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People are regularly called upon to shape successful communication activities for others in their 
everyday work, civic, and personal lives. This is particularly true for communication professionals 
involved in public relations, public affairs, corporate social responsibility, and management but 
increasingly so across the range of professional work. The continuous developments of 
communication and information technology are transforming business, science, law, politics, and 
government in a way that has increased the complexity of managing disagreements and fostering 
collaboration. The demand for competence at managing differences is only growing as our 
communication environments become increasingly complex.      
 
Communication Design refers to the communication work performed to manage differing points 
of view and to foster collaborative interaction and reasoning among a variety of stakeholders in 
any project. Communication Design entails competence and expertise in intervening and 
inventing to make communication possible what has otherwise been difficult, impossible, or 
unimagined for groups, organizations, and communities to manage differences and achieve 
collaboration.    
 
In this class, we will study professional practice from a communication design perspective that 
will (1) help you see when and how people purposely intervene on communication situations and 
with what consequence and (2) help you develop expertise and competence to effectively and 
appropriately intervene by designing communication. We will do this by learning how to analyze 
messages and interaction to identify opportunities for managing disagreement and fostering 
collaboration. During the the workshop we will focus on the uses of language and interaction in 
managing differences of opinion while also focus on the uses of information and communication 
technology in managing differences of opinion.  
 
In the end, you should find that you have improved your:  

• analytic skills in assessing how communication contexts lead to digression, impasse, and 
stalemate in discussions and decision making  

• problem solving abilities for designing more collaborative communication     
• ability to construct messages that influence and shape how others communicate with 

each other  
• ability to assess and critique techniques and strategies for stakeholder engagement   

 
Seminar Main Topics 

• Introduction to Communication Design: Augmenting human interaction and reasoning 
• Design Moves and Design Thinking in Professional Practice: The cases of dispute 

mediators, meeting facilitators, and policy professionals 
• Designs as Arguments: Communication work and the construction of contemporary 

argumentative realities 
 
 



 
Required Reading: 

• Aakhus, M., & Jackson, S. (2005). Technology, Interaction and Design. In K. Fitch & B. 
Sanders (Eds.), Handbook of Language and Social Interaction (pp. 411–433). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum. 

• Jacobs, S., & Aakhus, M. (2002). What mediators do with words Implementing three 
models of rational discussion in dispute mediation. Conflict Resolution Quarterly, 20(2), 
177–204. http://doi.org/10.1002/crq.3890200205 

• Aakhus, M., & Laureij, L. V. L. V. (2012). Activity, materiality, and creative struggle in the 
communicative constitution of organizing: Two cases of communication design practice. 
Language and Dialogue, 2(1), 41–59. http://doi.org/10.1075/ld.2.1.03aak 

 
Preparation 

• Read the required readings, note key terms/concepts to be clarified and questions the 
participant would like to have addressed.  

• Choose the version of the assignment to be completed after the seminar meeting and 
select the subject on which the assignment will focus.  

Assignment 
• Pick one of the two following focal points:  

o Description — Communication Design Work: The project seeks an answer to: 
How do the communicative actions people perform shape the opportunities for 
pursuing and handling differences of opinion? Class participants will, as individuals 
or small teams, select some discourse for analysis from one Change My View 
subReddit. An analysis of that discourse will be conducted by applying concepts 
and methods introduced in the course lectures and readings. Central to the 
analysis will be a reconstruction of the arguments and arguing in the online 
discussion using the mapping techniques and methods discussed in class. Based 
on the analysis, a brief report will be written that (1) explains and illustrates the 
explicit/implicit reasoning that emerges through the disagreement management 
practice evident in the discussion among the participants and that (2) explains two 
to three key lessons that can be derived from this analysis about how the 
communicative actions of the participants contribute to (or detract from) the 
quality of the discussion.  

o Description — Design for Communication: The project seeks an answer to: How 
do communication-information services (e.g., platforms, blackboxes, blockchains) 
shape the quality of interaction and reasoning for a communicative context in 
which you participate? Class participants will, as individuals or small teams, select 
a mediated communicative context to analyze. Before conducting analysis, the 
individual or team, will write down key standpoints they have about how 
communication-information services influence their communicative context. 
These key standpoints should be examined and tested through a description and 
analysis that applies concepts and methods introduced in the seminar, readings, 
and activities. Based on the analysis, a brief report will be given that (1) explains 
and illustrates the ways that communication-information services shape the 



quality of interaction and reasoning for the selected communication context and 
that (2) explains two to three key lessons that can be derived from this analysis 
about how the actions of the communication-information services contribute to 
(or detract from) the quality of the interaction and reasoning in the selected 
context.   

• Deliverables and Evaluation:  
o Preparatory Deliverable: By the time of the seminar: (1) select a preferred focus 

for the assignment; (2) familiarize yourself with the CMV or mediated context you 
intend to analyze; (3) prepare any questions or concerns you have about the 
assignment. It will be possible to change your preferred focus or CMV or mediated 
context once you become more familiar with the assignment.   

o Final Deliverable: To be prepared after the seminar. A brief written report, no 
longer than 3 pages (excluding title, abstract, references, and appendices) that 
addresses the points in the description. The report is to be written in the APA 
format. Appendices that include examples, argument maps, and additional 
analysis can be added to the report and will not count toward the page total. The 
appendices provide a way to offer expanded explanations and analysis that can be 
referred to within the report.   

o Responsibility: This can be completed as an individual or team. 
o Evaluation: The report will be evaluated on how well it addresses the overarching 

project question and two key points highlighted in the description above. Most 
essentially this includes (1) making and defending an overarching point (thesis) 
relevant to the aim of the assignment, as described above, (2) the effective use of 
course material in the report and appendices, and (3) the clarity and quality of the 
written and oral presentation. The basic expectations for a passing grade include: 
Demonstrating effective use of observational data in the paper and in the 
appendix to support the explanations while successfully incorporating course 
readings, seminar content, and activities in developing and supporting the 
explanations made in the report. The answer demonstrates understanding of key 
ideas from the course and has elements of an original perspective but should go 
further in developing and supporting an original or insightful perspective in 
making the explanation. 
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