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Speaking with Power:  

An Interview with Award Winning Teacher Guadalupe Valdés  

 

 Professor Guadalupe Valdés, recipient of Stanford’s Walter J. Gores Award 

for Excellence in Teaching for the year 2000, teaches in both the School of 

Education and the Department of Spanish and Portuguese.  Dr. Valdes’ research is 

largely concerned with the politics of bilingualism, ranging from primary 

education through college curricula, from teacher preparation to language test 

development.  Dr. Valdés gave an Award Winning Teacher’s lecture for the 

Center for Teaching and Learning in February 2001 on the topic of “Making 

Sense of the Ways That Students Speak and Write: Strategies for Working with 

Less-Than-Flawless Language.” For this issue of Speaking of Teaching, 

Dr.Valdés was interviewed by CTL Associate Director Valerie Ross.  

 W hen asked what advice she would give to faculty who would like to 

integrate an oral communication component in a course or curriculum, Valdés 

suggested that as members of a profession, we need to socialize undergraduates 

into the language of our profession and of our discipline.  But before we can 

attempt to teach them these language skills, we must examine the modes of 

speaking in our professional communities. We need to ask how our specific 

professional discourse works, what is effective, what kind of talk suggests 



authority or weakness, and what kinds of rules of speaking are part of our 

traditions. Then we can help our students empower themselves in our disciplines 

and take on what one researcher (Jim Gee) has called “Discourse with a capital 

D,” that is, an identity kit that is part of being a chemist, a linguist, or an engineer.    

 If we help our students learn to communicate with authority in a variety of 

professional situations, occasions, and interactions, Valdés continued, we will be 

helping them present themselves confidently. We need to model presentation 

skills for them, which would include strategies for handling interruptions, and 

aggressive or provocative questions.  But we also need to model interpersonal 

skills with them too, such as teambuilding, participation, listening, persuasion, 

and consensus.  We can model teams in class and analyze how they work: what 

does collaboration really mean? What does it look like and sound like?  Once we 

analyze the way collaboration works, we can experiment with guidelines for 

interaction – such as a “chain link” question/response format.  

 In order to comfortably notice and comment on these often sensitive 

speaking issues, students need a safe, trusting environment.  Valdés encourages 

the facilitators of such groups, and even TAs in discussion sections, to set clear 

guidelines for equal time sharing in class, along with a policy that insists on 

respectful regard for different levels of development in presentational skills as 

well as for silent or quiet students, who will feel particularly marginalized in such 

an emphatically verbal atmosphere. 

 Since studies have shown that language is acquired by meaningful use, 

Valdés offers the following advice to faculty: if you want to really help your 



students, give them the opportunity to use the language you are teaching them 

immediately and consistently. Give them oral presentation assignments, ask them 

to facilitate class discussions, invite them to presentations on campus by faculty 

and graduate students, model the presentation skills of your profession yourself 

and give them the chance to do test runs of their own presentations, which are 

then evaluated and revised.  

 The value of integrating an oral communication component into the 

curriculum, according to Valdés, is that a confident command of a professional 

discourse brings authority and credibility to the speaker.  It conveys ownership of 

a disciplinary field, and empowers our students to become professionals 

themselves.  A discourse of power, she maintains, is not about mere vocabulary.  

It is about structure of argument, strategic phrasing, competence, image, 

reasoning, listening,  clearly knowing one’s purpose for talking, and above all—it 

is about the authentic presentation of one’s ideas.  

 



Oral Communication in the Academy  

 

If you ask me what I came into this world to do, I will tell you: I came to 

live out loud.  

—Emile Zola  

 

 Since 1998, when the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching declared that “The failure of research universities seems most serious in 

conferring degrees upon inarticulate students,” universities across the country 

have responded to the challenge.   Stanford, Mount Holyoke, Smith, William and 

Mary, Wesleyan, MIT, Holy Cross, and the University of Pennsylvania among 

others have all received attention from the academic press in the past few years 

for their innovations in Oral Communication and Speaking Across the Curriculum 

programs.   But some institutions have taken their commitment to producing 

articulate graduates even further.  

 At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, for instance, the Faculty 

Council passed a resolution establishing an Oral Competency Requirement for all 

majors.  The resolution declares that “all first-year students (regardless of major) 

entering UNC-Chapel Hill...must pass with a letter grade a course...entitled Oral 

Communication” and that “each academic degree-granting major will develop 

plans to assist students to develop oral communication skills.”  The goal of this 

second portion of the requirement is to help students “become articulate 

communicators in the area of study they have chosen” 



(www.unc.edu/depts/oralcomm).   

 The Illinois Institute of Technology has also launched a campus-wide 

program that engages students in the practice of written and oral communication 

in an effort to recognize the importance of critical thinking, writing, and oral 

communication in all academic pursuits and in professional practice.  This 

program involves a roster of designated “C” Courses—for “Communication”—

which are required for every student.  

 On a slightly smaller scale, but demonstrating the reach of the new 

programs beyond the humanities and undergraduate curriculum, the University of 

Toronto requires its Engineering graduate students to pass a course in Written and 

Oral communication offered by their Language Across the Curriculum Program. 

This course aims to prepare students “for the communication challenges they will 

face as engineers by helping them to convey technical content clearly and 

convincingly to a wide range of audiences”  (www.utoronto.ca/writing/ 

atuoft.html).  The designers of the course promise their students that “not only 

will your own communication skills be strengthened, but you will also learn how 

to be an effective member of a team delivering reports and presentations in your 

professional life.  The design of the course is intended to make communication 

one of your assets, because we believe your professional success will hinge on 

your ability to communicate” (www.ecf.utoronto.ca/ ~writing/esc300/).  

 The demand for Speaking Centers, Oral Communication Programs, and 

Speaking Across the Curriculum initiatives continues to increase at major 

institutions and smaller colleges alike.   This demand comes in the form not only 



of legislative initiatives, but from undergraduates giving oral presentations in 

class, from graduate students preparing for conference papers and job talks, and 

from faculty who want to improve their lecturing and presentation skills.   And all 

of these groups are looking for feedback on their classroom skills, often with the 

help of video evaluations, as well as for training with multimedia presentation 

tools and technology.  

 In other words, everyone in academia benefits from Speaking Across the 

Curriculum.  At a national conference for Communication Lab and Speaking 

Center Directors in April 2001, many panels made this clear.  With titles such as 

“Forming Partnerships Across Campus,” “Funding,” and “Faculty Development: 

How Do You Get Customers for the Lab?,” the conference addressed issues of 

visibility and viable outreach structures for services that are needed but are not 

always supported by a departmental mandate or with departmental funds.  

 Speaking Across the Curriculum may have begun as a crusade against the 

pervasive “mallspeak” and “teenbonics” of undergraduate youth culture, but it has 

matured into a social and political forum for responsible critical communication.  

By teaching students how to craft strong arguments, emphasize key points, and 

express themselves with clarity, we are helping them succeed not only in 

academia, but in the professional world as well.  


