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ABSTRACT

The effect of clarity of explanation on student
learning and perception of teacher and course effectiveness is
_examined. Two levels of clarity were utilized, as determined by
appropriate use of examples and sequencing of instruction. Three
instruments were used to measure the dependent variables: university
student rating form; affective questionnaire; and a twenty-iten
posttest designed to measure student learning. Three groups of
university students participated in the study: experimental (unclear)
and experimental (clear), both receiving treatment, rating form,
questionnaire, and posttest, and control, receiving only treatsent
and posttest. Results of the study suggest ¢he relative independence
of clarity of explanation ‘from other indicators of teacher '

effect iveness as judged by students on the teacher rating instrument. ----

Results also confirm that significant learning occurred during the
clear presentation. (Author/MJB) '
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CLARITY OF EXPLANATION: A
POWERFUL INDICATOR OF TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS

INTRODUCT {ON T

The research literature is replete with studies examining
indicators or traits of teacher affectiveness as meaSured by
student rating forms (de Wolf, 1974). The’qualify and quanfi%?
of thase "indicators" vary greatly from study fo study. A
frequency count of the most consistently méntioned indicators
seross studins was conducted by the first aufhér. This Sfudy.
showed the to!lowing (not in order of frequency) to be the
most frequently mentioned indicators of teacher effecf{venessz

(1) preparation, (2) knowledge of subject matter, (3) appro-

“priateness of workload, (4)‘eva}ua+ion and érading, (5) clarity

of presentation, (6) motivation, (7) interest in student,

(8) enthusiasm, and (9) interpersonal relafiénshipé. Geherally,
the studies were replications, exten.ions, or embe]lishmeﬁfs

of Edwin Guthrie's work in which studants described what they
telt were critical attributes of effective teaching. While
numerous follow-up stud.es differ methodologically and in terms

of statistical sophistication, they share the sazme limitations

of be'ng ex-post-facto uoearch. Kerlinger (1373) points ouf
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three such limitations. Two seem very applicable to this

body of research. They =-e (1).the inability jo\manipula+e
the independent variables, and (2) the risk of improper
interpretation. One alternative to ex:éosf—fécfo research is,
o% course, experiementa! research. Little experimental research
has been done since no construct of eff§c+iVe teaching exists
and because of th~ difficulty of controlling irrelevant \
Qariables when |ive teachers are used. (Frey, 1974; Thor“dikg,
1975; Doyle, 1975; Brandenburg, 1975; Korb, 1977).

One attempt to actually manipulate an i1d|Ca+or of +each°s ‘
effec+|veness was conducted by Zelby (1974) in which he defined
effective teaching as the act of helping students "develop the
ability to learrn independently " He taught two sections of
two courses. In one section of each course he taught "normallyi"
In the other section, he taught "effectively."

His operational definition of effective *éaching implied -
,+ha+ a tack of clarity in presentation of gxamples and content
facilitated independent thinking on the part of the students.

His students rated him as a less effective teacher when he
taught with the "more effective method." From this Zelby con-
cluded that students do’ not necessarlly rate teachers on their
effectiveness. An alternative explanation for the results he
obtained might be that his students were actually rating him on
clarity of presentation; the variable he was asvually manipu-

lating.




In other words, clarity of explanation was & more potent

variable in Zelby's study than was practice in independent

thinking.
Logical ly, a clear presentation should be "better" than
an unclear presentation; better in terms of higher affect and

higher achievement. But what does "clear" mean? *~ What are -

students rating when they rate a teacher's clarity? -
fwo factor analyses (Frey, lLeonard and Beatty, 1975;
and French-Lazovik,-1974) showed that factors which/could be el
titled Clari}y of Presen+afion were very powerful character-—
“istics. The faé+or loadings were alike in some respects and
difféfen+ ;n others. The differences were at least partially
due to tha different ins+ru60n+s used. frey's fac+5rs were
'Ql) R:ese”*aiions clarified material, (2) presented clearly : Lo
and summarized and (3) good use of examples? French-Lazovik's
. factors were (I) interprets difficult or abstract ideas clearly,
’ (2) makes goodduse‘of examples and illustrations, (3) has " \\'7/—//
.presen+ed‘+6é course in an organized manner, and (4) Inspires
- confidence in his/her knowledge of the subject. . (’—’w
- The present ;}udy is the antithesis of Zelby's study and
the complement of Frey's and French-lLazovik's. The antithesis
of Zelby in the sense of offering an a|+erna+iveuhypo+hesis
which would predict the outcomes ne received, yet be methodo-
Iogical}y different enough that ths results obtained would
not suvstantiate his hypothesis. This study is the comp | ement

of Frey's and French-lLazovik in the sense that?factor nadysis

is an ex-post-facto exploratory research tool which heips
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“-produce the clear treatment. ¢

define factors, where this sfudy actual ly ménipula+es a’ result-~

ant factor in an attempt to validate the factor as a charac-
+eris+ic\?f effective teaching. |
The purpose of this study was +o—experimen+ally manipulate
po+eq+ial components of clarity of explanation (as identified
by factor analysis studies) and measure-their ‘effects on student
achievement and teacher rating jo"ms. To do this, a teacher
who +radifionally had receilved pelow average ratings on "clarity
of explanation" was identified. He agreed to teach Oné day's
lecture and allowed the authors to videotape and use the lecture
as part of +h;s study. He was not aware of the variable of
interest. A +canscrip+ion of the lecture constituted the
"unclear" treatment. The origin;i lecture was rewonked to e
It seemed a simple matter to make a lecture ridiculousiy
uncléar. But that would decrease e%*erna! validity. There-
fore, the original "real world" lecture constituted the unclear
treatment. ‘lf an incredible lecfure was presented, a low set
response would probably appear as students rated the ins*ructor.

