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Abstract
This paper discusses the theoretical arena of teaching public speaking at the community
college level. In an original study, I surveyed 40 students enrolled in COM 101 Public Speaking
at Clinton Community College in Plattsburgh, NY in the fall of 2005.
The purpose of the research is to explore student apathy toward public speaking and
determine some of their reasons for stage fright. In addition, as part of the research, I conducted a
focus group comprised of public speaking professors at Clinton Community College who

contributed their observations and perceptions on teaching this community college-level course.
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Introduction
“Do the thing you fear to do and keep on doing it. That is the quickest and surest way

ever yet discovered to conquer fear.” -- Dale Carnegie, public speaking pioneer (1888-1955)"

Dale Carnegie, author and self-improvement guru, approached public speaking based on
“the revealing expression of a human personality” rather than “just saying a few words.” If we
consider speaking in front of others as a task, an assignment, or even a chore, we are doomed to
fail. Rather, if we consider this unique opportunity to share ourselves and connect with our
audience, then we are more likely to communicate from the deepest part of our hearts (Carnegie
26).

Carnegie’s contributions to public speaking began in 1912 when he taught a course in
New York City to business professionals who wished to express themselves with more ease. He
presented public speaking as a skill accessible to everyone rather than an art reserved for the
great orators of society.

In community college, this skill typically is available to COM 101 Public Speaking
students, and even a requirement for some. This course is often part of a core general education
curriculum.” In fact, the dreaded speech class becomes a mainstay for many students who, after
their college days are long over, thank their advisor for suggesting it.

Others still consider COM 101 Public Speaking like a nightmare meeting it with
uncertainty, anxiety and desperation. Biting their nails all semester, they panic at the idea of
getting up in front of their instructor and peers to speak. “Will I lose my place?” “Will I pass

out?” “Will they laugh?” are all perceived fears. Some experience butterflies zigzagging in their

' From “BrainyQuote: Dale Carnegie Quotes.” <http://brainyquotes.com/quotes/quotes/d/dalecarneg132844.html>.
? Several majors at Clinton Community College in Plattsburgh, NY require COM 101 Public Speaking for graduation.



stomach, others get sweaty palms. Still some bail from class altogether in an attempt to avoid the
inevitable.

While individuals are self-absorbed during all of this angst, everyone experiences
nervousness before a speech. In fact, some anxiety is natural, even desirable, in preparation for a
presentation. In his textbook “The Art of Public Speaking,” Stephen E. Lucas suggests that
everyone use this nervousness to help elevate to the occasion. Controlling fear and using it as an
advantage before a presentation is just one of the skills students learn in an introductory public
speaking course. Doesn’t this seem like a helpful skill for a career, for life? Then why do so
many students complain about the mandatory public speaking course and say they’d rather be
sitting in a calculus class faced with formulas than preparing for a speech?

Speaking in front of one’s peers is a scary prospect, especially for students who are in the
throes of adolescence preparing to transition into adulthood. How can students picture these
skills being beneficial in their lives? Ten years down the road, will they be saying, “I’m so glad I
took that public speaking course in college.”

As a new instructor of public speaking at Clinton Community College, I anticipated
glowing faces, wide eyes and enthusiastic grins on my first day. Rather, I was met with mumbles
and complaints, rolling eyes and sighs. Why were my students seemingly apathetic and aloof?
Was I naive, misguided or off course in thinking my students would recognize the urgency of the
material and embrace it? Why was it such a struggle to convince the students that they didn’t
have to aspire to be a politician to gain the benefits of public speaking training?

I envisioned them learning that these skills — conveying concepts and understanding
through oral presentation — were essential to their careers. Employers continue to advise

graduates that they are searching for candidates who possess polished communication skills in



the form of articulation, persuasiveness and eloquence. Why then would students grumble about
the very course that is aimed at helping them get recruited in most any field?

Too often, educational leaders believe these communication skills will “just come” after a
student graduates. Corporations today are specifically looking for graduates who possess critical
thinking skills along with a proficiency in oral and written communication.’ In a survey of 480
companies and public organizations by the National Association of Colleges and Employers,
“the ability to communicate” ranked first among personal qualities of college graduates sought
by employers. In another instance, faculty members from a cross section of academic disciplines
and institutions were asked: “What basic competencies or skills should every college graduate
have?” Responses typically included solid speaking and listening skills.”

Students must understand that no idea is fully formed until it can be communicated.
Typically, public speaking is a required course for many disciplines and students enter the
classroom on the first day rolling their eyes and shaking in their seats as they review the speech-
laden syllabus: a self-introductory speech, an informative speech, a persuasive speech and an
impromptu speech. For some, the fear of public speaking exceeds the fear of death itself.’

Is there coursework in public speaking that students will flock to? Is there a curriculum
that creates a clamor in the halls as students rush to get a front row seat? As a new professor in

the field of public speaking, I decided to explore this matter.

? See the Boyer Commission Report on Educating Undergraduates in the Research University (1998). “Reinventing
Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s Research Universities.” The State University of New York at Stony Brook.
<http://naples.cc.sunysb.edu/Pres/boyer.nsf/>.

4 See “Broad Curriculum Reform Is Needed If Students Are To Master Core Skills,” by Robert M. Diamond in The Chronicle of
Higher Education (Aug 1, 1997): B7. During workshops he conducted for more than a decade, Diamond polled more than 1,000
faculty members about the basic competencies every college graduate should have. Overwhelmingly and consistently, the
answers included oral communication skills.

5 In a nationwide survey conducted by R. H. Bruskin Associates (1973), public speaking ranked as people's number one fear.
More than 40 percent of those surveyed said they were most afraid of speaking in public. Heights, insects, flying, sickness and
death were the other most popular answers in this survey.



Purpose of the Study

In this study, I will explore the pedagogy of public speaking at the community college
level. I will investigate student attitudes and behaviors toward public speaking and explore their
anxiety levels. In addition, I will take a look at observations and perspectives offered by

instructors who teach public speaking.

Statement of the Problem

As a first-year professor at Clinton Community College in Plattsburgh, N.Y. during the
fall 2005 semester, I witnessed a level of apathy from students as I taught COM 101 Public
Speaking. This is an introductory public speaking course required of most majors at the college.

In my study, I learned that almost every student in my two sections was enrolled in the
course because it was a requirement to graduate. Only a few had chosen the course voluntarily.
As the semester progressed, I faced a roomful of blank stares and what I perceived as a lack of
appreciation for the material. As a professional reporter who had 10 years experience as a public
speaker in addition to being a new instructor, I possessed a great deal of motivation and passion
for the subject. However, [ was dismayed with this indifference. After conferring with several
seasoned professors of public speaking, I learned that they too were faced with the dilemma of
student apathy.

Why were students apathetic? What could I do to develop their interest and motivation?
Was it my instruction or the course material? To address these questions, I developed the
following research questions and propositions.

Research Question 1: What leads students who are enrolled in a community college

public speaking course to be anxious about speaking in front of the class? Proposition 1:



Students would prefer not to take the course so they can avoid facing their fear of public
speaking. Proposition 2: Stage fright, or performance anxiety, has a hampering effect on students
and makes them appear disinterested.

Research Question 2: Can COM 101/Public Speaking be structured more effectively?
Proposition 1: Instructors should create more “real world” applications. Proposition 2: Instructors
should require students to speak every day in class.

Research Question 1 explores student anxiety toward COM 101 Public Speaking. How
anxious are students when they enter the classroom and how does that nervousness fluctuate
throughout the semester? Do they leave the course feeling more comfortable talking to people in
groups?

In terms of practical use, one theory suggests that the course lacks emphasis on real world
applications. Students learn how to write speeches and present them to classmates. However,
students come out of these assignments wondering when they will reuse these skills, especially if
they have no aspirations of becoming a politician, a speechwriter or a television journalist.

