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Research Article 

What’s in a Name? Exploring the 
Definitions of ‘Public’ and ‘Speaking’ 

Joseph M. Valenzano III, University of Dayton 

Abstract 

The purpose of this essay is more of an intellectual exercise than an attempt at a pragmatic redesign 

of the basic course. Essentially, I submit that we as a discipline have lost sight of what the phrase 

“public speaking” actually means and erroneously and dangerously equated it with simply delivering 

formal presentations. When the term is broken down into its component parts of “public” and 

“speaking” it is understood as something much broader, and thus allows for the curricular flexibility 

forwarded by Hess (2012), West (2012), Valenzano (2013) and Wallace (2015), to name a few. 

In this essay, I offer various ways of defining “public” and “speaking” as a way of arguing that even 

courses titled as “Public Speaking” need not rely solely on presentational speaking assignments and 

instruction in their courses. In other words, “public speaking” should be a more liberating, than 

restrictive course title, and should shift our attention from specific assignments to communication 

outcomes the course is designed to achieve. 

Introduction 

According to “Study IX of the basic communication course at two-and-four year 

U.S. colleges and universities: A re-examination of our discipline’s ‘front porch,” the 

majority of basic courses in the United States are delivered in a public speaking 

format (Morreale et al., 2016). By over a two-to-one margin, schools prefer to offer a 

public speaking basic course instead of a hybrid model of the course. A small 

percentage of schools (13.2%) offer something other than public speaking or hybrid 

1

Valenzano: What's in a Name?

Published by eCommons, 2020



 

 

107 
 

 

for their basic course. The same survey reported that programs also rely heavily on 

formal presentations as assignments in their courses, with roughly 82% of both two 

and four-year schools requiring between 1-5 speeches in their basic courses which 

focus on public speaking. Clearly, formal presentational speaking dominates the 

communication experiences required of students in the basic course, and the 

overwhelming majority of those courses are considered “public speaking courses.”  

There is logic to this practice grounded in the traditions of the discipline and in 

an incomplete reflexive response to external constituencies. As Valenzano et al. 

(2014) summarize, the basic course today finds its roots in the training of oratory 

offered in Greece and Rome by individuals like Aristotle, Isocrates and Quintilian. 

The modern communication department, in fact, split from the National Council of 

Teachers of English due to its lack of emphasis on oratorical instruction. Speech 

training was the impetus for communication departments as they currently exist, and 

that tradition and importance still holds power over how we deliver the basic course 

today. Additionally, survey after survey of business leaders and industry experts 

(American Institute of Certified Public Accountants, 2008-2009; Crosling & Ward, 

2002; Kelly, 2008; Morreale et al., 2017; NACE, 2016; Robles, 2012) report 

communication skills as important for potential employees to have when they 

graduate college. In fact, the most recent survey by the National Association of 

Colleges and Employers (NACE; 2016) stated that verbal communication skills were 

the most important skill sought in job candidates.  

Ironically, Forbes (Strauss, 2016) reported college graduates do not have strong 

communication skills, but they did not specify what specific kind of communication 

skills they lacked. Hooker and Simonds (2015) further underscored the issue with the 

Forbes report: employers do not specify what types of communication skills they 

want. In that vacuum, communication departments infer that when employers call 

for communication skills, they mean what we have traditionally delivered: 

presentational speaking skills through public speaking training. I contend that despite 

the prevalence, potency, and seductive simplicity of this unfounded inference, we 

need to re-conceptualize the way we define “public speaking” so it is not equated 

solely with “presentational speaking.” Rather, we need to broaden its definition to 

allow for more types of communication assignments in the course without feeling 

the need to change its title. 

Some, like Hess (2012), West (2012), Valenzano (2013) and Wallace (2015) 

propose specific ways to redesign the basic course, but I contend such redesigns, 

though potentially enormously beneficial to students, need not be massive 
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undertakings involving the development of new courses if we simply broaden what 

we consider “public speaking.” The suggestions offered by those scholars all make 

reasonable and practical suggestions for the basic course, but they often fail to 

adequately accommodate for the fact many courses are called “public speaking”—a 

terministic problem, rather than a curricular one. Public speaking courses almost 

universally require the giving of speeches by students (Morreale et al., 2016), thus 

making it appear difficult to engage with the ideas expressed by Hess (2012), West 

(2012), Valenzano (2013) and Wallace (2015) because the course title appears to 

restrict implementation of assignments other than presentational speeches. Some 

schools, such as those in Illinois, are hamstrung by state regulations as well, so no 

matter what they want to do or decide to call the course, they cannot escape 

government-mandated requirements for the number of speeches delivered by 

students in the class. 

