
The Princeton 
Review recently  
released its list of top 
10 college majors, and 
communication was 
one of the majors 
that made the elite 
list, finishing ahead 
of political science 
and computer and 
information sciences. 

This came as no surprise to the Department of Communication 
in the Kenneth P. Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences. 

Communication inquiry has deep roots at the University of 
Pittsburgh, dating back to 1794, when students delivered orations 
and debated as part of their course work at the Pittsburgh Academy. 
Today, the undergraduate major draws on a vibrant liberal arts 
tradition to cultivate skills and knowledge that empower students 
with critical awareness honed through analysis of the past and 
study of future trends in rhetorical practice and media technology.

“Mark Twain’s sage insight that ‘history does not repeat itself, but 
it often rhymes,’ suggests that by examining and reflecting on the 
past, students gain unique perspective on the present and to some 
extent can envision what is yet to come,” says Gordon Mitchell, 
chair of the department. 

Communication is one of the largest majors 
in the Dietrich School, with close to 500 
undergraduates. The department builds 
on the strengths of the curriculum to 
position its students to excel in an 
ever-changing world. “It is perhaps 
more relevant than ever for this 
generation of graduates to be 
able to change and adapt in 
the new, increasingly fluid 
economy,” explains Mitchell. 
“The communication major 
provides students with an 
intellectual dexterity that 
enables them to thrive in a 
constantly churning labor 
market. Students have a nimble-
ness of thought and the ability 
to translate critical thinking into 
new contexts. They can remold and 
redirect their adaptable skill set when 
circumstances dictate, just as the most 
eloquent speakers adapt their approach when 
audience composition shifts.” 

Through its 41 courses in persuasion, argument, interpersonal  
communication, political rhetoric, nonverbal communication, 
history of media, media criticism, and television and society, 
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department of CommunICatIon:  

Opening Minds and Opening Doors

 

students hear about diverse views on the roles of communi-
cation, media, and rhetoric and how they affect the world 
today. Many students choose to double major, pairing their 
course work in communication with a major in political 
science, sociology, business, English writing, psychology, 
anthropology, or history.

The 33-credit major includes an internship requirement  
that students can complete in a wide variety of fields. 
Students have held internships at many national and local 
organizations and media outlets, including the American 
Red Cross, CBS Radio Inc., ESPN Radio, the Philadelphia 
Phillies, and the Pittsburgh Penguins.

“Our program offers students a  
unique mix of courses that are  

intellectually stimulating as well  
as providing practical, hands-on 

experience through exciting 
internship opportunities,” 
says Mitchell. “The 
communication major 
opens more professional 
doors than any other 
major does because 
our students graduate 
as critical thinkers 
and problem solvers 
with outstanding oral 

communication skills. 
While we are proud that 

our students move on to 
very prestigious jobs in many 

fields, including broadcasting, 
advertising, public relations, and 

pharmaceutical sales, the department’s 
primary focus is providing a rigorous 

curriculum that prepares students for life.”  

The William Pitt Debating Union, housed in the Department 
of Communication, is an excellent forum for students to 
sharpen their critical thinking skills, deepen their under-
standing of timely political issues, and hone their speaking 
skills. This cocurricular program is one of the oldest organi-
zations of its kind in the nation, dating back to 1912. The 
union enables undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty 
throughout the University to engage in public debates, 
debate tournaments, and debate outreach initiatives. 

The department also makes available additional oppor-
tunities for practical application of communication skills 
through its Oral Communication Lab, where students can 
perfect their public speaking skills through peer-mentored 
instruction. Students also are encouraged to join the 
Communication Club, a student-run organization that  
holds monthly meetings and sponsors guest speakers,  
field trips, and workshops to help students make career  
and life decisions.

For more information on the Department of Communication, 
visit www.comm.pitt.edu.

dId You KnoW?
• The first University of Pittsburgh student to win a prestigious  
 Rhodes Scholarship was William Pitt Debating Union  
 member David Frederick in 1983. The most recent  
 University of Pittsburgh student to win a highly competitive 
 Marshall Scholarship was William Pitt Debating Union  
 member Paras Minhas in 2013.

• The Department of Communication faculty have received  
 a total of seven Chancellor’s Distinguished Teaching and  
 Tina and David Bellet Teaching Excellence awards.