Meantime, the course typically relies on lecture, reading, memorization of terms and test
taking in addition to completing four major speech assignments. While these methods provide
students with the basic knowledge of the course material, students need to experience public
speaking in front of the classroom everyday, rather than just from a textbook, videos or an
instructor.

Research Question 2 explores the possibility of repackaging the course to provide a more
constructive experience for students, and instructors. Student assignments should be considered

“presentations” rather than “speeches.” Also, students should have more face time in front of the



classroom where they are applying the skills. Students should be given the opportunity to speak
in front of the room during every class period.
In this thesis, I explore these research questions and proposals in terms of the current

literature in the field and how they relate to my original research.

Significance of the Study

I anticipate that my research will assist others in the communication field who are
exploring similar themes related to teaching public speaking. With a better understanding of
student apathy toward the public speaking course, educators at community colleges will be able
to address this obstacle and create a more effective curriculum. In turn, students will gain a better
understanding of applications outside of the classroom for public speaking and discover a deeper

appreciation for the course.

Methodology

I designed a survey instrument (see Appendix D: Student Questionnaire) to gauge
behaviors and attitudes of community college students enrolled in COM 101 Public Speaking
during the fall 2005 semester at Clinton Community College in Plattsburgh, NY.

The survey contains 16 questions including open-ended, Likert scale and multiple-choice
formats. Some of the questions explore anxiety levels, self-confidence, preferred methods of
learning and suggested improvements to the course. The information was collected during the
week of Dec. 12, 2005 on the campus of Clinton Community College. Professor Gina Lindsey

assisted me in administering the questionnaires to students in three sections of COM 101 Public



Speaking. Students were given at least ten minutes to complete the survey. Out of 49 surveys
administered to students, I received 40 completed surveys for this study.

Also, as part of my research, I conducted a focus group comprised of five full-time
college professors who teach COM 101 Public Speaking. This two-hour session was conducted
on Dec. 8, 2005 in a conference room on the Clinton Community College campus. The
instructors offered valuable understanding into their teaching practices, student anecdotes and

recommendations for future research.

Limitations

Limitations are inherent in any research project. Here, I explain some of the limitations
specific to my original work. First, with a sample size of 40, this research cannot be considered
generalizable.® Still, this research provides a glimpse into the complex, multi-faceted topic of
teaching public speaking.

Second, my role as lead researcher makes me a participant observer. When a researcher
takes part in her study, in effect becoming a participant observer, she can change the experience
being studied. More than half of the subjects were students enrolled in my course in the fall of
2005, so I had direct connection as an instructor with a portion of the sample. Participant
observation is one of the least objective methods for research; however in some cases it may be
desirable. In this study for instance, I chose to include the students in my two sections because
the existing sample would have been very limited in size. The questionnaire explicitly states that
the results are confidential and anonymous and would in no way affect their course grades,

however students in my sections may have been influenced by my presence.

% In fall 2004, the student population at Clinton Community College was 2,287, with 59 percent enrolled as full-time students and
41 percent enrolled as part-time students.



Additionally, as part of the survey students were asked to recall how they felt about
anxiety several weeks prior. In December, some may have had difficulty recalling how they felt
in late August. Also, when dealing with feelings, some may not have answered honestly for fear
of embarrassment. Asking students to report on their own reasons for lack of motivation or
apathy may elicit much less comprehensive responses than asking them for reasons people in
general feel apathetic toward the course.

While I believe ten minutes was a reasonable amount of time for each participant to
complete the survey, some may have had difficulty recalling information accurately and
thoroughly in this time frame. The purpose of the questionnaire was to provide a snapshot of
some of the attitudes, behaviors and feelings that students were experiencing toward public
speaking throughout the semester.

In addition to the student questionnaire, I conducted a focus group with full-time and
adjunct faculty at Clinton Community College. The participants were familiar with one another
as colleagues and were encouraged to be forthright and candid in their responses. Still, in such a
setting, participants may have altered or censored their answers, which were being recorded on
audiotape for transcription. As the moderator of the focus group, I provided prompts and
maintained the discussion without infusing my viewpoint. However, my presence as a researcher

may have influenced their responses.

Literature Review
While researching the relevant literature, I discovered a wealth of expertise in this
communications field. Conducting the literature review broadened my awareness of the

pedagogy of public speaking. Some major themes emerged as I examined the research.



1) Stage fright, or performance anxiety, befalls almost every student. In extreme cases, it
is considered a phobia, an irrational fear associated with speaking in front of others. Instructors
of public speaking spend a good deal of class time educating students on how to alleviate it.

2) Listening skills, which play a critical role in public speaking, need more attention in
the college classroom, research shows.

3) Public speaking instructors are creative and innovative in regularly trying to discover
new ways to present the material and keep students engaged.

4) Audience analysis is vital one’s success as a public speaker, research shows.

5) Solid speaking skills are vital to career development, and instructors are learning to
emphasize this to students as part of the practical application of the course. Employers are
searching for college graduates who possess the ability to convey their ideas professionally and

eloquently to a group of people.

Stage Fright

In her book, The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Public Speaking, teacher Laurie Rozakis

describes her classroom as a roomful of faces looking like they’re ready for a tax audit or a root
canal (Rozakis; intro, xxii). According to her, neither gender nor age play influential roles in
anxiety levels. Whether a wide-eyed freshman or an 80-year-old senior citizen, every student
shivers at the prospect of speaking in front of the class, she reports.

Research also shows that while we feel alone in our alarm and panic, every single student
experiences some sense of stage fright (Carnegie 26). In what he terms “The Facts about the
fear of public speaking, Carnegie says we are not unique, some nervousness is useful and you

never completely lose all stage fright. Most importantly, the fear emerges out of a lack of



practice or being unaccustomed to speaking in public. What is perceived as fear is merely
newcomer angst. Being a beginner feeds into the fear, he says. In fact, people experience
newcomer anxiety all the time — getting on a two-wheeler, learning a new sport, even using the
gas stove for the first time can bring a sense of worry and apprehension.

Several researchers have explored public speaking anxiety and some explanations for it
(Sawyer, Behnke 21; Menzel 17; McCroskey 100; Ayres 228). Fear of meeting audience
expectations, believing that one is subordinate to the audience, fear of evaluation, fear of
audience scrutiny, fear that the audience will be unresponsive or uninterested, poor preparation
and a contagion effect in which other speaker’s anxiety increases your own are all possible
explanations for stage fright (Bippus 63).

To fully comprehend this anxiety toward public speaking, we first look closely at its
origins. According to Dwyer, one must understand a variety of personality traits to find
appropriate treatment for stage fright. Dwyer designed a study to test a multidimensional
treatment model to alleviate high levels communication apprehension (CA), “the fear or anxiety
associated with real or anticipated communication with another or others” (Dwyer 72) and
helping students manage and control it.

Because each individual is multi-dimensional, so too are the remedies for addressing
stage fright. Using the “BASIC ID” modalities,” Dwyer argues that students can self-treat for
anxiety, phobias or any other human problems. No single intervention will work for everyone.
Different causes for underlying CA call for different types of treatment. Often, instructors

mistakenly provide “catch-all techniques” for the entire class, instead of matching techniques to

" BASIC ID, introduced in 1978 by Arnold A. Lazarus, is a seven-dimensional Multimodal Therapy evaluation process typically
used in counseling that results in a basic profile of a client’s personality. The seven components are Behavior, Affect, Sensation,
Imagery, Cognition, Interpersonal Relationships and Drugs.



each individual student’s problem. Encouraging students to practice, rehearse, use visualization,
positive energy and breathing techniques are helpful, but may need to be individually tailored.