The purpose of this essay is more of an intellectual exercise than an attempt at a 

pragmatic redesign of the basic course. Essentially, I submit that we as a discipline 

have lost sight of what the phrase “public speaking” actually means and have 

erroneously and dangerously equated it with simply delivering formal presentations. 

When the term is broken down into its component parts of “public” and “speaking” 

it is understood as something much broader, and thus allows for the curricular 

flexibility forwarded by Hess (2012), West (2012), Valenzano (2013) and Wallace 

(2015), to name a few. Given that the basic course is often an entrenched 

component of general education, I begin with a brief discussion of general education 

and the National Communication Association’s (NCA) core competencies for 

introductory communication courses. I then offer various ways of defining “public” 

and “speaking” as a way of arguing that even courses titled “public speaking” need 

not rely solely on presentational speaking assignments and instruction in their 

courses, as a broader definition still allows for the achievement of the core 

competencies articulated by NCA. In other words, “public speaking” should be a 

more liberating than restrictive course title. 

The Basic Course, General Education and Core Competencies 

For decades, the basic course has been a mainstay in general education programs 

at colleges and universities around the country (Hunt et al., 2009; Hunt et al., 2005; 

Valenzano, 2013). Whether it is referred to as the “bread and butter” (Dance, 2002), 

or the “front porch” (Beebe, 2013), communication departments often rely on the 

student credit hours generated from the course. In fact, the course’s placement in 
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general education was deemed so important that an entire Forum section within the 

2018 volume of the Basic Communication Course Annual was dedicated to providing 

arguments to support this contention. Despite the discipline’s continued presence in 

general education, the content of the course has differed from campus to campus. 

The majority focus on traditional presentational speaking, with a smaller subset 

seeking to deliver broader exposure to the discipline’s core areas. In the last decade 

or so, especially, as the movement towards outcomes based general education has 

gained momentum (Wehlburg, 2010), the landscape is ripe for a redefinition of 

“public speaking,” particularly as it relates to its inclusion in general education 

programs. 

There have been several efforts in recent years to push higher education to 

reform its general education curricula. For example, in 2006 the AAC&U forwarded 

the LEAP Initiative, which specifically pointed to communication skills such as oral 

communication, teamwork and problem-solving as educationally important 

outcomes under the category of Intellectual and Practical Skills. This effort led to the 

AAC&U encouraging institutions to move from a distribution model to one 

grounded in the achievement of specific learning outcomes (Fuess, Jr. & Mitchell, 

2011). Valenzano (2013) called for basic course directors to “design their courses 

with this approach in mind” or risk losing “their status as a central component of 

general education at their institution” (p. 11). Focusing on outcomes is one step in 

modernizing the basic course, and as I posit here, it is not necessary when adjusting 

outcomes (or even broadening how they might be interpreted) for a public speaking 

course to change the name of the course itself—rather, just broaden our 

understanding of what the course title encompasses. 

NCA (Core competencies group, 2013) has weighed in with outcomes-based 

recommendations for the introductory, or basic, course. This effort yielded seven 

“core competencies” suggested for all basic courses, regardless of format, to adopt. 

They are: 1) monitoring and presenting yourself; 2) practicing communication ethics; 

3) adapting to others; 4) practicing effective listening; 5) expressing messages; 6) 

identifying and explaining fundamental communication processes; and 7) creating 

and analyzing message strategies. The report that issued these core competencies 

does not make them a requirement, but does note that one of the benefits is that 

they demonstrate “the plasticity of communication studies in meeting the diverse 

needs of communities, institutions, programs, faculty and students” (2013, p. 4).  

A more inclusive understanding of “public speaking” does not prohibit achieving 

or teaching students these core competencies. Yet, as Morreale et al. (2016) found in 
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the aforementioned Study IX of the basic course, the discipline seems to continue 

offering the presentational version of the public speaking format for the basic course 

at most institutions. If we broaden what constitutes public speaking, we may not 

have to feel constrained by course titles and thus generate more freedom for 

creativity within the public speaking class. To do that, however, we must first explore 

and understand the definitional problem related to the current course title of “public 

speaking.” 