• The University Honors College and the Department  
 of Communication collaborate on preparing students  
 for international scholarship interviews through the Oral  
 Communication Lab.  
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message from the  
assoCIate dean

Promoting  
Academic Health
The Kenneth P. Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences 
continually strives to ensure that all of our students have  
the opportunity to realize fully the many benefits of a 
University of Pittsburgh education, to achieve at the highest 
levels academically, and to graduate as leaders with a global 
perspective. This commitment to excellence is fundamental  
to the Dietrich School’s ongoing goal of providing students 
with the best possible academic advising experience so that 
they may achieve and sustain success at Pitt.  

Academic advising at the Dietrich School is designed to  
be sensitive to undergraduate students’ needs and goals  
and is built around a two-tiered system. The first tier 
consists of all undeclared freshmen and sophomores as 
well as students preparing for admission to preprofessional 
programs. Academic advising through the Advising Center 
provides sophisticated navigational assistance for students  
in the exploration of their academic and life goals. This 
support guides them to the many resources and opportun-
ities throughout the University and enables them to develop  
a greater sense of independence as well as problem-solving 
skills. Our advisors are highly trained and have a broad  
range of academic qualifications and supportive skills, 
including doctorates in music, biology, and education as 
well as experience in counseling, higher education, foreign 
languages, social work, and information science. 

Advising in the Dietrich School is founded upon the  
importance of individualized one-on-one meetings with 
an advisor and the expectation that students will actively 
participate in the advising process. First-year students meet 
twice with their advisor during the first term and once a 
term after that until they declare a major. All other students 
must meet with their academic advisor at least once each 
term to discuss their academic goals and progress toward 
those goals. Advisors also are available by phone or e-mail  
if students have any questions or concerns. 

The second tier of our advising system is composed of 
students who have officially declared a major and who have 
then been transferred to their respective academic depart-
ments. Departmental advisors ensure that students explore 
and discover the exciting and challenging range of courses 
open and available to them through the Dietrich School 
curricula as well as the array of educational experiences that 
exist across the University, the region, and the world. These 
experiences include internships, study abroad programs, 
undergraduate research, and teaching opportunities.  

Our advisors are dedicated to a culture of academic support 
that promotes student success. Through annual advising 
workshops and symposia, we disseminate and inculcate  
best practices in advising and look to the future to find  
new ways to enhance the advising process to maximize  
the overall student experience.

I extend to you my best wishes for a happy new year!

John A. Twyning 
Associate Dean for Undergraduate Studies

Debating Union Welcomes  
All Pitt Students 

faCultY profIle

Passion for Learning Invigorates 
Communication Professor 
Hailed as a scholar in the areas of visual 
rhetoric, rhetorical criticism, and public 
address, Lester Olson is a renowned and 
celebrated professor in the Department 
of Communication. He is an award-
winning author and has been the recipient 
of numerous awards for his innovative 
teaching and scholarly contributions to  
the field of rhetoric. Yet there was a 
time when Olson’s educational path was 
uncertain, a time when he was not sure 
that college was in his future. 

Because his parents did not attend college, 
Olson never considered the possibility of a 
postsecondary education—that is, not until 
his high school guidance counselor planted 
the seed and convinced him that going to 
college would open doors to a better future. 
“I was very fortunate to have a long history 
of teachers and advisors who guided me 
along the way and wanted me to excel,” 
says Olson. “My teachers saw the potential, the possibilities, that lay ahead for me. I really would not  
be teaching at Pitt if it were not for their showing me the importance of a college education.” 

His prolific career in the Department of Communication spans 28 years. He has written four books and 
dozens of articles and essays, has published in peer-reviewed journals, and has presented at national and 
international conferences on the subject of visual rhetoric and human rights. 

However, students know him best for his active learning model and the ground rules used in all of his 
courses. Olson’s model builds on student knowledge and encourages students to participate in a two-way 
conversation. “There was an interesting shift in the early 1990s to create a classroom environment where 
students were actively engaged in the teaching process. Students who have a vested interest are more likely  
to remember the material,” says Olson. “I developed the learning model in part because I always have  
been intellectually curious. I love to learn alongside my students; their questions and their observations  
fuel me and pull me in all kinds of different directions.” 

One aspect of the learning model is the use of ground rules that provide students with a safe, inclusive 
environment in which to express differing opinions. The rules state that students will not personally criticize 
or verbally attack, students will paraphrase opinions already expressed for correct understanding if they are 
experiencing strong disagreement with those opinions, students will not represent any particular group when 
speaking, students will not interrupt, and students will have a spirit of understanding for all points made.  

Reflecting on his career at Pitt, Olson is deeply grateful to the Department of Communication for its 
continued legacy of excellence. “I am incredibly fortunate to be in a department that has a long-standing  
and proud history of commitment to teaching. The faculty are talented and gifted scholars who are committed 
to student excellence as seen by the many honors and awards that they have received, including the Tina  
and David Bellet Teaching Excellence Awards and the Chancellor’s Distinguished Teaching Award.”