The stomach butterflies, jitters, or whatever term is appropriate, are symptoms of an
adrenaline rush, which releases hormones into the bloodstream in response to a mental or
physical stress factor (Lucas 10). Nervousness can cause shaking knees, a quivering voice, the
inability to speak, nausea, and may even lead a person to completely avoid communication
situations altogether (Robinson 188). Oumano suggests that stage fright may be caused by “non-
conscious, habitual, negative thoughts and belief systems.” It is not the situation of speaking in
public that we are fearful of; it’s the interpretation of the situation, worrying that we will go
blank and forget our lines (Oumano 2005). Students have reported being fearful of looking
stupid or silly, looking nervous or being boring.

Newcomers and students are not the only ones who experience nervousness. Even the
most seasoned public speakers get worked up before a presentation. In fact, if you’re not
nervous, you’re not normal, researchers have found. Up to 76 percent of experienced speakers
endure some level of stage fright before taking the floor (Lucas 10). This energy surge helps the
performance, like an athlete getting ready for a race. In the classroom, the aim is to teach
students to acknowledge the nervousness and then harness it into positive energy to bolster them
to success.

Meanwhile, Bippus contends that how a speaker perceives anxiety is vital to the outcome
of his or her performance. Does the speaker use the anxiety as an energy boost rather than allow
it to disable him or her? Public speaking instructors are urged to remind students that what

happens before a speech is just as important as during the presentation and how it unfolds (68).



Once students identify and acknowledge their stage fright, they must begin to alleviate
the symptoms to become an effective speaker. Rehearsal and practice are the main antidotes. In
his textbook, “The Art of Public Speaking,” Lucas devotes several pages to developing
confidence in the face of stage fright. Techniques include visualization, preparation, and practice.
Positive thinking is another excellent remedy for anxiety. Psychologists suggest for every
negative thought, you should counter with a minimum of five positive ones. Other practical
techniques include taking care of one’s health by getting adequate sleep and eating a healthy
meal beforehand, sipping cool water before the presentation and conducting breathing techniques

(Lucas 10).

Listening Skills
“The more faithfully you listen to the voice within you, the better you will hear what is

sounding outside. Only he who listens can speak.” -- Dag Hammarskjold®

How well a student listens is connected to how well he or she speaks (Lucas 56).
Working on how to listen should be a regular part of the public speaking curriculum. First,
students must understand the nuances between listening and hearing, which are two distinct
actions. Hearing, a physiological process, involves the vibration of sound waves on the eardrum.
Listening, on the other hand, concerns the process by which we understand, distill and
acknowledge what we hear (Lucas).

Unfortunately, when instructors do incorporate listening activities into a lecture, students

fail to see the merit, especially as part of a course focused on speaking (Gayle 183). But this is

% From “the Internet’s Largest Collection of Quotations About Listening.” <http://www.listen.org/quotations/morequotes.html>.
As a Swedish diplomat and the second Secretary-General of the United Nations, Hammarskjéld often made public speaking
engagements. He died in a plane crash in 1961 at age 56.



the exact venue where listening skills matter. Gayle, a communications professor, argues that
college public speaking courses would benefit from involving more assignments that engage
students as active listeners. Gayle used her own public speaking course at the University of
Portland, Oregon as a study ground for this topic. In her research, she found that students who
approach listening as an active pursuit rather than a passive activity were more likely to practice
critical thinking skills. “More potent methods for engaging students as listeners need to be
implemented” in college public speaking courses, she said.

Too often, educators assume that students will, on their own, improve their listening
ability and learn to take the time to be more attentive. But like speaking, listening is a skill that is
taught (Smith 4). Again, research maintains that instructors must incorporate listening activities
into their college classrooms to enhance their students’ appreciation for public speakers.
Concurrently, this presents students with additional tools to practice their own public speaking.

In addition, students with ineffective listening skills are at a disadvantage in terms of
absorbing the material. Then, when they try to correspond and are incorrect or misinterpreted,
their problems are intensified. Students who do not clearly articulate are unfortunately judged as
uneducated or poor students. Too, students need to learn how to ask for help, a skill that is

closely tied to listening (Morreale 2).

Teaching Methods
Even for the most seasoned public speaker, the adage “practice makes perfect” applies.
Instructors base much of their curriculum on emphasizing the value of practice and rehearsal in a

setting that closely matches the actual presentation.



While COM 101 Public Speaking is devoted to teaching students how to become more
effective and polished public speakers, instructors are realizing that students can never have
enough practice in the classroom. Instructors have a variety of teaching methods at their disposal
for teaching public speaking and are always on the lookout for new and improved techniques.
They lead class discussion, conduct interviews, or do role-plays — any activity that will
encourage the students to interact and communicate messages in front of the class (Smith 4).
Also useful are brainstorming sessions, recitations, debates, and dialogue groups. Other activities
that are typically useful in the elementary school setting can also be used at the community
college level: reading riddles, playing 20 questions, having students listen for inside and outside
sounds, and using drama.

Educators agree that listening and speaking skills are not receiving enough attention in
the community college classroom. These components are essential in encouraging students to
pursue higher levels of education and to communicate effectively in their careers. Students are
encouraged to use their imagination and develop a rapport with their audience, in addition to
noting their body language, vocal variety and composure (Miyata).

Although more than 25 years old, a study conducted by Godorov offers useful insight
into 32 community college students and the effects of two different teaching methods in their
public speaking course. The author looked at the differences between an individualized
instruction method versus a lecture method. Overall, the study showed no significant difference
between the two, however in his recommendations for further study, Godorov suggests studying
student attitudes toward alternative methods of instruction (Godorov 51). Teaching public

speaking is an every changing arena, he concludes.



While community college instructors borrow techniques from the elementary classroom,
looking at an advanced course in public speaking is valuable as well. Levasseur does just that by
suggesting the pedagogy of public speaking at the advanced level differs greatly from teaching
public speaking at the introductory stage (234). He explores the nature of expertise in public
speaking by conducting research involving 23 college and university professors. His results show
that students at the advanced public speaking level learn more effectively by doing rather than
through lecture and telling (239). “You can’t lecture a class into good performance. It’s mostly
modeling,” according to one of the professors involved in the study (244). In addition, the
constructive criticism students received from both the instructor and their peers was individually
tailored, unlike in an introductory course where there may be 20 to 25 students. Overall, this
study offers exploration into the advanced public speaking course, which can be juxtaposed to

the pedagogy of the introductory course.

Audience analysis

Before crafting a speech, students must understand their audience (Lucas 110). By
conducting an audience analysis, students define their approach to make their presentation
applicable to the listeners. For instance, a presentation about the 1986 Challenger explosion
would have to be tailored for a fifth grade class to understand while adults attending a Rotary or
Kiwanis meeting would have a different understanding of the event because they lived through it
as an historical moment. Similarly, presenting a speech about mental disorders would differ
greatly for career psychologists attending a seminar versus undergraduate students enrolled in a

psychology college course.



This step in speechmaking, known as audience-centeredness, assures the student that he
or she is on the right track in presenting the material in a helpful, valuable and appropriate
fashion to keep the audience engaged and connected. Without it, the speaker will seem detached,
or even uneducated, on the topic.

Despite this focus in the curriculum on audience-centeredness, students occasionally
have difficulty discerning between types of questions that lead to audience analysis. Yook (2004)
maintains that students eventually come around and realize the importance of knowing their
audience in “the strategic planning process for public speaking.”

Meanwhile, researchers have explored the appreciation for the “complexity of the
communication process” while giving students “an understanding of the choices facing the
public communicator” (German 3). In COM 101 Public Speaking, students learn about the seven
element of communication, including the speaker, message, channel, listener, feedback,
interference, and situation (Lucas 17). But Sproule (2002) adds that while we teach students this
process, we must be sensitive to culture and media. “What does a student need in regard to such
a medium? Thirty years experience in teaching speech convinces me that students want advice
and practice that will help them succeed in front of others.” Sproule points out that public
speaking was at one time exclusively a mode of direct, face-to-face address. In our college
classrooms it continues to be this way, however, speeches today can be presented via television,
radio or computer so it may be more effective to design courses for those students who would
like to focus on specific contexts such as radio, TV or PowerPoint talks (Sproule).