The Public and Its (Definitional) Problems 

In the context of a public speaking course, the question of the size and nature of 

the audience invariably surfaces at some point. Instructors wonder how many 

students must be present to constitute an effective audience; whether one can deliver 

a speech online with seemingly no way to know if anyone is even listening; and how 

many speeches must a student deliver in a course. Traditionally, those who teach 

public speaking have implicitly defined “public speaking” as a speech delivered in 

front of a live audience of fellow students in the classroom. These classes range in 

size, with Morreale et al. (2016) reporting a mean cap of 36 across basic course 

sections and 67.9% of courses having a class cap between 19-26 students. I will, in 

this section, first unpack this approach and illustrate its narrow conception and 

commensurate flaws, before describing some different contexts in which the term 

“public” is used to show how a broader understanding of the term can help expand 

the ways in which we instruct students in public speaking courses. 

Unpacking the Current Understanding of ‘Public’ and ‘Speaking 

Traditionally, public speaking courses contain live presentations with small to 

medium-sized audiences, emphasizing the live nature of the definition of public used 

in the course title. This definition of “public” is not without its problems, as those 

who teach online courses would readily attest. Although there are ample examples of 

online public speaking courses—even those that are run effectively (Broeckelman-

Post et al., 2019), there is still much debate as to whether what students do in these 

classes fit the definition of “public speaking” because students sometimes are asked 

to record speeches with no audience and upload them to a course website (Wallace 

& Goodnight, 2016; Hunt III, 2012). This negates the notion of a live presentation 

and an audience in traditional public speaking courses.  

The first issue here is that “public” in this practice is quite narrow. In fact, with 

only fellow students and an instructor serving as an audience the speech is hardly 
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public—it is private and confined to a small group. It is standard practice to prohibit 

audiences from including people not registered with the course, as this might upset 

the delicate classroom climate balance in which students who are speaking have 

become accustomed. Additionally, if speeches are recorded in this atmosphere, it is 

for review by the student and instructor, again not making the message available to a 

larger audience. This is a very narrow application of the term “public.” 

This definition also restricts other venues for speaking that are, arguably, more 

commonplace today than presentational speaking (a more apt moniker for the class). 

“Speaking” in these scenarios is relegated to only presentational speaking, often 

behind a podium, and usually (though not always) in an extemporaneous style. One 

might argue that this is qualified by the preceding use of “public,” but as I have 

already shown that qualifier is not an accurate descriptor for the type of speaking 

that actually takes place in the course. Looking simply at “speaking,” we can find 

numerous definitions that might broaden our definition of the term as it applies to 

the basic communication course.  

In fact, speech has always been a difficult term to define—even for those who 

study it. We can look to classic definitions like the one proposed by A.T. Weaver 

(1939): “speech is social adaptation through reciprocal stimulation by voice and 

visible action” (p. 185). Perhaps we mean to define speech in a manner more 

consistent with argumentation, as proposed by Gladys Murphy Graham (1924), 

where it is seen as a means to resolve broader issues in the world, a la’ diplomacy. 

There are also other examples, such as Angelo M. Pellegrini’s (1934) socially 

responsible, and more collectivistic, notion of speech as a means of developing social 

cohesion, rather than a tool to achieve personal goals, which he proffered in “Public 

Speaking and Social Obligations.” Strangely, disciplinary discussions regarding the 

definition of speech have significantly waned over the years and are now not a major 

point of contention within the discipline—though that is not to say there is a 

definition of speech acceptable to all in the field. 

Moving beyond the definition of speech discussed within the discipline during its 

modern inception, speech is found defined elsewhere, though in a way that brings 

more confusion than clarity to the discussion. Take legal definitions of speech, for 

instance, which equate it with expression. Here the scope of speech is expanded to 

include nonverbal expression, social media posts and other means of conveying 

messages, not simply oratory. Under this definition what constitutes speech moves 

well beyond traditional public speaking and challenges suppositions regarding 

audience as well. 
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To gain a better understanding of what “public” and “speaking” might mean, it 

may be more useful to look at how the terms have been deployed in other ways. In 

the next several sections I will unravel these terms in relation to their opposites, as 

well as explore how the term “public,” especially, has been used to describe other 

concepts. 

