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COMMUNICATION APPREKENSION AND THE
- . SPEECH ANXIETY PEAK EXPERIENCE

» r

Many of us have had an experience’%omething like the following. We
‘are asked to cohduct a workshop for a group of managers which will help
them improve their public speaking ability. When we survey the needs of
the group we find that the most serious problem is communication
apprehension. We also discover that skills-based inétruction, focused
on rhetorical principles of. publifc speaking. does relieve anxiety Some-
what, but does not address the problem directly. We are confronted with
speech anxiety, the ghost that haunts alone. ‘

v

In 1977, James McCroskey asserted that speech communication researcth.
had: produced very few methods for treating speech anxiety.l A recent
article by Susan R. Glaser attempts to, "establish the foundation for
such research by describing and evaluating the current ssatus of treat-
ment for oral communication apprehension and avoidance.® In her essay,
Glaser summarized the three major models for assessing and treating
oral communication apﬁ?ehension: systematic desensitization, cognitive
modification, and skills training. . .

- The subject matter of this pager most appropriately fits into the
category of cognitive modification, a_ form of treatment for communica-
tion apprehension that is seldom described in detail in our literature.
"Cognitive modification is a form of *treatment which helps individuals
think more positively about the public' speaking situation. \In this

.baper 1s introduced what we call, "the speech anxiety peak experience "
which wé have used to help individuals assess the speaking situation
realistically, and then cope with the situation directly. ’

Identifying the Speecp Anxiety Peak Experience ) )

. «The problem with much of the literature on speaking anxiety 1s that -
it falls t¢ distinguish among the significant moments of the total )
speech situation. Most of us are aware of the fact that speech anxiety
is not a constant phenomenon of the situation- rather, it changes as the
situationyprogre seés. Most often, -anxiety changes from those teeth
rattling moments Just prior to the speech to those tranquil seas of the
question-answer session., We believe it is vitally important to identify
these various points in the speech event. ) . . :

... 'While the literaturé on speech anxieby does not discriminate among
moments of the total speech experience, neither do most speakers. When
we think about that speech we have to give tomorrow or next week we
think about the entire event, usually in a negative way, Incidentally,
the same holds true for writing situations in which we think negatively;’
about the entire composing pyrocess rather than on the worst part,
usually getting started. . ’

B ) The Uspeech.anxiety peak experience’" is the time during the speech

event when we fegl the most anxlety. We assumed earlier in this essay
that the peak. aniiety moment i3 just prior to .the speech itself, But
is this an accurate assumption?. Although experience tells ‘Ws that it
'is,.we desdgned a pilot study* to test the hypothesis that speakers will
’ CT o ; {
#This 'study is intended as a pillot study. We used. student speakers for
our data, and while we have collected data from managers which looks
sipilar to our 'student data, the base is not large enough for evaluation.
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. report highgr bommupication anxlety levels at the ‘beginning of the speecth
event rather than at,6the middle or end of the"presentation. It was our
belief that if we could find levels of anxiety at varidus.moments of

¢ the presentation, we could use this information to help others cope with

“their speaking anxiety. -Since this research was intended to Be explor-
atory, we also decided to determine if- gender and .age were related.to

speaking anxiety levels. .Pretests of @hr measuring instrument suggested
that females and younger speakers térded to report higher leyels of ~

anxiety,. '
A. Method -’

1. Subjects .

One hundred*and three students enrdlled in a multiple-
s section basic course in public speaking served as subjeets ’
- B *for this pilot study. The students; 50 males and 53 females,
ranged gn age from 18 to 28 years., They came from diverse:
backgrounds and had varying ekXperiences with public speaking.
At the time of the data collection, all subjects had presentad

Y

at least three speeches. .

~

2. Communication Apprehension Measure -

£ Communicatlon Apprehension Graph '(CAG) was developed to
. . record anxiety levéls ovex time for one speaking®occasion (see
Figure 1). The CAG vertical axls consists of a seven point -
scale from 1 = no anxiety to 7 = very high anxiety. "The __ »
horizontal axis identifies points during a'speaking occasion
from A = immediately prior to the speech to E = the gquestion
and answer period. To comnlete the CAG, subjects marked their
. apprehension level for the five different times and connected
the marks into a 1iné., The response graphed the- individual's
communication apprehension over time reflecting any change in
apprehension. level which might occur. Prior fo this study 25
'students were given the PRPSA (Personal Report, of Publig Speak-
ing Anxiety) and the CAG. Their PRPSA apprehension level and
.initial CAG levels agreed for .96 percent-of the cases,

3. Data Coltection ° , %

. . Subjects were asked to complete the CAG immediately after
thelr third assigned speech in .the course. Commuhication
apprehension was discussed only as a general concept prior to
data collection and no.suggestion was made to the subjects that.
apprehension levels might change over time. The CAG was admin-
1stered during e regularly scheduléd class period and discussed.