Instructors who take the initiative to redesign courses should be rewarded. Of course, real
change can only occur with the institutional commitment and backing (Diamond B7). Forensic

teacher Jill K. Gerken argues for “coaching” students while putting the “public” back into public



speaking by teaching communication skills for application. Also, in her book “Teaching Public
Speaking” (1997) Kathleen German addresses instructors who are preparing their curriculum to
teach public speaking for the first time. These articles and books in addition to ample literature
provide valuable tools for the new instructor of public speaking.

Community college students learn that the public speaking course is preparing them for
any and all professions, whether in healthcare, financial analysis, communications or the arts.
With that, some of literature portrays public speaking from specific disciplines.

For instance, in architecture, Janne Morton and David O’Brien, University of Melbourne,
Australia lecturers, explore two approaches to teaching public speaking specifically in design
education. The authors juxtapose a public speaking approach with a genre-based linguistic
approach. Like most professions, they contend, to compete in the marketplace for clients,
architects must possess effective presentation skills to discuss designs in a confident and
persuasive manner (Morton, O’Brien 7).

In another profession, accountants are encouraged to speak with “professionalism and
pizzazz” (Watkins 57), especially with the arrival of the 2002 Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which
requires Certified Public Accountants to speak at audit meetings and to document and
communicate their role in financial data.

Over to environmental studies, Parvis (44) suggests that professionals must actively
participate in events and the profession by sharing their knowledge. “To enunciate well, perform
professionally, and satisfy an audience, one should become familiar with the elements of

communication and use them in one's presentations.”

Lacking communication skills can be problematic when dealing with the public as well.

Covello outlines ways to avoid “winging it.” He insists that speakers must understand the



audience, the nature of the forum and the subject. The stakes are much higher when speaking to
the public rather than professionals in your field, because “public misunderstanding and outrage
has a history of derailing or bogging down numerous public works endeavors, creating animosity

that leads to political action and litigation” (Covello 2003).

In the discipline of geography, Hay (43) too offers five specific components for teaching
public speaking at the college level: fear reduction, critical observation of professional speakers,
video-tape guidance, student presentations, and adopting an appropriate form of assessment. Hay
addresses the shortcomings of inadequate coaching for any public speaking course. Referring to
public speaking as an “art,” Hay (43) also suggests students perform impromptus from their seat
creating an ‘informal’ setting. Later in the semester when they have achieved a higher comfort
level, the instructor requires them to speak at the front of the room. In addition, students begin
doing small group presentations with classmates at the front. Apparently, students need to be
encouraged over an extended period, beginning the first day of class and building throughout the
semester. Again, in an effort to build confidence gradually, each student will eventually perform
individually later in the semester.

By examining this collection of literature, we can see that professions across the board
require some form of public speaking skills, reserved not only for TV broadcasters, politicians or
company CEOs. This leads to a discussion of the literature in terms of career development and

the importance or oral communication.

Career development
Educating students to communicate orally is fundamental to career success (Morreale 1).

In fact, the top quality that employers are looking for in college graduates is “the ability to



communicate,” according to a survey of 480 companies and public organizations conducted by
the National Association of Colleges and Employers.” While proficiency in a certain field is
necessary to get ahead in a career, more and more employers are putting emphasis on how well a
candidate can communicate his or her ideas. Especially during the job interview, employers
focus on how well a candidate can convey concepts. The way a candidate answers questions and
communicates his or her personality indicates professionalism, a sense of self-esteem and an
ability to interact with clients and coworkers — aspects of a successful working environment.

With that, how well prepared are community colleges graduates to communicate in the
workplace today? Apparently, students have impressive academic skills, however their ability to
communicate, work in teams and with people in diverse backgrounds is lacking (Emanuel 155).
In addition, the instructors who are teaching public speaking typically are educated in English or
theatre studies rather than speech communications.

Writer Vickie Sullivan promotes public speaking as a secret weapon in every graduate’s
stockpile for landing a job (Sullivan 24), yet speaking is more than just telling people something,
she says. Public speaking is less about giving information and more about bringing your own
personal sense of style forward.

For those who are struggling with anxiety, stammering or who are inexperienced at
public speaking, Toastmasters has speaking clubs throughout the world. Founded by Ralph C.
Smedley in 1924, Toastmasters is a nonprofit public speaking group that provides a safe
environment for people to gain confidence, hone their speaking skills and step outside of their
comfort speaking zones. In fact, the meetings pave the way to “higher levels of human

interaction” (Doehrman par. 2).

? While this information is dated, it provides a window into trends involving employers and communication skills. Statistics
printed in Albert R. Karr’s “A Special News Report About Life On the Job — and Trends Taking Shape There.” The Wall Street
Journal Eastern Edition, Dec. 20, 1998, page Al.



Like-minded people from a variety of backgrounds (housewives, accountants, teachers,
lawyers, carpenters, writers) gather at regular meetings to present their original speeches. Each
club conducts its meeting a little differently, but the core design of Toastmasters includes
opportunities for everyone to speak, from 30 seconds to ten minutes. Group members write and
present original speeches that may be humorous, persuasive, informative, or inspirational.
Volunteers members in the audience evaluate the speeches and provide constructive criticism
tailored to each individual. Some members join with extensive experience and ease at public
speaking while others are completely inexperienced. Either way, the program is designed to
provide opportunities for people to excel at their own pace. Several well-known people have
become Toastmasters, including actor Tim Allen, Mrs. Fields Cookies founder Debbie Fields
Rose, tennis star Billie Jean King and Coors Brewing Company CEO Peter Coors.

Approaching speeches as presentations may ease some of the anxiety burden altogether.
This is an approach offered by Isa N. Engleberg and John Daly, authors of the textbook
“Presentations in Everyday Life.” Speechwriters and politicians may give speeches, they say, but
lawyers, managers, parents attending a school board meeting are more inclined to give
presentations. The authors concentrate on the power of eloquence and encourage students to
employ storytelling and narrative theory (Engleberg 2002) as effective speaking practices.

Researchers also looked at coupling speaking with writing (Saunders 358) in the college
classroom. When students precede their submission of written essays with oral presentations of
their efforts, often their work reflects stronger grammar and stylistic approaches. In addition, this
combination allows students to gain confidence and motivation by being taken seriously in the
classroom. For further research, Saunders suggests we explore the arrangement of rhetoric

programs — marriages between public speaking and composition courses.



Lastly, with online teaching becoming more prevalent on college campuses, public
speaking is no exception to this type of pedagogy (Nicosia 163). While it may be challenging to
create an entire public speaking course online, instructors are inventing new modes to convey the
material through the ease of the computer. Assisting faculty in creating online public speaking
courses must be a priority for colleges, Nicosia says, especially since some faculty are not yet
comfortable with the technology.

By examining closely the literature in this field of communications specific to teaching
public speaking, we find that researchers have explored extensively student experience with
stage fright and how to alleviate this phenomenon. Apparently, this intense nervousness
materializes for us all, but we can use this anxiety to our advantage, research shows.

Meanwhile, listening skills are critical to becoming an effective public speaker. Those
who listen well, speak well. In addition to listening skills, speakers must have a solid
understanding of audience and how to identify and connect with a group. Creating an effective
presentation relies on audience analysis, which is vital one’s success as a public speaker,
research shows.

Instructors of public speaking continue to adopt new methods in the classroom to engage
students and make the material more interesting, and applicable to the outside world. This area is
a constant challenge and in need of ongoing research.