Public Speaking vs. Private Silence 

One way to define a term is by borrowing dimensions of Kenneth Burke’s (1952) 

idea of the negative. He explained that, “so far as nature is concerned, whatever ‘is 

not’ here, is positively someplace else; if it does not exist then other things actually 

occupy all the places where it ‘is not’” (p. 251). Applied to the notion of public 

speaking, this enables us to determine its essential opposite: if there is no public, 

then it is private, and if there is no speech there is silence. The idea of “private 

silence” may appear farcical; however, it does give us some frame through which we 

can explore “public speaking.” 

On the surface, one might assume “private silence” makes little sense, but in 

actuality it does make a great deal of sense. One can engage in public silence by not 

addressing an issue to others in the midst of an active debate, for example. Private 

silence, then, can potentially be understood as not considering a matter oneself or in 

confidence to others—something that depends on how private is defined. Private 

has tended to be used synonymously with personal in most contexts, but it could 

also carry with it connotations of confidentiality. Revisiting private silence, then, we 

see it as a personal silence, a choice one makes not to engage. 

If private is personal, then its opposite, “public” must then imply the communal. 

Something public either belongs to, or is directed at, the community, while 

something private or personal is kept from that group. A natural, albeit more 

legalistic, extension of this phrasing is to understand private as “individual,” and 

public as “social,” due to its open-view nature. The debate that emerges from this 

exercise of identifying the private and differentiating it from the public focuses on 

which point the private becomes the public, the personal becomes the communal, 

and the individual becomes the social. An answer to this comes from John Dewey 

(1927), who argued that:  

when the consequences of an action are confined, or are thought to be confined, 

mainly to the persons directly engaged in it, the transaction is a private one…yet if it 

is found that the consequences of conversation extend beyond the two directly 
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concerned, that they affect the welfare of many others, the act acquires a public 

capacity. (p 12-13) 

Essentially, if the matters discussed pertain to, and will affect, a broader array of 

individuals, then the conversation is public in nature. Dewey goes on to note that 

even in private actions one can impact the broader community, thus making even 

private acts between a limited number of participants social. Here the definition of 

public becomes less about immediate audience and more about the topic of the 

conversation or speech.  

Now, turn to the antonyms “speaking” and “silence.” Speaking is an action and 

requires active intention to contribute something to an audience. Silence, it would 

seem, requires passivity and a choice not to engage. The irony, though, is that 

choosing not to speak conveys a message of its own to an audience and is often 

intentional. Additionally, we have carryover complications when we entertain the 

notion of speech as expression, and not just the spoken word. Expression contains a 

variety of speech-like activities, creating problems when cast against silence as a 

direct opposite. For example, if tweeting about an event is considered expression, 

and by extension speech, then choosing not to tweet would be silence. Or, if wearing 

a tee-shirt or particular clothing is considered expression and speech, what would be 

silence? Carrying that through to its logical Burkean negation endpoint, it would 

mean that individuals would be silent a great deal.  

When the notion of public speaking is explored in relation to its seeming 

opposite, it further confounds, rather than clarifies, the idea of defining public 

speaking. In point of fact, it illustrates why the discipline’s current and continued 

obsession with live audience size and presentational nature is problematic. Under a 

Deweyian conception, whether speech is public or private depends on its content, 

not its audience. Additionally, speech, especially when conflated with expression, 

encompasses far more than the spoken word. We are left with a disturbing notion of 

public speaking as topical expression in a variety of forms that pertains to, but need 

not be directed at, an audience beyond the immediate conversational partners. This is 

a far cry from what the discipline has come to appreciate a course in public speaking 

as addressing. But, perhaps more light can be shed by exploring how “public,” 

especially, is applied in other ways within society and the discipline.  

‘Public’ What? Characterizations of Public in Common Use 

Numerous practices, positions, and titles have incorporated the term “public” 

into their labels. Each of these can be examined for how “public,” as part of the 
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name, provides an understanding of definition. In this section I unpack common 

usages of the term public in conjunction with other practices. How the term helps 

define the nature of these practices sheds light on how it might also be interpreted 

when used in the context of speaking.  