A secondarv purpose of this study was to measure the relative

independence of clarity of explanaiion as it related to other

¥
teacher characfer;g?+ics.a

The independent vari-ple was clarity of expplanation. Two

-

levels of clarity were defined as clear and unclear. Two

components of clarity identificd above were used to opzrationally
1-%
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separate cledr frop pnclear. The first factor was fﬁe appro-
priate use of exampies. The clear prqsenfa?ioa had two
examples to illUstrate each hajof concept: The unclear lecture
was obéerQed to present examples at fimeé, one example at

other times, and, in one insfence: an incorrect exgmple. The

second factor was the sequencing of instruction. The clear .
1
presentation was organized in a "logical" manner (components

of concepts were presented,in support of concepts, etc.).

The seguencing of the unclear presentation was similar to the

clear lecture. However, not all supporting information for

any given concept was presented in qonjuncfion with that con- R
cep;. The depeQdenf variables were (1) amount of learning

as measured by a test written by the teachsr kﬁZ multipla

choice items), (2) attitude toward the courss,- teacher and

1 ’ -

course content measured by a five item affective questionnaire,

Fos

and (3) student ratings of teacher effectiveness as measured

by a shortened Brigham Young University Instrucior Rating Form.

2

Items such as quali%y of textbook and qual ity of laboratory

- -~

were deleted from the form since students had no way to make

a judgment on them.
HYPOTHESIS | Ss receiving a clear lecture vwill score higher on

the postiest than Ss receiving the unclear lecture.
HYPOTHESEIégiI Ss receiving a clear lecturs will rate the -

teacher higher on factors related 1o clarity

of explanation (i.e., organization, clarity v
4
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Subjects ' A - /

* the study.

s . - ) 3 . » .
video-tapes as an alternative to live instruction.

and- obJec?lves) then $s receiving an .unclear lecture.
HYPOTHESIS bhE Ss recenvang a clea?J!ec+ure will rot rate
factors unrelated to clarity of explanation different

from Ss-receiving &an unclear lecture.

METHOD

Nineteen students enrolled in an infro&ucfory ésychology'ﬂ
class a¥ Brigbam Yéung University volunteered to take part in.
They were told the s+ddy concerned the use of
Ss Qerp
randémiy assigned to onz of the two treatment groups or the
_They were then notified by phoné as to the .

control group.

appropriate time to arrive for their portion of the study.

Material
A Sony video-recorder and Trinitron playback urfit were

used to record treatment instruction. A Trinitron play-back

unit was used to present the instruction to students.

The original lecture was videotaped, transcribed, and
revised as stated above. The.transcribed and revised versions
-were then written in out!ine form. These outlinzs served as

lecture notes for the subsequent recording of treatments.

Both clear agafunclear versions ware videotaped .using the same

instructor. This'insfrucToF was different from the original

i
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!ns+ruc+or ?\Thjs was dofe in an-a++emp+ 1o’ conttol all’Teacher
yariables (i.e., persgnall+y, voice quality, etc.) o+h°r than

3

clarity of presen+a+|on.\“um ¢
. - . N \'\\ R ‘ "
The content of the insfrué?igg came from Biology and

™,
dealt with ecosystems, biospheres, ghd\i?od chains. ‘-

Three instruments were used to measure™the dependem'L

variables. Thése were: (1) a shortened BYU s+u8bq+ rating

.
\
form, (2) an_ a?FECTIVe ques+|onnaire which con+a;nedr{fbms
_ \
such‘EE_"How would you fe I "abou* +aking a course from this |

|ns+rur+or7" and W would you feel abou+ taking ®: .course

ma++er7", ra+ed on a five point

e

dealing with this subJe

- i
e m——

scale, and (3) a posttest of multipl. choice items written
by the original instructor to test™“the segment of Epsfruc+ion

used in this study..

Procedures

The two treatmpnt gfcups (clear and unclear lectu

-

viewed the regpective ‘treatments as ‘groups. They were then

biven(+he posttest, +hé\+eacher rating form, %and taswly

~

the affective ques+ionnairé:~\Each instrument was completed

and returned to the admini%+ré+;?\bgforq_+he nrext instrument

was .administered. ' IS

\

The control groups was given cnly the Bbs\jesf. This was.
to determine whether +he\+reafmen+s resuftted in learning.