Finally, college students must learn in the public speaking classroom that the skills
presented here are building blocks for their careers. Employers are looking for the candidate
who possesses the strongest ability to speak effectively and convey ideas professionally,

persuasively and eloquently.



Data Collection & Results

In this section I explain the process of data collection I used for this research study and
present the results. '’

The population inferred for this study was community college students enrolled in an
introductory public speaking course. The sample included 40 students enrolled in COM 101
Public Speaking at Clinton Community College in Plattsburgh, NY.'" The survey instrument I
designed was intended to gauge some of the behaviors and attitudes of community college
students enrolled in the course during the fall 2005 semester. In addition, the survey featured
questions that asked respondents to rank their anxiety levels during different times.

Using a variety of formats (open-ended, Likert scale and multiple choice), I asked 16
questions on this survey, which was administered during the week of Dec. 12, 2005 on the
Clinton Community College campus. Professor Gina Lindsey assisted me in distributing the
questionnaires to her students as part of the sample. Respondents were given about ten minutes
to complete the survey.

In this study, there were 16 males and 24 females. Half of the respondents were
considered “traditional” students between 18 and 21 years old. The next largest group was
between 31 and 40 years old (17. 5 percent). Those students between 22 to 30 comprised the next
largest group, and only two students (5 percent) were 41 to 49 years old. None was older than 49.

Students indicated a variety of reasons for taking COM 101 Public Speaking.'* More than
two-thirds said “because it’s required.” More than half indicated they believe the course would
be helpful in their professional careers beyond college. Another 50 percent said they would like

to feel more comfortable talking in front of groups, and a larger portion of the sample said they

19 See Appendix D for the complete Student Questionnaire.
' For this original research, the sample size is 40 (n=40).
12 Because students could choose more than one answer for this question, the percentage totals equal more than 100.



would like to improve their overall speaking skills. A smattering of students offered additional
insight, such as: “I would like to get over my shyness when talking to people in general,” “I
heard it’s a really good class,” and “I enjoy speaking in front of the class.”

Overall, the course received a very favorable impression (question #15) with 40 percent
rating it “Very Good: I really enjoyed the course and the skills I learned are practical.” Most
others chose “Excellent: I would enroll in another Public Speaking course if I get the chance”
and “Good: the material was helpful, but I took the course because it was required.” No
respondents chose “Fair: it was really boring and I don’t think I will use these skills again.” Just
two respondents (5 percent) chose “Horrible: I hated every minute of it.” One student left the
question blank and another inadvertently chose two answers.

In the final question, which was open-ended, I asked students to provide additional
information that would help enhance the course and make it more practical, possibly, more
exciting. Of the participants, 40 percent provided remarks, both positive and negative
commenting about the course in general, the instructor, teaching techniques and personal
experience.

Students provided suggestions for making the course more practical such as,
incorporating impromptu speeches on a daily basis, more quizzes to check knowledge, critique
of student videos, students presenting the daily lesson, adding 10 minutes to the course period,
more group work and discussion. One student remarked that students should be able to present
their speeches any way they wanted, “because that is how it will be out in the real world.”

Some respondents took the opportunity to elaborate further: “I was not happy at first
when I found out it was required. I was really afraid and have a fear of speaking in public. It has

helped in many areas as to my confidence and self esteem. I am very glad I took the course and



suggest it to everyone.” Another said: “I enjoyed the class. It helped me with my stage fright. I
will be able to perform better in those types of situations.” A third student added: “This class has
become very helpful for me. I have gained a lot of experience and I hope I can (sic) this helps me

with my future career more then (sic) I think.”

Stage fright/Anxiety

Community college students wrestle with stage fright the moment they enter the
classroom. To assess their nervousness, I asked them to recall the level of anxiety they
experienced both at the beginning and end of the semester (question #4). According to the
results, almost everyone experienced some anxiety associated with public speaking. Only one
percent said they experienced no anxiety. About one-third reported they were “somewhat
anxious,” with the remainder divided between “very anxious” and “extremely anxious.”

By the end of the semester, the tables had turned for most students. Only one percent
reported being “very anxious,” and no one described being “extremely anxious.” In fact, almost
three-quarters of respondents were “somewhat anxious” while one-quarter reported “not anxious
at all,” by the end of the semester. Over the course of the semester, almost two-thirds of
respondents experienced a decrease in their anxiety levels associated with public speaking; one-
third reported no change. Surprisingly, five percent (2 students) actually reported an increase in
their anxiety levels. In both cases, the increase was only slight, from “not at all” to “somewhat.”

Students also indicated reasons that led to their public speaking anxiety (question #5).
Respondents were presented with eight choices including “Other” where they had the
opportunity to provide an answer. The most common responses to this question were “worried

that I would mess up during my speech” (25 responses); “afraid of looking stupid” in front of



classmates (24 responses); “worried about looking nervous” (21 responses); and “I don’t like a
bunch of people staring at me” (21 responses). More than a third (37.5 percent) of respondents
said they were “afraid of looking stupid in front of the professor” and 2 percent were concerned
with “failing the course.” Six students wrote their own answers saying, “Speech might be bad,”
“Insecurity, less than perfection. I always want to excell (sic) and at this I did not;” “Anxiety
disorder;” “Do not like being the center of attention;” “I don’t mind speaking in front of an
audience, however, I don’t like using my words. I’d rather read something by someone else;” and
“Worried about being good at giving speeches.” Only four respondents chose all of the options
as contributors to their anxiety about the course.

In another set of questions using a Likert scale, I assessed students’ attitudes. Despite the
moaning and groaning students display about taking the course, more than half agreed that COM
101 Public Speaking should be a required college course. More than 25 percent were undecided
on the issue, while three students, or just 7.5 percent, strongly disagreed that the course should be
required.

Meanwhile, about half of the respondents agreed that their public speaking skills would
help them in a job interview. In fact, 32.5 percent said they “strongly agreed.” Ten percent were
undecided and five percent, or 2 respondents, said they disagreed that their public speaking
would aid in such an instance.

Again, while students typically complain about taking COM 101 Public Speaking, they
indicate that the course would help them in their future careers. Ten percent were undecided, and
only one student disagreed with the statement that public speaking would aid in future career

endeavors.



Real world application
From eight choices, students selected instances where they believed COM 101 Public

Speaking would help them. The top answers included “making a persuasive argument,” “a job

interview,” and “speaking up at a community meeting.” Other popular choices were “talking to
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an authority figure,” “giving a wedding toast,” “asking my supervisor for a raise,” and “raising
my hand and participating in my other classes.” A handful of students indicated “talking to my
friends” as a response. Clearly, the students showed understanding of the course’s real world
application.

In question #12, I collected data that reflected the students’ attitudes toward the most

effective learning methods. From the choices, students most often indicated “informative
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persuasive speeches,” “impromptu exercises,

99 <6

speeches, group discussion” and “self-
introductory speech.” The least popular choices included “out of class speeches” and “guest
speakers.”

Responses to “Why do you believe COM101 Public Speaking is required for some
majors at Clinton Community College?” included references to career skills, being able to speak
in everyday situations, talking to people other than friends, helping to alleviate anxiety,
professional presentations, basic communication skills and boosting self-confidence. One student
exclaimed: “You need it in life!”

Overall, the students seemed to find the course appealing. One offered an insightful
comment: “Not really sure it can be made more interesting. Public speaking is the most
frightening thing to do.” Others suggested holding more impromptu speeches in class, outside

field trips to see live presentations or viewing student speech videos in class. This is counter to

another question that asked students the most effective ways to learn. Judging from these results,



students may find doing speeches helpful in learning the material, but find it more interesting and
“fun” to see others do presentations. Another valid suggestion included holding speeches among
a larger crowd once students become more comfortable with their anxiety. A few students
suggested having more class discussion because that seems to “relax the group.” Lastly, another
respondent recommended, glibly, “not to speak in front of the class.”