We begin with a widely used but often little understood term: public opinion. On 

face, the term represents the feelings of a given society, or large group of people in 

community, on a given topic at a particular moment (Bernays, 1928). This definition, 

however, is not universally accepted; in fact, it is strongly debated. For example, 

Bourdieu (1972/1979) challenges the notion that such a thing actually exists, and that 

public opinion is a flawed concept because it presumes participants have an opinion 

before being questioned, that they are being asked in an unnatural setting, and they 

are asked queries about things they may not understand or care about. In this sense, 

public opinion is an attempt to simplify and quantify complex positions by people 

who are unevenly aware of or educated upon that which they measured. For our 

purposes, the important takeaway is that public in “public opinion” refers to a very 

large population of diverse people measured in a sterile manner outside of their 

normal routine or environment. 

What of the field of public relations, which also appropriates the term public? 

For professionals in this field, the term “public” inherently means “not private,” 

reminiscent of our previous discussion. In this way, public relations messages must 

be with a group of people, whereas private messages occur in one-on-one settings. 

Additionally, in 2012 the Public Relations Society of America adopted the following 

definition of their field: “public relations is a strategic communication process that 

builds mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their publics.” 

Those publics can be either internal or external to an organization but always refer to 

specific groups. This clearly draws a distinction between content and audience 

(Smith, 2017). Unlike public opinion, which seems to define public in an overly 

broad way, public relations seems to add in an appreciation for target audiences by 

delineating between internal and external publics.  

Not yet addressed in these definitional explorations is the nature of 

understanding the public as the state, an idea more profoundly explored by Dewey 

(1927). “Public” operates as a synonym for state when used in conjunction with 

terms like “education” and “treasury.” Here, public means decidedly not individual 

and rather something belonging to the greater community. It positions the individual 

against the government, and in so doing projects the idea of the public as a massive 

ambiguous entity. If looked at from a topical lens, rather than audience lens, then the 
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term would restrict topics to those of public consequence, but as Dewey notes, even 

the personal and private can have broader implications. The problem this raises is 

that if the personal and private can be potentially public in nature, then nothing is 

not public. 

The Residual Definition(s) of Public 

What is most telling about this brief etymological examination of “public” and 

“speaking” is that there is no one way to define the practice or describe what it 

means. We do have the momentum of tradition which augers for the myopic 

understanding of public speaking as a form of extended oratory delivered in front of 

a modestly-sized live audience, but that does not stand the test of the term’s actual 

meaning in numerous contexts. As we have uncovered, the constitution of public 

varies in the contexts in which it is used, and in some cases that context may not be 

immediate.  

Consider a recording of a message, regardless of whether it is a speech, 

conversation, or even out-loud musing. This message has no live audience and is not 

seen by anyone for years until it is uploaded to the Internet. Although senders 

(speakers) may not have known it when they recorded a message, they now have an 

audience temporally and spatially dislocated from the original message. Does this 

make the message any less public? The public for this message merely took time to 

develop and was not constituted in the moment of the message’s inception. Again, 

this temporal issue only serves to broaden our appreciation of what could be 

considered public when discussing public speaking. Despite the nature of speech as 

transactional, or even interactional, the notion that a live audience must provide 

immediate feedback is not a requirement; the feedback may take some time to 

develop. 

Understanding the different ways in which “public” and “speaking” can be 

defined opens the possibility for a reinterpretation of the construction of courses 

named “public speaking.” If public is understood as an audience which has time to 

develop, and could be either broad or targeted in nature, or if it is understood as a 

way of identifying topics of communal importance, then it opens the door to new 

ways of implementing the course without changing its name. Also, if “speaking” is 

understood as more than just presentational oratory and appreciated for the multiple 

contexts in which it occurs, then it even further opens the possibility of a re-

examination of the course without changing its name. For example, under the 

definitions explored here public speaking could encompass things such as 
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conversations about socially relevant topics. This would be public speaking but 

without the emphasis on prepared live oratory. 

Potential Practical Implications 

There are several potent practical implications in applying a broader definition of 

“public speaking” to the course than the current “presentational speaking” 

interpretation. If the discipline broadens the approach to “public speaking” from 

“presentational speaking” it would allow the course to adapt to the needs of the 

times. For example, it is hard to dispute the fact that students no longer are expected 

to deliver traditional presentations in their future careers to the degree they once 

were; however, the skills used in those presentations are still very much needed. 