Students who are intellectually curious, are interested in current events, enjoy the challenge of exploring varying 
perspectives, or simply wish to enhance their public speaking abilities are encouraged to participate in the 
nationally and internationally recognized William Pitt Debating Union (WPDU). Housed in the Department 
of Communication, WPDU is a cocurricular program that serves as a hub for a wide range of debating activities, 
including intercollegiate policy debate, public debate, and debate outreach. No previous experience is needed  
to join WPDU.

Founded in 1912, WPDU is one of the oldest organizations of its kind in the nation. The union is composed  
of 20–25 student members who represent many other disciplines, including theater arts, political science, psychology, 
environmental studies, and engineering, in addition to communication. With two full-time directors and 
numerous graduate teaching assistants working with the debaters, WPDU boasts one of the largest and most 
experienced coaching staffs anywhere in the country.  

The union engages in three primary types of debate: competitive, or tournament-style, debate; public audience-
oriented debate; and community outreach. Competitive debate enables students to travel to a variety of national 
tournaments throughout the academic year, while public debate serves as a catalyst for constructive public 
dialogue on salient and pressing topics facing local, regional, and national communities. In recent years, the 
William Pitt Debating Union has reached tens of thousands of elementary and secondary school students through  
its outreach initiatives. High school outreach includes alliances with 16 area high schools that participate in the 
College in High School Argument course, enabling hundreds of local students to receive college credit from Pitt.

The union’s goal is to produce well-rounded debaters who exhibit proficiency in critical thinking and research,  
can address general audiences, and are able to teach the craft of debate to other students. Pitt debaters have 
achieved a remarkable track record of academic success, winning prestigious awards such as Rhodes and Marshall  
scholarships and Fulbright, Brackenridge, and Javits fellowships. 

Debate scholarships are available for incoming and returning students who are eligible to receive merit-based 
financial aid. 

For more information about the William Pitt Debating Union, visit www.comm.pitt.edu/debate. 
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Dietrich School Appoints New  
College in High School Director

maIntaInIng healthY  
sleep patterns

future leaders learn todaY

The Power to Persuade 
The earliest memory that senior communication major Katherine McGarry recalls of using words to influence 
a particular situation was at the tender age of 3, when she very deliberately and strategically convinced her 
parents that going to a favorite store was a great idea. By the time she reached eighth grade, her skills had 
expanded and developed to the point that she successfully “ungrounded” a friend by putting pen to paper 
and writing a persuasive letter that totally impressed her friend’s parents. 

A native of Phoenixville, Pa., McGarry now uses her communication skills to impart a passion for rhetoric 
and persuasive debate to her peers at the University of Pittsburgh. “Because the communication department 
provides students with a rich theoretical background in interpersonal, rhetorical, and mass communication, 
students have the exciting opportunity to tailor the major to fit their particular interest,” says McGarry. 
“There is not a single industry that does not need a communication major, so I recommend that students 
first figure out what they are passionate about and then find the jobs. Students should remember that  
college is not preparing them for a career, it is preparing them for life.”  

As a paid student worker in the Oral Communication Lab, McGarry coaches her students on what constitutes 
a good speech and advises them on how to transition from being an average speaker to a dynamic, persuasive 
speaker. “This is the best job that I have ever had. It is so rewarding to help students learn a skill that gives 
them more confidence in public speaking,” says McGarry. What makes a dynamic speaker? McGarry advises 
her students to believe in themselves, talk from a knowledge base, simplify sentences so that the audience 
has time to process the information, and above all make the speech their own. 

McGarry, who also is working toward a political science minor and a Certificate in Public and Professional 
Writing, is passionate about life and learning. In addition to working in the Oral Communication Lab, 
McGarry is on the Allegheny River by 5:30 a.m. six days a week as a member of the University of Pittsburgh 

Crew team. She also is an undergraduate teaching assistant for the Rhetorical Criticism class and 
president of the Communication Club. During the fall term of her junior year, McGarry 

studied abroad in Galway, Ireland, fulfilling some of her general education requirements. 
“I would highly recommend [that] students take a semester to study abroad. 

My experience was incredibly eye-opening. Throughout my travels to the 
Netherlands, Czech Republic, and Austria, I was completely amazed that  

I could still see the residual effects of World War II.”