Responses during the focus group were similarly as insightful. Instructors noted that
every student exhibits some sense of anxiety and each student carries a laundry list of reasons
why they will fail.

“They’ve rehearsed it, and rehearsed it and they’ve imagined the worse possible
catastrophic scenario: ‘I’'m going to get up there, my pants will be unzipped, my fly’s down, my
posters will fall, I’ll forget my lines” (Lindsey).

Another instructor offered her take on student anxiety: “Every semester I have one
student in the class who says, ‘I’'m going to throw up when I stand at the podium. And I say,
well, as big of a fear public speaking is for you, people vomiting is just as big of a fear for me, so
you’re not going to throw up ... it’s a rule, no vomiting. I have yet to have a student actually
vomit or pass out at the podium,” (Nolland).

One instructor actually had a student pass out at the podium during the first speech of the
semester in fall 2005 (Goyette). The instructor worked closely with the student to address this

extreme case of stage fright."

Data Results Discussion & Analysis
As T analyzed the data, I noticed several connections among anxiety levels, reasons why

students were taking the course and their overall impressions of the course. This valuable insight

13 This instance of extreme stage fright is addressed more fully in the Data Results Discussion & Analysis section.



led me to believe that students enter the course with a great deal of fear and apprehension, which
in many cases may be exhibited as apathy and indifference. In the end, the students enjoy the
course overall and acknowledge that it was helpful in preparing them for life and career beyond
college.

Also, in studying the data more closely, I cross-examined how age gender affected the
results. Overall, these demographic data points had no bearing. While it was helpful to have a
wide range of age groups represented (18 to 49) in my research, my data showed no tangible
evidence that age affected the outcomes. Gender, too, as a data point had no real implication on
the results. This finding regarding age and gender is in line with the literature that noted both
youngsters and senior citizens, men and women, alike experience stage fright (Rozakis; Lucas).

COM101 Public Speaking is a required course for several majors at Clinton Community
College. In fact, many colleges require this course; others offer it as an elective. In my study
however, only a small number of students chose it as an elective.

In fact, more than three quarters of respondents indicated that they were taking the course
because it was a requirement to graduate. More importantly, those who indicated they were
taking the course for reasons other than the requirement equaled 22 percent. Almost all of these
students recognized that taking the course would be helpful in their professional careers beyond
college. In addition, they said they wanted to feel more comfortable speaking in groups and
wished to improve their speaking skills in general. One even added: “I myself would like to be a
teacher.”

One notable theme that emerged from this data was the group’s overall impression of the
course at the end of the semester. This subset, which indicated it was taking the course for

reasons other than it being mandatory, overwhelmingly gave the course positive reviews, evenly



split between “Excellent” and “Very Good.” In addition, respondents in this group indicated,
again overwhelmingly, that the course should be required for all community college students. It
seems those students who chose on their own to take the course rather than those who were
required, had a very high impression of the course and believed that all students should have to
experience it.

In contrast, 11 students, or 28 percent of the sample, indicated the only reason they were
taking the course was because it was required. Again, age and gender did not play a significant
factor in this question, according to the data results. However, from this group, I looked closer at
anxiety levels.

Students taking the course only because of the requirement indicated overwhelmingly
that they had a great deal of anxiety associated with speaking in front of the class. Again, this
agrees with much of the extant literature in that students are not alone in their stage fright (Lucas
9). In fact, even seasoned speakers experience a level of nervousness before a speaking
engagement (10).

But by the end of the semester, half of these students reported lower anxiety levels. Had
the course done the trick in helping students alleviate their stage fright? While students complain
and fret over speaking in front of the class, taking the course helps to ease their nervousness. In
addition to breathing techniques, positive thoughts, visualization, imagery and practice, enrolling
in a public speaking course is yet another remedy to high levels of performance anxiety.

Some instructors take a hand-holding approach to ease students into the speeches and
comfort them, talking them down “off the ledge” (Lindsey) of nervousness. “I think the tone I set
as a teacher in that sense is one of the most important things I do to help calm them down from

the get-go,” one instructor offered during the focus group.



Also notable is the overall impression these seemingly apathetic students reported at the
end of the semester. Rating it mostly “Good” with small percentages indicating “Very Good”
and even “Excellent,” students gave it positive reviews. This data leads me to believe that
students who indicated they were taking it merely because it is a required course had a favorable
impression of the course as it is structured. Clearly, these students recognize the practical
elements of the coursework.

Based on my initial assumptions outlined in my research proposal, I believed that
students graduate from the class with a lack of appreciation for the coursework. Evidently, the
data shows that students actually have a high level of appreciation for the skills they have gained
and realize how helpful it will be in their careers. The respondents who recorded high levels of
anxiety and a negative view of the course as they entered, apparently experienced a
transformation. They later reported reduced nervousness and a more favorable view of the course
once it was over.

In contrast, nine respondents indicated choices other than “because it’s required.” This
group seemed to recognize the inherent value of the course by indicating that they chose it for
self enrichment. In fact, one-third (3 out of 9) said they “enjoy” speaking in front of the class. In
their evaluation of the course, they gave it high marks with “Excellent” and “Very Good”
receiving all of the votes. These students who chose to take the course rated it more favorably
than others. One theory for this: they entered the curriculum with more incentive for self
betterment and to gain public speaking experience. Those who were required to take COM 101

arrived with a different attitude and, in the end, had a slightly less positive outlook toward it.



Does this mean that students may be more motivated to sign up for the course if they are
the one making the decision, rather than being mandated to take it? If students are required to
take the course, do they enter it with a preconceived notion that it is boring or impractical?

In question #15, which asked students to comment on their overall impression of the
course, 95 percent of students rated the course positively, saying it was “Excellent,” “Very
Good” or “Good.” While many students enter the course with a somber apprehension, even
phobia, of speaking in front of the class, they acknowledge that the skills are useful for their
careers. By the end of the course, they realize they have enjoyed the exercises and the material
and agree that the curriculum is valuable.

These respondents were close in having strong agreement regarding four areas: 1) the
course should be required; 2) the course has helped boost their self-confidence; 3) the course will
help them feel more comfortable in job interviews; and 4) it will assist in their career. Overall,
respondents indicated they were interested in improving their speaking skills, and they
acknowledged that the course has real value for them especially after graduating college.

While this small group indicated they enjoyed speaking in front of the class, they too
recognized a variety of fears they had associated with public speaking. This subset was
concerned about looking nervous in front of the class and was worried about messing up. Again,
these results correspond with the literature that emphasizes even the most veteran speakers get
panicky and worked up before a presentation. They use this energy in a positive way to help
them make their best speech (Lucas 10).

Overall, gender had no real impact on the data, however in one question, females
indicated they began the semester reporting higher levels of anxiety associated with public

speaking. Nine women reported feeling “extremely anxious” at the start of the semester, while 50



percent of the men reported being “somewhat anxious.” With such a small sample, generalizing
is not an option, however this may be an area for further research. Meantime, it is noteworthy
that by the end of the semester, both males and females indicated a reduction in anxiety levels
with most saying they were only “somewhat anxious” or “not at all.”

Both male and female students reported similar attitudes about skills outside the
classroom they believe will be enhanced with their public speaking skills. Both genders reported
job interviews, persuasive arguments, and speaking at a community meeting as their top
instances.

Women, however, also suggested that talking to an authority figure was an instance
where public speaking would be helpful. “Authority figure” is a vague term here, so it is
difficult to draw valid conclusions from this question. On the other hand, men were much more
likely to include “at a wedding toast” in their choices, probably because of gender stereotypes
and the fact that men are more likely to be faced with the opportunity to do so.