Sellnow and Gullicks (2005) even went so far as to state, “public speeches in the 

college classroom may reflect the real world far less accurately than public speeches 

online students might present to audiences they locate in their own communities” (p. 

36). By employing a more inclusive definition, we would be encouraged to focus 

more on outcomes than assignments in the course, as there would be more paths to 

achieving communication outcomes related to the core competencies for the 

introductory course than through public speeches. 

One way in which this could operate is through the integration of social media 

style assignments. Research has shown that the same communication skills relevant 

to public speaking apply in an online setting, just in shorter and more abbreviated 

forms (Himelboim et al., 2012; Konjin et al., 2008, Wu Song, 2009). As Oh and 

Owlett (2017) further point out, “the basic communication course could better adapt 

to these changes when embracing social media for areas such as course 

administration, critical thinking, and enhancing communication-related skillsets” (p. 

103). It is possible, then, to imagine students delivering speeches through YouTube, 

Twitter, or Facebook Live. These may be different channels, and potentially require 

shorter time limits to be completed, but the skills of a traditional speaking class 

would still be necessary to adequately complete the assignment. It could also involve 

live tweeting during a presentation and requiring the speaker to adapt to comments; 

the possibilities are myriad. 

Another potential practical change this definitional shift would allow is a 

different way of delivering what has come to be called the informative speech. For 

example, at the University of Dayton, Valenzano and Wallace (2015) identified that 

most client departments who required their students to take the basic course wanted 

students to develop, “the ability to explain specialized concepts to nonspecialists” (p. 

11

Valenzano: What's in a Name?

Published by eCommons, 2020



 

 

117 
 

 

106). In this context, explanation is quite different from informative speaking; 

explanation requires understanding to occur by the audience, and an informative 

speech is much more linear in its approach. Imagine then, a speaking assignment 

where the speaker is evaluated, in part, on the audience or partner’s understanding of 

the topic that was explained by the speaker. This could be done in a dyadic format, 

small group format, online through a “net meeting,” or in a larger setting, but in each 

the speaker speaks publicly. This is but one example of ways that the definitional 

broadening of “public speaking” can open achieve education on NCA’s core 

competencies without changing the course title. 

One could even attempt to use this definitional shift to allow for greater freedom 

in assignment creation and course implementation in places like Illinois, where state 

agreements provide very specific parameters for the course. For instance, arguing 

that public does not mean speaking in front of an immediate audience, nor does it 

mean speaking for a specific length of time, could be used to argue for more latitude 

on these overly proscriptive statewide requirements. Nothing short of a definitional 

shift on the part of those who make these rules will change their minds, and so an 

argument such as the one forwarded here may help change those perspectives. 

Whether including social media or changing the format and purpose of 

assignments, opening up what encompasses “public speaking” to things beyond 

presentational speaking is a healthy endeavor for those who teach the course. This is, 

however, easier said than done, as I will next explain some of the challenges to 

implementing this type of approach. 

Headwinds to Change 

There are a number of challenges that the discipline would face in opening up 

the definition of “public speaking,” regardless of how linguistically justified the move 

would be. First, and foremost, is the disciplinary inertia around efforts to change 

seemingly traditional elements of the field. Second, there is the overarching 

perception of what the course is about: training in delivering speeches. Finally, there 

are specific constraints offered in some localities that would be difficult to 

accommodate or even change. All of these challenges must be both acknowledged 

and taken seriously when considering any attempt to broadening the definition of the 

course title. 

In politics there is an adage that “the wheels of government turn slowly,” but in 

academia it could easily be said that “the wheels of universities turn glacially.” It 

takes a great deal of time and effort to change things in the academy. In fact, there 
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have only been periodic shifts in how universities operate in the few centuries they 

have existed (Valenzano, 2013). The basic course has really had only one major 

national shift in its construction, and that was the creation and widespread use of the 

hybrid basic course that included interpersonal communication and small group 

alongside public speaking. To date, however, either a strictly public speaking or 

hybrid model of the basic course is used at 86.8% of schools where the course where 

the course is offered (Morreale et al., 2016). Even new ideas often struggle to gain 

traction in the academy, and the basic course specifically encounters strong 

disciplinary inertia borne of a significant degree of reticence to change by faculty. 