This past summer, McGarry interned at VideoRay LLC, an international 
company that specializes in underwater remotely operated vehicles 
(ROVs). During her internship, she wrote proposals and marketing 
materials and traveled to Scotland to deliver ROV equipment. “I would 
not have had this incredible internship at VideoRay had it not been  
for my amazing advisors and the entire communication department  
for creating such an outstanding inclusive environment where I was 
able to discover, explore, and pursue my passions and my dreams,”  
says McGarry.

The Kenneth P. Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences 
recently announced the appointment of Michael Giazzoni 
as the new director of College in High School. He brings 15 
years of higher education experience to the Dietrich School. 

In his new position, Giazzoni will oversee all aspects of 
the College in High School and Accelerated High School 
programs. Established in 1980, College in High School 
enables qualified high school students to earn University  
of Pittsburgh academic credits by taking specialized courses 
at their own high schools. This concurrent enrollment 
program is one of the largest partnership programs at  
the University, offering 14 courses, from calculus to 
communication, to more than 3,000 students throughout 
western and central Pennsylvania as well as eastern Ohio. 
Accelerated High School allows qualified junior and senior 
high school students to enroll in up to six credits at the 
Pittsburgh campus each term while continuing their  
high school education.  

“I am impressed by the fantastic reputation that College 
in High School has for its high-quality programs and its 
sustainment of those programs,” says Giazzoni. “This is a true testament to the University’s commitment 
to serve the community by providing college classes to regional high school students. It also is a statement 
of the unequaled dedication of the College in High School staff, who continue to work with the teachers, 
students, and parents to maintain these high standards.” 

Giazzoni envisions expanding the program to involve more high schools and bringing best practices from 
around the country to Pitt’s program. “Research shows that students who participate in concurrent enroll-
ment programs are more likely to go to college and stay in college,” says Giazzoni. “For this reason, it is 
important to expand the program so more high school students can reap the benefits of this experience.”

Giazzoni previously worked for 10 years as an academic advisor and director of student assistantships in  
the University Honors College at Pitt and, before that, spent two years overseeing tutoring and supplemental 
instruction at the Academic Resource Center. 

by Patricia Passeltiner, University Counseling Center 

Many young adults are night owls, falling asleep in the early 
morning hours and waking up late, sometimes late for class.  
Sleep-deprived students may be irritable because of chronic  
fatigue, have slower reaction times on exams and while driving,  
and have a less effective immune system. They may eat an excess  
of 350–500 calories per day because hormones that regulate  
hunger and satiety are secreted during sleep. 

Common sleep problems include difficulty falling asleep,  
difficulty staying asleep, and never feeling rested upon waking.  
The following are some suggestions to help your student resolve  
sleep challenges:   

• Maintain a consistent sleep schedule. It is important to go   
 to bed at the same time every night and wake up at the same   
 time every morning.  

• Manipulate the environment to promote better sleep. Reduce   
 noise and keep the bedroom comfortably cool. Keep the room   
 dark; light inhibits the release of melatonin, a hormone that   
 maintains sleep. 

• Place drapes over windows to shut out light from streetlights.   
 Turn off electronics and clocks with lights or keep them on   
 the floor. Such lights may jolt the brain awake during normal   
 sleep arousals. 

• Reserve the bed for sleeping. It is better not to use computers  
 in bed. 

• Do not exercise within four hours of getting into bed. A drowsy   
 or ready-to-sleep state must initiate sleep. 

• Turn off computers, videos, or televisions at least 30 minutes   
 before preparing to go to sleep; active brains need time to  
 calm down. 

• Wear socks to bed or take a quick hot shower to promote  
 the deep stages of sleep. Deep sleep starts at about midnight,   
 the time when one’s core body temperature drops. 

• Use mindfulness, a technique that calms the mind, at bedtime   
 to promote the first stage of sleep. The Stress Free Zone   
 (SFZ) section of the University Counseling Center Web site   
 has audio downloads that introduce and facilitate this practice.  
 Mindfulness also is taught in the SFZ Wednesday evenings  
 at 6 and Thursday evenings at 7. No appointment is needed. 

If sleep problems persist, please encourage your son or daughter  
to either consult a family physician or schedule an appointment 
with the Student Health Service or the University Counseling 
Center. Disordered sleep possibly may be a sign of anxiety,  
depression, or another medical condition.   

