lev­

eI. Concrete historical developments give 
our concern With communication processes 
and values its urgency and relevance. If it 
is true that most people learn best what 
their cultures cultivate, a revolution in cul­
ture has brought abQut a transformation in 
learning and altered the position of the 
teacher and the school in society. 

The industrial revolution has shifted into 
the communications phase. Message-sys­
tems which provide many of the raw ma-. 
terials of our consciousness (and of the 
terms of our perceptions) have become 
mass-produced, institutionalizedcommodi­
ties. Bigness, fewness, and costliness in cui· 
tural, as in any other, mass production 
brought centralization of control, standardi­
zation of product, streamlined efficiency of 
technique. These changes meant increasing 
penetration of influence into many spheres 
of life and across many previous boundar­
ies of place, .lime, and social status. We 
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can safely say that never before could so 
many people in so many places know and 
talk so much about the same things at the 
same time. 

The shape of human affairs has changed. 
Instead of the slow filtering-down process, 
we have the almost simultaneous introduc­
tion of information, ideas, and products at 
all levels of society. Mass production I!!nd 
distribution of communications to scallered, 
heterogeneous audiences means potential 
enrichment of cultural horizons incredible 
by all previous standards. But it also means 
that the assumptions, contexts, and points 
of view which cultivate our perceptions of 
wh<!l is real. what is important, and what is 
right, now roll off the assembly line bear­
ing a brand na~er a corporate image,. a 
marketing approach. 

The words of Andrew Fletcher, ullered in 
1704, reverberate in the halls .of. the AC!ad­
emy and, at limes, of Congress. "I believe," 
he said, "that if a man were permitted to 
write all the ballads, he need not care who 
should make the laws of the nation." f'or 
ours is a revolution in the writing of all the 
ballads. 

The mass media have increaSingly taken 
over democratic national. responsibilities 
for transmitting the. cultural heritage, for 
illuminating the realities of todcry. and for 
setting the agenda of tomorrow. 

How did the mass media. fulfill that re" 
sponsibility? As weIl as could be expected, 



perhaps even better. Being free from public 
control but lacking guarantees. of public 
support in using that freedom, the mass 
media must, on the whole, merchandise 
such gratifications as can be profitably cuI· 
tivated under the circumstances. 

How does formal education find its place 
and its responsibilities in the new cultural 
situation? I think we have only begun to 
diagnose the situation. There is little doubt 
that we can and should find ways of using 
the riches available to all for the first time 
in the history of cuItures. It has often been 
pointed out that we should also help make 
some order out of the distortions, confu· 
sions, and general cultural chaos charac· 
terizing the new· situation. But all these 
worthy activities do not go to the heart of 
the problem. 

The new situation is a radic.al transfor· 
mation of the ways members of our species 
became human. Seen in that light, the prob· 
lem is not only that of tastes, appreciations, 
discriminating consumership. The problem 
is also the organization of culture, with all 
its humanizing functions, both as a public 
and a private matter. The task is one of 
citizens' building and molding social in· 
stitutions for democratic human purposes. 
We have opportunities to exercise policy 
choices in the field of popular culture, or to 
let these choices go by default. The differ· 
ence is likely t6 affect our survival as a na­
tion; and, if we survive, it is certain to de-
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termine the outcome of our experiment with 
self-government. 

A role education can play in communica­
tion on the institutional level is to prepare 
itself, and the new generation of citizens, to 
exercise such choices. It makes little differ­
ence whether we think about such studies 
under the heading of Social Science or Citi­
zenship or English or Mass Media. It is more 
important that they be conceived as part 
of general education on all levels rather 
than only as training in the specific applied 
skills of communication or of consumership. 

Such studies should develop ways of ob­
serving modern cultural institutions mass­
producing images of man, life, and the 
world, and of the uses we make of them, 
They should examine circumstances of cul­
tural production and consumption, and con· 
sider what kinds of humanizing aims can 
be fulfilled under what kinds of conditions. 
These considerations should result in the 
development of standards for the citizen as 
well as for the consumer. 

I might now summarize my attempt to, 
present a theory of communication and its 
implications for teaching as follows: The 
reasons for the emergence of a "commUni· 
cation approach" rest, I believe, in the 
trends and developments of the last cen­
tury. Such an approach or theory or dis­
cipline makes the nature and role of 
messages in life and society its central 
organizing concern. It attempts to analyze 



what happens in communication as a teach­
ing process, and to assess the values of 
what happens. Then the approach turns to 
the institutional developments from which 
it sprang. It uses the insights of process 
apd of value to find the place of the school, 
the role of education, and the responsibili· 
ties of the teacher in the new culture in 
which both we and our students live and 
grow and learn .. 
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