The foundation of the modern communication discipline is rooted in oratory and 

the traditional appreciation of public speaking as formal presentational speaking. 

Founded in 1914, what we now call the National Communication Association was 

birthed from a dispute over the relative lack of emphasis given speech within the 

National Council of Teachers of English. Speech and speech training paved the way 

for modern communication departments, and asking people whose very origins as an 

academic discipline in the modern academy is tied to presentational speaking to 

change the understanding of that definition is a daunting, if nigh impossible, task. 

Public speaking defined as formal presentational speaking seems baked into the 

DNA of the discipline, and even more so into the perception of colleagues from 

other departments and students who matriculate through the course. It seems 

everyone expects the “speech course” to train one in how to deliver a speech, 

nothing else. This myopic, yet prevalent, outside perception of the course combined 

with the nature of the founding of the discipline, creates a curricular imperative for 

the course to provide training in the delivery of formal presentations—regardless of 

what the experts in the field or employers feel should be done. It also serves as an 

argument for eliminating the basic course as a required element of general education 

curricula, making it even more dangerous to continue to endorse the narrow 

definition of public speaking as presentational speaking (Valenzano et al., 2014). 

On a more pragmatic level some schools are beholden to forces more powerful 

that public expectation; they must contend with regulations and articulation 

agreements. Some of these agreements, such as the one in Illinois, can be so specific 

as to spell out how many minutes of formal speaking a student must deliver in a 

communication course. What makes this even stranger is that there is no known 

research that belies the claim that a certain number of minutes of formal speaking 

translates into a learned skill or ability. Even still, schools and departments cannot 
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deviate from these statewide initiatives because doing so risks the course not being 

compliant with state education standards.  

All of this serves to underscore the intellectual exercise of this paper. Although I 

may be arguing for redefining the way we understand “public speaking,” I do 

recognize that doing so is no easy task, and even if it were it would not even be 

possible in some cases. Inertia, tradition, and articulation agreements represent only a 

handful of the headwinds that my argument faces if one were to attempt to 

implement it in an actual program. 

Conclusion 

I set out to unpack the myriad ways in which “public speaking” could be defined 

and applied and show that by doing so the discipline could open the possibilities for 

instruction in public speaking courses without feeling forced to change the title of 

the course. The fact of the matter is that the course as one focused on formal 

presentational speaking is increasingly anachronistic and fails to illustrate how speech 

has adapted to the ever-changing context of the world. One of the core areas of 

instruction in the course is audience analysis and adaptation, and yet the course itself, 

in keeping to the staid formal presentation model, belies faculty who have not seen 

how dominant modes of speech have changed with the times. Where once formal 

presentations were commonplace, now short videos and dialogues are more the 

norm. Nevertheless, I contend that these “new” modes of speech are still “public 

speaking” when we come to better appreciate what that term actually means. 

To be sure, the course has been boxed in over the years, making it difficult to 

change perspectives on its definition or structure within the discipline. Just as we 

should not keep teaching the course the same way because that is how it has always 

been done, we should not shy away from difficult discussions about the nature of the 

course simply because it would be difficult to win people over to a new idea. At its 

heart a public speaking course is about teaching students fundamentals of 

communication that are context independent, and so as long as we focus on 

delivering those foundations to students the course will achieve what we promise. If 

we focus on assignments as the focus of course design and learning outcomes, and 

cling to a myopic narrow definition of public speaking in doing so, then we do a 

great disservice to the discipline, our profession and most importantly, our students.  

By embracing a broader definition of public speaking, we also open up the 

possibility of more closely hitting the mark on what employers seek. Clearly, 

employers want communication skills in future employees, but as Forbes (2016) made 
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evident, employers do not feel they are finding employees with these skills—despite 

the efforts of basic course instructors. With a broader notion of what public 

speaking is, the course can help students practice and learn about communication 

skills and activities they will more likely encounter in their careers that presentational 

speaking. This allows both for increased assignment creativity, and increased course 

relevance for students—two things that can only serve to benefit the discipline and 

our students. We should not shy away from such an approach. “Public” and 

“speaking” are, after all just words, but as the saying goes, words can change the 

world—though, I am just suggesting they can change the basic course if we embrace 

a more inclusive definition. 
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