* L=
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RESULTS .

v
.

The first hypoinesis, és‘receiving a clear lecture will"’ T

score higher on the posttest than Ss receiving the unciear

[ »

lecture, was upheld, p& .05. A Newman-Kuel! test stiowed each.

mean was skgnificarmtly different from the others'p<€ .05. Table

Y

| shows the ANOVA for the posttest results and Hewman-Kuel |

~

information. -

~

— 5

%lnsert Table 1 About Here ‘ Ty,

The second hypothesis, Ss receiving a clear lecture will

rate the teacher higher on factors related to clarity of éiplan—'

ation than Ss receiving an unclear lecture, was upheird. Clarity

¢

of explanation p¢ .0l, clarity of objectives p< .0, course \
) . .

‘organization p< .01. Table 2 shows the statistical information

derived from the student rating forms.

»

Insert Table 2 About Here . )

2,

The third hypo+hqsis, Ss receiving a clear lecture w%!l
not rate factors unrelated to cla}ify of explanation different
from Ss receiving an uiclear lecture wa, ubheld. None of the
affective items ghowed differcnces betwcen ?hg croups. Likewisé,
no factors other than those memtioned in hyoothasis two were

significantly different between §r0ups.




_ TABLE 1
./ Analysis of ¥ariance ‘and- Newman Kéuls Proceedure
** for Studeht PePformance on Ppsttest,

’ Con T " Sum of- . - -
st . . . s . Mean-
. . o ) Squares ~df < rSquare .
Betyeen ‘Gpoupse . 69.76- 2 T, 34{.'88' K
g : Lo . ‘- . -
- Within G» Wo33.19 S | T .07,
S . Within Giroup R . - 16 S 2 97
_ Total- % 102,95 .. (38 W
1 B . ) v . ?‘. O N
e " Mean . Standard " g
v < ‘ Deviation ,
7 Tlear B 100380 v 90 :

o
v

. \\ ' 1‘
. " Unclear .6 . 8.17 " 1.60 \*
- . vy A h ) '

A -

. ' Control * 6 -~ - 5.50 L6 (

( ) , Py -‘\ . . . \&
- Newnan Keuls Results
S

| © 5.50 817 10.14
Lo 8.1 .26 C o A.64r ’

)

10.14 : ‘ 1,97% -




\ S L TABLE 2 N0 . |

Means and Standard Deviations of Var{\h {ndicators

a

- TN ‘ on the BYU.Teacher Rating For -
S . N , e i N [
q SN . ¢ Mean .. . .Standard Deviatien F-Vahqé
L~ . ) Clear Unclear  Clear Uncleat- '
Qverall Rating - - - . N= 7T N=6 " . o
lease gw1 us your overa]] rating of v i
this. course (apart from your feslings ) ,
- about the instructor): 3.87 2.767 79 .82 4.13
S * ! . ) . )
Clarity’ of objectives 4.27 - 2.50 .76 1.05 12.69% -
- ® -2
— )
.o ' Course organization 4 4.43 2.50 .54 .84 . 25.35*
7' % ReTevance and usefulness oo : . L
. ', of course eontent 3,29 3.17 .95 .98 .05
. #  Qverall Rating T ‘ .
» ) ' ) .
-, Please give us youusovcra]]ratlng of L
o Lhis 1n°trucLor (apart Trom your ’ ‘ ) . .
“ feelings. about the course) -3.14\ 2.33° | .69 1.03 ° 2.84
: \ . .
) Knou?ed@b of sgbject matter 3,86 -° 3.0 .69 .89 3.81,
IntercsL in uk subject. X "
. * matter: ) 3.14 2.83 .90 .28 .95
ﬁi' . o T d N R . ' . !
: ! ﬁreparation for class 3.14 - 3.67 .69 .87 - 1.30,
R " . C]ar)ty of exp1anat1ons : ]
: “and exainples’ . 4.29° 3.17 .49 375 10.44*
o " ' . )
Level of teachtng is .. * ) X
ot appropﬁjate for the . i
~ v .ocourse » 3.33 3.00 1.03 63 45
. ':v: R ¢ \ ' > '
A ?
*pe 01 12
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- structure.

Ratings on clarity of'explanafion and course organization
correlated higher than any other variables with achievement

scores ‘(.78 and .76, respectively).

&\
ot >

Discussion

This "study adds support to the factor analyt®:al studies

which found that "clarufy of presenfafion" was composed of

among ofher items, the use of examples and organizational \
2 -
The results also supporf an alternate hypothuesis®

for Zelby's findings {1974). The differences in the cognitive

test scores between groups shews The impa~t of providing clear

inctruction. The study also adds a point to the side in favor

of using s*udent rating forms to measure teacher effectiveness.

To at !easf a certain eifenf, students can tell the « fference.

' ¢ .

=
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NOTE:

Since the writing of this report this

study has been replicated using a different
population of students with nearly identical
results. This was done because of a small
number of subjects in each cell in the
original study. No csignificant changes were
found between the findings of the origjnal

study and the replication study.

Warren Evans
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