. + wlth the subjects after all AG forms were collected. All .
) subjects completed_ the PRPSA as part of their course activyities
before this §Qudy‘gegan. Most students had moderate to high
PRPSA apprehension scores.'? S A . o

s

4. Analysis Procedures

TRe'SPLOT=procedure described by Ge“rig;3 and developed by :

) Tukey »5 was used ‘to provide a visual comparison of apprehension e/
~ levels during different points ir\the spéech otcasion. A R
f. univariate analysis of variance wa performed to test the, main

. hypothesis., . ‘ * I
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COMMUSICATION APPREHENSION GRAPH

FIGURE 1
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. produced for the apprehension patterns by sex (gee Figure 3). The
means and standard deviations by sex indicate that females reported

5 .
‘ .

The major bypothesfs, predicting a significant difference -in

communication apprehension ratings \at five different points in the

speech occasion, was confirmed (see Table 1). The megans and
standard deviations indicate that communication apprehension ratings
are at their highest immediately before and durjing the first two
minutes of the speech itself (see Table 2). A more vivid picture

of the changing apprehension ratings is portrayéd in the schematic

. Plot produced by the SPLOT procedure (see Figure 2).

A 3plit-Plct ANOVA, useful fofﬁanalyses of repegted measure-.

'ments, was also performed to test the major hypothesis and the two

secondary predictions regarding the effects of sex ,and age (see
Table 3). Each time the subject reported gh apprehénsion level for
points A-E was counted a& one observation in the analysis. Thus
each subject had five observations for analysis. A SPLOT was also \’

! N

-

higher apprehension levels than mnales, although both groups have
similar apprehension’patterns over time (See- Table 4). - -

Unfortunately it was not.possible to. approach equal cell size 2
for age groups. "The subject cell frequencies ranged from 56 people .
who were 18 years of age, to only one person who was 28. Although
the age effect resulte n a significant difference, the unusual
distribution of peop over age levels makes the interpretation
difficult and potentially misleading. Thus, means, standard
deviations and SPLOT results for sge will not be examined.
Discussion ’ . T

This study investigited communication apprehension at five
different points in time during ore speech occasion. It was o
predicted that apprehension Wwas a phenomenon which changed ovér .
time during a single speech occasion. Specifically it was
hypothesized that speakers would report higher communication '
apprehcnsion ratings at the beginning than at the middle or end of ¢
the presentftion.. R ) o - '

~ The general prediction and specific hypothesis were clearly - !
supported by the data analysis. As we noted earlier, most of ‘the C s
communication apprehension research describes speaking anxiety as AR
if it is & constant, subject only to change aftér specific remédia- - o
tion' or corrective training strategies. The results of this pilot .

study suggest that,a person's reprt of hls/her communieation - et
apprehemsion level changes at dif ent points in. the speech . ‘\\
occasion reflecting .his/her response %o the changing demands of rthe
situation. ’ ’ )

w
¢

\ . .
Although the ébmmunication apprehension research reports mixed
results regarding differences in apprehension level by sex;*the“
results of this study reveal bhat females report significantly'x
higher ‘apprehension levels than males. It is interesting 'tq 'note .« , -
that both females and males have relatively similar apprebension
patterns over time, despite their level differénces. e

~

v

- -




-

FIGURE 2
Plot of Communieation Apprehension Ratings Over Time
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TABLE i ) 7

A s

Univarjiate ANOVA of Communication Appreheﬂg

ion Ratings at Five

Different Periods in a Speech Occasion

Source SS af s \§ - F P
Speech period = 546.038. 4 3.703 }:125.15 L0004 .. .
Subject 387.052 £ 102 : 3.8 .0001% -
Error”® 445,026 408 1.09 .
o ] e
Total 1378.116 514, ! A .
' t
N=103 .
, by
. " ‘!
) 4 / . .

A

TABLE 2

/

)
Heans and Standard Deviaiions for Communication Apprehension Ratings
at Five Different Teriods in a Speech Occasion

¥

' Spegch Period

Prior (Immediately

before Speech)

Iniroduction of
Speech (First 1-2
Minutes)”

=
. Body of Speech™
(Mfddle of
. Presentation)

, -

Conclusion .
(Last 12 minutes
of Spéth)

Question/Answer
(Immediately

following speech)

e

<o 7
Standard Deviation.