In one question age played a slight factor. Students were asked to pinpoint future areas
they would use their public speaking skills. Traditional students were more likely to choose “job
interview,” whereas the nontraditional, or older students, were more likely to choose “a
persuasive argument.” There are no concrete explanations for this discrepancy. Perhaps younger
students are more geared up for a new job search and are preparing for job interviews, whereas
the older students are more likely to view themselves in a situation where they would need
persuasive skills on the job, in a scenario with their family or in everyday situations shopping,
getting in a traffic jam or interacting with neighbors. Overall, there were no glaring differences
among the age groups for this question of instances where public speaking skills would be

beneficial.



The results to Question #12, which explores preferred methods of learning, offers insight
into the most effective teaching methods. However, this question does not gauge which methods
were most interesting or enjoyable. The most popular techniques students chose were
(surprisingly) informative speeches, persuasive speeches, impromptus, group discussion and the
self-introductory speech. Apparently, students indicated that doing a speech was the most
effective way to learn public speaking. The results to this question show that while students
express a high level of anxiety about giving speeches, they acknowledge that this is the best way
to learn the material and get over their stage fright.

Puzzling though were the choices students selected least often including guest speakers
and out-of-class speeches. Both of these methods provide alternatives to the standard lecture,
class notes or group discussion methods that students are most familiar with. Why would
students be disinterested in hearing a guest speak or someone other than their instructor? Are
students uncomfortable in judging other’s speaking skills or do they find only their instructor
capable of providing the material? From the data results, it is not totally clear what motivates
students to learn. Effective teaching methods may be an area for follow-up research.

Surprisingly, five percent, or two students, reported an increase in anxiety levels. One
student, a male between 18 and 21, rated the course “Very Good,” and commented: “Whatever
your job is in life you will have to, one time or another, speak in front of an audience.”
According to his survey, he was signed up for the course only because it was required.

The other student, a female between 22 and 25, indicated that she was afraid of “looking
stupid” in front of classmates and the professor and of being “boring.” She rated the course
“Good” and indicated that the material would be helpful in a job interview, asking for a raise and

other instances in her career. Given the small sample size again, it is difficult to draw a



conclusion on what led these two students to experience a slight increase in their anxiety levels.
However, this may be an area for future research.

In the focus group I conducted, one instructor noted that, at times, the course tends to
emphasize delivery of the presentation rather than listening and taking into account the
audience’s needs. She said: “unfortunately, some students have the attitude like ‘I'm going to get
up there and be fabulous’ and it’s the spotlight part that’s overly emphasized and [there’s] not
enough with connecting and engaging and making meaning with an audience” (Lindsey).

Another instructor noted that COM101 Public Speaking fails to emphasize
communication theory and solid rhetoric. Rather, the course gives students the impression that
they need be eloquent and personable rather than a solid writer and organizer of their thoughts. “I
think that today’s youth does not respect the power of communication and the opportunity of free
speech and I think they perceive it as a classroom situation that they are a student giving a speech
rather than a person who actually has a point to make” (Montanaro).

This point counters some of the literature that stresses the exact opposite. For example,
the public speaking course provides students with an appreciation for the “complexity of the
communication process” while giving students “an understanding of the choices facing the
public communicator” (German 3). Are students understanding the basic theories behind
communication in the introductory public speaking course or are they getting up in front of the
room merely to complete the required speeches? Montanaro, who has taught public speaking for
a few decades, insists that some students “don’t get it” and are there just to get the grade.

Also, as part of the focus group, some instructors offered anecdotal evidence related to
student anxiety. In one touching story, Assistant Professor Carey Goyette describes the

camaraderie her class exhibited when one student’s extreme anxiety caused her to turn pale and



faint during her first speech. Embarrassed and mortified, the student was afraid her classmates
would mock her for the remainder of the semester. Instead, they rallied behind her. Goyette:
“We’ve come up with a strategy where she feels better if she goes first on the day of the
speeches. That way she can’t sit there and have time to get anxious ... her classmates are looking
out for her now, offering to switch speech positions so she can go first.”

The empathy and compassion these students exhibited falls in line with the literature that
demonstrates the idea that we are not alone in our anxiety. As each of us trembles with

nervousness in our chair awaiting our turn to speak, so too are our classmates.

Conclusions & Suggestions for Further Research

After evaluating the results of my original research, I have come to the following
conclusions and offer some suggestions for future research.

First, surveying a much larger population of students and instructors would provide a
more generalizable perspective on this topic. Also, to assess student anxiety, it may be more
effective to administer a mini-survey at the beginning of the semester to gauge student
nervousness. At that time, respondents would be much more likely to present an accurate
assessment of their perceived stage fright. Later, they could be asked the same question and the
results compared. This method may be more precise in assessing and rating anxiety levels since
the respondents would not have to rely on memory to recall how they felt several weeks ago.

Also, perhaps with a larger sample, age as a demographic factor could be examined more
closely. My research offered no generalizable conclusions on this point, but more extensive

research on how different age groups experience stage fright is an area that deserves exploration.



Perhaps future research also could look more closely at how gender plays a role in
anxiety levels associated with public speaking. My research touched on this to some extent, but
future research could involve whether women are more anxious about the prospect of speaking in
front of peers than men. Are women more willing than men to share their anxiety levels and
disclose how they really feel? Further research that focuses specifically on how men and women
differ in their perceptions of anxiety is warranted.

The concept of introducing oral communication across the curriculum similar to writing
across the curriculum (WAC) pedagogy justifies attention as well. While some of the literature
made mention of this idea, I believe future research would be acceptable since much of the
writing today about employers and the traits they seek involve solid speaking skills.

Creating a precise instrument to survey a much larger sample to make connections
between student anxiety and apathy is another area for future research. This type of data could be
attached to proposals such as, would students be more likely to enroll in the course as an elective
if it were called “Boost Your Self Confidence,” “How To Persuade People” or “Winning
Presentations”? My research showed that those students who enrolled on their own, not because
the course was required, had a more favorable impression and were able to better pinpoint areas
where they could use the skills again in life outside of college.

Finally, incorporating speaking engagements in the community and in public venues on a
regular basis would give students the “real world” opportunities that some crave, yet others
dread. As unpleasant as this may seem, students would reflect on these experiential learning

experiences as the most valuable opportunities they go through in all of their college careers.
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Appendix A
Application for the Use of Human Subjects/ STUDENT SURVEY

Nov. 22, 2005
Project Title: “Teaching Public Speaking: A Practical and Effective Model for the College-Level”

1. I am a student enrolled in Plattsburgh State University’s Master of Arts Liberal Arts program. This
survey and its results will become part of my Master’s thesis, which I am conducting to fulfill the
requirements to earn the M.A.L.S. degree. To maintain the highest ethical research standards, Dr. Kevin
O’Neill is assisting me in the investigation process and advising me regarding the regulations that govern
the use of human subjects.

2. The attached survey and its results will serve as a basis for me to study the pedagogy of public
speaking. My main goal in conducting this research is to create a field guide for teaching public speaking
at the college level. In addition, I plan to identify specific teaching methods that have been the most
effective in motivating students in the course COM 101 Public Speaking at Clinton Community College.

3. The subject population for the survey will consist of students older than 18 who are enrolled in COM
101 Public Speaking at Clinton Community College during the Fall 2005 semester. The population
includes both men and women from a variety of backgrounds. Most are natives of the North Country
region in upstate New York. All reside in nearby counties in New York or are from Northern Vermont. I
plan on administering surveys to several sections of COM 101, which could include up to 100 students.

4. Research data will be gathered through surveys. Results will be used for research only. No individually
identifiable information will be disseminated in any form.

5. A Clinton Community College colleague of mine will administer the surveys during a class period on
the Clinton Community College campus in Plattsburgh, NY in December 2005. Consent will be sought

through a written procedure at the beginning of the survey (see attached). By completing the survey and
handing it in, each participant will provide consent. Students are not required to provide their name and

may complete the survey anonymously.