RESOURCES 
University Counseling Center 
334 William Pitt Union 
412-648-7930 
www.counseling.pitt.edu

Student Health Service 
Medical Arts Building, Fifth Floor 
3708 Fifth Avenue 
412-383-1800 
www.studentaffairs.pitt.edu/shshome



Kenneth P. Dietrich School  
   of Arts and Sciences
Undergraduate Studies
140 Thackeray Hall
139 University Place
Pittsburgh, PA  15260

  Important ContaCts
Advising Center .....................................................412-624-6444

Academic Resource Center .....................................412-648-7920

Office of the Associate Dean  
for Undergraduate Studies ......................................412-624-6480

Office of Undergraduate Research,  
Scholarship, and Creative Activity ..........................412-624-6828

Office of Freshman Programs .................................412-624-6844

Office of Student Records ......................................412-624-6776

www.as.pitt.edu/undergraduate 

Questions or concerns? E-mail us at pittpride@as.pitt.edu. 

Communication Lab Helps 
to Perfect Speaking Skills
 
The Department of Communication invites all University of Pittsburgh students,  
staff, and faculty to improve their communication skills by using the services of the  
Oral Communication Lab. Located in 1109B Cathedral of Learning, the lab provides  
free individual and small group instruction in all forms of public speaking and  
oral communication.

Under the direction of Mickey Bannon, lecturer in the communication department, 
the lab is structured as a supplemental training resource for students and as a support 
resource for faculty and staff. Students across all disciplines and schools may bring  
any type of speaking project at any stage of development to the lab for personal 
consultation and instruction. Some examples of projects appropriate for review  
include speeches, discussions, focus groups, research presentations, and interviews.

Students also may make an appointment to seek assistance in choosing speech topics, 
organizing presentations, and analyzing the needs of an audience. Students learn 

specific techniques for controlling speech 
anxiety and developing discussion and  
group presentation skills as well as best 
practices in delivering speeches. 

The Oral Communication Lab also holds  
the annual Oratory Competition that 
acknowledges and rewards outstanding 
speaking skills among University of 
Pittsburgh undergraduates. The categories  
are graduation commencement speech  
(open to senior communication majors  
only), commemorative values speech,  
and persuasive policy speech.   

For more information on the Oral  
Communication Lab and the Oratory 
Competition, e-mail speaklab@pitt.edu or 
visit www.comm.pitt.edu/undergraduate/
commlab.html.

 

Calendar of events 

January
 7 Spring term enrollment ends and classes begin
 18 Spring term add/drop ends
 21 Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday observed  
  (University closed)

february
 18 Summer term enrollment period begins for all students
 22 Honors Convocation

march
 8 Spring term deadline for students to submit  
  Monitored Withdrawal forms to the dean’s office
 10–17 Spring recess for students; University offices and  
  buildings remain open
 15 Spring holiday (University closed)
 22 Deadline to apply for August 2013 graduation
 25 Fall term 2013 enrollment appointments begin

april
 5 Last day for fall term enrollment appointments
 6 Fall term 2013 open enrollment period begins
 19 Last day for undergraduate day classes
 22–27 Final examination period for undergraduate day classes
 27 Spring term ends; official date for degrees awarded in spring
 28 Residence halls close; annual Commencement Convocation

may
 1 Spring term grades must be approved by instructors
 2 Spring term grades available online
 6 Summer term enrollment period ends and  
  classes begin
 13 Summer sessions 12-week, 6-week-1, and 4-week-1  
  enrollment period ends and classes begin
 27 Memorial Day (University closed)

For the online academic calendar, go to  
www.provost.pitt.edu/information-on/calendar.html.

The University of Pittsburgh, as an educational institution and as an employer, values equality of  
opportunity, human dignity, and racial/ethnic and cultural diversity. Accordingly, as fully explained in 
Policy 07-01-03, the University prohibits and will not engage in discrimination or harassment on the basis 
of race, color, religion, national origin, ancestry, sex, age, marital status, familial status, sexual orientation, 
gender identity and expression, genetic information, disability, or status as a veteran. The University also 
prohibits and will not engage in retaliation against any person who makes a claim of discrimination or 
harassment or who provides information in such an investigation. Further, the University will continue  
to take affirmative steps to support and advance these values consistent with the University’s mission.  
This policy applies to admissions, employment, and access to and treatment in University programs  
and activities*. This is a commitment made by the University and is in accordance with federal, state,  
and/or local laws and regulations.

For information on University equal opportunity and affirmative action programs, please contact: 
University of Pittsburgh; Office of Affirmative Action, Diversity, and Inclusion; Carol W. Mohamed, Director 
(and Title IX, 504 and ADA Coordinator); 412 Bellefield Hall; 315 South Bellefield Avenue; Pittsburgh, PA  
15260; 412-648-7860.

For complete details on the University’s Nondiscrimination Policy, please refer to Policy 07-01-03.  
For information on how to file a complaint under this policy, please refer to Procedure 07-01-03.

*Except where exempt by federal or state laws.
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