1.334

1,193 -

. . 1,156

1.310

1.381
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) _ A - "TABLE 3 . '
. , Split-Plot ANOVA of Communication Apprehension Ratings at Five ifferent !
Periods in a Speech Occasfbn by Sex and Age - | -~ “~ \ )
. ) -\
' &
Source - ‘'SS ., df F P
N Sex - - 20,769 ° 1 - 19.78 0001 Yo
Age C 44,671 6 ©7.09 .0001
. - A M ' - . . . “
>4
Age*Sex - 321,612 95 3.22  ,0001 i : ¥
. o . . N / ‘
Spee¢h Period ™ 546.038 . 4 130.01 ,0001 - T
{ \ : N
Sex*Speech’ s . K
Period 6.642 4 .1.58  .1786
? ' t )
- Age*Speech ) .-2 .
~ - Period 40,401 24 1,60 . 30376 .o
* ' s v
Age*Sex*Speech . . - )
Period 19.987 20 . .95 ©.5213 . e .. T
¥ Error 377.997 360 e e .
Total - 1378.116 > ,
J L Ve M { . .
— - - !v - -’ .
=2 : - '
q N=103 | ' . »
TABLE 4 N

+

Means and Standard Deviations for Communicatien Apprehension Ratings
for Males and Females at Five Different Periods in a‘Speech Occasion

Males Females Males * Females .

L

Speech Period ) Mean Mean S.D. S.D.
Y Prior (Imﬁediately c ’ ‘ .
! . before speech) 5.08 5.44 1.35 1.31 .
N, . Introduction (First- ’ ’ .
1-2 minutes of speech) 5.19 5.35 1.1 1.23 . i ‘
Body (Middle of speech)  3.99 4,15. 1,08  -1.23 S
" L] - -
-+ . Conclusion (Last 1~2 ‘ ?
" minutep of speech) " 3.25 3.88 1.27 1,28
. e . ) N - -
Question/Answer . ‘ B . ,
(Immediately'After ’ ) ‘ / -
- Speech) ' 2,23 Z.fZ 1.23 1.44
- ) R /
. ) oo .

*(N®50 males and 53 females) ¢ - '
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. The preliminary findings of this study -suggest important
T implications for education and training of’ individuals to.cope with
. commurypication apprehension. If cognitive modification is to be
effective in the reduction -of céommunication apprehension, .the
individual speaker might be hlelped by examining Nis/her pattern of
. comm@nication”apprehension, and focusing directly on coping with
’ the demands of the speech occasion when apprehension is reported to
be ‘highest. :

. ’ - v
o

s The Speech Anxiety Peak Experience and Cognitive Modification

In fact, once the group or the individual has recognized the speech
anxiety peak, they have alrdady begun to think more positively about
the experience. A common response from seminar participants is some-°
thing like the following self-evaluation turned in by @ member of one
group: N . '

v One aspect of public speaking that I feel I can handle
. bxtter is pre-speech stress.. Particularly helpful .was:the idea
of- allowing yourself to be nervous, while tellihg yourself that
it will dissipate as soon asg_the speaking .begins., Every time T
get up in front of the group, I feel more comfortabtle than the.
time before. My pre-speech anxiety Yevel decreased a great deal.

*» S0, the first step in modifying speaking anxiety is. to recognize
that most of it will occur just prior to the speech and during those

: first few mements of the speech itself. If we can gegpoff to a good
start, our anxiety level will probably Ievel off, may decrease, or - N
ractually go away. ' . '

The#second step in cognitive modification’based on the speech
- anxlety peak experilence is to concentrate on the decrease in anxiety
(- "that will occur, and learning to cope with the stress that will occur .
at the beginning of the speech. There are, of course, a number of
'« coping strategies, some time wbrn, some relatively ‘new, for, getting
through the beginning of a speech.’ A ~ "

The old saw, for instance, about memorizirg the introduction, will

work for some. For others, a familiar story, a personal experience,” or
a humbrous anecdote, will get them off to a good start. . Using visual '
alds can work to get.the speaker started, but visuals are usually
related to the body of the speech, and may seem out’ of place’in the

. introduptiqné One strategy to avoid, is reading the introductien since.

" 1t negates that essential bond betiween spegker and audience which
results iq/based tensions later in the speech. .~ ’

As for thosé frenzieQ moments just prior to the speéch,. our
experience i1s to keep telling ones¢lf that the anxiety will go away
once the speech has progressed for a moment or two. In addition, we .
follow the advice Qf experts and keep our mind on the goal of the -

%

presentation- that is, we think most“™about what we hope to achicve, ‘-
and that “also seems to help. : o *
’ -
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The gqgal of this study was- to begin to explore the pattern ol*
communication apprehension over different points in time for a single
. speech occasion. More rigorous research must,be conducted to study the
, + Phenomenon in depth. Subjects might'be:preteéted and grouped according
to PRPSA-scores to defermine if communication apprehension level changes '
over time for high. moderate.and low apprehensives., .Individual char-
acteristics suchyas sex, age, speaking experiénces, and types .of speak -
. 1ng -occasion might also be examined._ 'The effécts of measuring
- -apprehension patterns as a .part of appropriate cognitive modifjication
: “training might be tested to determinc if -communication apprehension

S levéls would decline. Althbugh we often discuss communicabion - -
. -epprehension as .if ‘we experienced 1t at one level throughout a speech
occasfon, this. $tudy suggests we’should .reexamine our assumptions. . o
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