6. I believe there are insignificant risks associated with participating in this survey.
7. Not applicable.

8. It is my utmost intention to protect the confidentiality and privacy of the subjects. All raw data
collected will be kept in a locked file in my home. Upon successful completion of the thesis, the data will
be destroyed. The only persons who will have access to the data are Dr. Kevin O’Neill, Dr. Justin
Gustainis, the external reviewer of my Master’s thesis, and me.

9. As stated in question 6, I believe the risks involved in participating in this survey to be minimal. In
fact, I believe that students who participate may benefit by having a sense of accomplishment knowing
that they are positively influencing the future of this course and helping to create a more effective
curriculum.



Appendix B
Application for the Use of Human Subjects/FOCUS GROUP

Nov. 22, 2005
Project Title: “Teaching Public Speaking: A Practical and Effective Model for the College-Level”

1. I am a student enrolled in Plattsburgh State University’s Master of Arts Liberal Arts program. This
focus group and its results will become part of my Master’s thesis, which I am conducting to fulfill the
requirements to earn the M.A.L.S. degree. To maintain the highest ethical research standards, Dr. Kevin
O’Neill is assisting me in the investigation process and advising me regarding the regulations that govern
the use of human subjects.

2. The attached focus group questions will serve as a basis for me to study the pedagogy of public
speaking. My main goal in conducting this research is to create a field guide for teaching public speaking
at the college level. In addition, I plan to identify specific teaching methods that have been the most
effective in motivating students in COM 101/Public Speaking at Clinton Community College.

3. The subject population for the focus group will consist of 4 to 8 faculty members who currently teach
COM 101 Public Speaking at Clinton Community College during the Fall 2005 semester. Participants of
the focus group are all older than 18 years.

4. Research data will be gathered through the focus group. Results will be used for research only. No
individually identifiable information will be disseminated in any form.

5. The focus group will be conducted on the Clinton Community College campus in Plattsburgh, NY
during December 2005. I will act as a moderator and provide the group will discussion prompts. I will
take written notes and record the session through audiotape. Consent for the focus group will be sought
through a written consent procedure (attached).

6. I believe there are insignificant risks associated with participating in this focus group.
7. Not applicable.

8. It is my utmost intention to protect the confidentiality and privacy of the subjects. All raw data
collected will be kept in a locked file in my home. Upon successful completion of the thesis, the data will
be destroyed. The only persons who will have access to the data are Dr. Kevin O’Neill, Dr. Justin
Gustainis, the external reviewer of my Master’s thesis, and me.

9. As stated in question 6, I believe the risks involved in participating in this focus group to be minimal.
In fact, I believe that the instructors who participate will benefit by having a sense of accomplishment
knowing they are positively influencing the future of this course and helping to create a more effective
curriculum.
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Plattsburgh State University
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Jennifer Karchmer
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Appendix D
Student Questionnaire

As part of my Master’s thesis project on teaching Public Speaking at the college level, I am
conducting a survey of Clinton Community College students and their attitudes and behaviors regarding
this course: COM 101 Public Speaking. As a student enrolled in COM 101, you are invited to participate
in this study; however your decision to participate is optional and will in no way affect your grade in this
course.

Your completed survey will serve as your consent to participate. You must be at least 18 years
old to participate in this survey. Your responses are confidential and you will not be identified in any way
in the reporting of the results. Only group data will be reported. If you have any concerns or questions,
please contact Professor Jennifer R. Karchmer at (518) 569-9118 or via email at
jennifer.karchmer@clinton.edu. Thank you.

COM 101 PUBLIC SPEAKING SURVEY

1. YOUR SEX (Check one.)

a. [] Male b. [] Female

2. YOUR AGE GROUP (Check one.)

a.[] 18 to 21 years old d. [ 31 to 40 years old
b. [] 22 to 25 years old e. []41 to 49 years old
c. []26 to 30 years old f. [ older than 49

3. Why are you taking COM 101 Public Speaking? (Check ALL that apply.)

a. [] Because it’s required. e. [] I would like to feel more comfortable talking
in front of the class and in groups.

b. ]I heard it’s a really good class. f. [ I know this course will be helpful in my
professional career beyond college.

c. [] I would like to improve my speaking skills. g. [ I enjoy speaking in front of a class.

d. [] T would like to get over my shyness when h. [] Other.
talking to people in general. Please explain.




4. How would you describe your level of anxiety about speaking in front of the class BEFORE you took
this course? (Choose ONE answer.)

a. [ Not anxious at all c. [0 Very anxious

b. [J Somewhat anxious d. [J Extremely anxious

5. What are some of the reasons that led to your anxiety about this course? (Check ALL that apply.)

a. [1 I was afraid of looking stupid in front of my e. [1 I don’t like a bunch of people staring at me.

classmates.

b. [1 I was afraid of looking stupid in front of my f. [1 I was concerned that my speeches would be

professor. boring.

c. [1 I was worried I would mess up during my g. [1 1 was worried about looking nervous when I
speech. spoke in front of the class.

d. [1 T was afraid of failing this course. h. 0 Other

Please explain

For questions 6-9, please circle the response that best reflects your feelings. Please use the following scale:
Strongly Agree (SA)
Agree (A)
Neutral (N)
Disagree (D)
Strongly Disagree (SD)
6. COM 101/Public Speaking should be required of all college students.
SD D N A SA
7. COM 101/Public Speaking has helped boost my self confidence.
SD D N A SA
8. The skills I am learning in COM 101/Public Speaking will help me feel more comfortable in job interviews.
SD D N A SA

9. The presentation skills I am learning in COM 101 Public Speaking will help me in my future career.

SD D N A SA



10. How would you describe your level of anxiety about speaking in front of the class NOW, AT THE
END OF THE SEMESTER? (Choose ONE answer.)

a. [ Not anxious at all c. [0 Very anxious

b. [J Somewhat anxious d. [J Extremely anxious

11. During which of the following instances do you think the skills you learned in COM 101/Public
Speaking will help you? (Check ALL that apply.)

a. [J Talking to my friends. e. [1 Making a persuasive argument.
b. [J A job interview. f. 1) Giving a wedding toast.
c. [1 Talking to an authority figure. g. [1 Asking my supervisor for a raise.

d. [1 Raising my hand and participating in my other | h. [] Speaking up at a community meeting.
classes.

12. Of the following, which have been the most effective methods in helping you learn the material in this
course? (Check ALL that apply.)

a. [ Impromptu exercises.

b. [ Informative speeches.

c. [1 Persuasive speeches.

d. [ Self-introductory speeches.

e. [ Reading the textbook.

f. [0 Homework from the textbook.
g. U Lectures.

h. [0 Guest speakers.

i. [ Out of class speeches.

j- [ Critiquing classmates’ speeches.

k. [ Group discussions.

1. [0 Group exercises in class.

m. [] Other . Please explain

13. Why do you believe COM 101/Public Speaking is required for some majors at Clinton Community College?

14. What are some ways the course COM 101/Public Speaking could be more interesting for you?



15. What is your overall impression of COM 101/Public Speaking? (Check only ONE answer.)
a. [1 Excellent: I would enroll in another Public Speaking course if I get the chance.

b. [J Very good: I really enjoyed the course and the skills I learned are practical.

c. [1 Good: the material was helpful but I took the course because it was required.

d. [] Fair: it was really boring and I don’t think I will use these skills again.

e. [ Horrible: I hated every minute of it.

16. OTHER COMMENTS: In the following space, please add any additional information that you believe
will help create a more effective, practical and exciting curriculum for COM 101 Public Speaking.

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your input is greatly appreciated.

Jennifer R. Karchmer



