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Instructors who are familiar with A First Look at Communication Theory and un-
derstand the approach, organization, and features of the book may want to jump
ahead to the “Major Changes in the Seventh Edition” section. For those who are
new to the text, reading the entire preface will give you a good grasp of what you
and your students can expect.

A Balanced Approach to Theory Selection. A First Look is written for students
who have no background in communication theory. It's designed for undergradu-
ates enrolled in an entry-level course, whatever the students’ classification. The
trend in the field is to offer students a broad introduction to theory relatively
early in their program. A First Look is written for those beginning students. Yet if
a department chooses to offer its first theory course on the junior or senior level,
the class will still be the students’ first comprehensive look at theory, so the book
will meet them where they are.

The aim of this text is to present 32 specific theories in a way that makes them
both interesting and understandable. By the time readers complete the book they
should have a working knowledge of theories that explain a wide range of com-
munication phenomena. My ultimate goal is to help students see the relationship
between different theoretical positions. The final chapter offers an integrative syn-
thesis. But before students can integrate the leading theoretical ideas in our field,
they need to have a clear understanding of what those theories are. The bulk of the
book provides that raw material.

With the help of journal and yearbook editors, and the feedback of hundreds
of communication theory professors, I've selected a wide range of theories that
reflect the diversity within the discipline. Some theories are proven candidates for
a Communication Theory Hall of Fame. For example, Aristotle’s analysis of logi-
cal, emotional, and ethical appeals continues to set the agenda for many public-
speaking courses. Mead’s symbolic interactionism is formative for interpretive
theorists who are dealing with language, thought, self-concept, or the effect of
society upon the individual. The axioms of Watzlawick’s interactional view con-
tinue to be debated by interpersonal scholars. And no student of mediated com-
munication should be ignorant of Gerbner’s cultivation theory, which explains
why heavy television viewing cultivates fear of a mean and scary world.

It would be shortsighted, however, to limit the selection to the classics of com-
munication. Some of the discipline’s most creative approaches are its newest. For
example, Leslie Baxter and Barbara Montgomery’s theory of relational dialectics
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offers insight into the ongoing tensions inherent in personal relationships. Joe
Walther’s social information processing is one of the few fully developed and well-
researched theories of computer-mediated communication. And Gerry Philipsen’s
speech codes theory upgrades the ethnography of communication from a method-
ology to a theory that can be used to explain, predict, and control discourse about
discourse.

Organizational Plan of the Book. Each chapter introduces a single theory
in 10-15 pages. I've found that most undergraduates think in terms of discrete
packets of information, so the concentrated coverage gives them a chance to focus
their thoughts while reading a single chapter. In this way, students can gain an
in-depth understanding of important theories rather than acquire only a vague
familiarity with a jumble of related ideas. The one-chapter-one-theory arrange-
ment also gives teachers the opportunity to drop theories or rearrange the order
of presentation without tearing apart the fabric of the text.

The opening chapter, “Launching Your Study of Communication Theory,”
provides working definitions of both theory and communication, and also prepares
students for the arrangement of the chapters and the features within them. Chapter
2, “Talk About Theory,” lays the groundwork for understanding the differences
between objective and interpretive theory. Chapter 3, “Weighing the Words,”
presents two sets of criteria for determining a good objective or interpretive the-
ory. I apply these standards to Bormann’s symbolic convergence theory because
he has dual scientific and rhetorical agendas. Based on the overall conception of
Robert Craig at the University of Colorado, Chapter 4, “Mapping the Territory,”
introduces seven traditions within the field of communication theory.

Following this integrative framework, I present the 31 other theories in 31
self-contained chapters. Each theory is discussed within the context of a com-
munication topic: interpersonal messages, relationship development, relationship
maintenance, influence, group decision making, organizational communication,
public rhetoric, media and culture, media effects, intercultural communication,
and gender and communication. These communication context sections usually
contain two or three theories. Each section has a brief introduction that outlines
the crucial issues that the theorists. address and places the subsequent chapters
within that context. The placement of theories in familiar categories helps stu-
dents recognize that theories are answers to. questions they’ve been asking all
along. The final chapter, “Common Threads in Comm Theories,” offers a new
form of integration that will help students discern order in the tapestry of com-
munication theory that might otherwise seem chaotic.

Because all theory and practice has value implications, I briefly explore a
dozen ethical principles throughout the book. Consistent with the focus of this
text, each principle is the central tenet of a specific ethical theory. Other disciplines
may ignore these thorny issues, but to discuss communication as a process that is
untouched by questions of good and bad, right and wrong, virtue and vice, would
be to disregard an ongoing concern in our field.

Features of Each Chapter. Most people think in pictures. Students will have a
rough time understanding a theory unless they apply its explanations and inter-
pretations to concrete situations. The typical chapter uses an extended example to
illustrate the “truth” a theory proposes. I encourage readers to try out ideas by vi-
sualizing a first meeting of freshman roommates, responding to conflict in a dys-
functional family, trying to persuade other students to support a zero tolerance
policy on driving after drinking, and many more. I also use the films Bend It Like



