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ABSTRACT

Touch is an important and powerful form of communication
that is often avoided for fear of negative interpretations. However, touch
has also been associated with positive relational and educational outcomes.
In this study, descriptions of touch that occurred between teachers and
undergraduate students were elicited from students and then sorted using S.
E. Jones' (1994) categories of touch. Additionally, the relational messages
(J.K. Burgoon & J.L. Hale, 1987) and attitudes toward the teacher and course \
associated with the different types of touch were examined. Findings suggest '
that touch plays an important role in developing close professional
relationships such as between teacher and student. Contains 21 references and
3- tables of data. (Author/RS)
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touches. A similar pattern was found for similarity-
depth [F(3/142) = 18.80, p < .01], with control touches
being perceived as having less similarity and depth
than the other three types of touches. Significant
differences were also found among the touch
categories for composure [F(3/142) = 13.45, p < .01].
Again, control touches were perceived as being less
composed than the other categories of touch.
Significant differences for formality were found
[E(3/143) = 10.69, p < .01], but in the opposite pattern.
Control touches were perceived to have significantly
mn.mmﬁmn formality than positive, ritual/hybrid, or task-
social touches. Dominance had a pattern similar to
formality. Significant differences were found for
dominance [E(3/137) = 5.59, p < .01], with control
touches being perceived as being greater in dominance
than the other categories of touch. Significant
differences were found for equality [E(3/142) =15.73,p
< .01], with control touches being perceived as having
less equality than the other three categories of touch.

Significant differences were also found for task-social

24
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relational message, but in a pattern different from the
other relational messages [F(3/139) = 8.30, p < .01].
Ritual /hybrid touches were perceived as being less task
oriented (more social) than positive, control, or task-

related touches.

The fourth research question was concerned
with participants’ attitudes toward the instructor on
which they were reporting and the course they had
with that instructor. Significant differences among the
categories of touch were found for participants’ attitude
toward the teacher [F(3/145) = 4.94, p < .05].
Participants’ who described ritual/hybrid touches
reported having a more positive attitude toward their
teacher than participants describing either a positive
touch or a control touch. Analysis of variance
indicated no significant differences among the four

categories of touch in regards to participants’ attitude
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rather than mutually negotiated. >Q&nosm=vc over
half of the touches in this category were identified as
pleasant and comfortable touches by participants.

Positive touches and task-related touches tended
to be perceived very similarly in terms of relational
messages. Touches in both of these categories were
evenly split between the pleasant and unpleasant
groups. Examination of the means in Table 3 shows
that for the most part, the relational messages
associated with these touches were quite positive.

In regard to the impact touch had on students’
attitude toward their teachers and toward the course,
all types of touch resulted in fairly positive attitudes.
There were no significant differences in attitude
toward the course among the four types of touch. The
only significant difference for attitude toward the
teacher was between positive touches and
ritual/hybrid touches. Examination of Table 3 shows
that all of the means for teacher/course attitude were
above the 55.-@93 of 4 on the scale. Even control

touches resulted in an overall positive attitude toward

28
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the instructor and toward the course. Although we do
not have a control group with which to compare, these
results indicate that teachers touching students result
in fairly positive student responses.

As stated early in this paper, touch is a powerful
form of communication. The message communicated
through touch can certainly be a powerful negative
message, but it can also be powerfully positive. Most
people recognize the important role touch plays in the
development of close friendships, romantic
relationships, and family relationships. Based on the
present research, it appears that touch also plays an
important role in developing close professional
relationships such as between teacher and student.
Although this research did not examine other types of
professional relationships (e.g., doctor-patient,
superior-subordinate), touch is likely an important
component in the development of close working

relationships in other contexts as well.
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Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, and Reliabilities for Scales

Mean SD Reliability
Immediacy-Affection 3.69 .56 .78
Receptivity-Trust 3.86 .69 82
Similarity-Depth 3.34 72 74
Composure 4.07 ..65 81
Formality 211 77 68
Dominance 2.70 64 63
Equality 3.62 .80 73
Task-Social 3.22 .80 73
Attitude toward Teacher 5.63 | 1.48 93
Attitude toward Course 5.78 1.25 91




Table 2

Categorization of Touch Descriptions

Communicating With Touch

18

Positive Touches
Sexual Touches
Playful Touches
Control Touches
Ritual Touches
Hybrid Touches
Task-Related T.ouches
Accidental Touches

Unusable Descriptions

78

12

26

24

24
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Table 3

Communicating With Touch

19

Relational Message and Teacher/Course Attitude Means for Categories

of Touch

Positive Control Ritual/Hybrid Task-Related

Touches Touches Touches Touches
Imm-Aff 3.66a (.49) 2.87ab (.72) 3.96ac (.60) 3.66bc (.52)
Rec-Trust 3.88a (.58) 2.70ab (1.10)  4.12a (47) 3.98b (.54)
Sim-Depth 3.32a (.57) 2.08ab (.85) 3.65ac (.62) 3.29bc (.67)
Composure |4.11a (.51) 3.15abc (.94) 4.29b (.57) 4.28c (.46)
Formality 2.11a (.70) 3.14abc (1.08) 1.86b (.60) 1.86¢ (.69)
Dominance | 2.70a (.63) 3.15ab (.66) 2.33ac (.58) 2.69bc (.59)
Equality 3.62a (.75) 2.31abc (1.29)  3.92b (.56) 3.93¢ (.56)
Task-Social* | 3.29a (.67) 3.67b (1.06) 2.78ab (.70) 3.68a (.80)
Teacher Att. | 5.53a (1.60) 4.75 (1.99) 6.44a (.92) 5.72 (1.36)
Course Att. | 5.66a(1.39) 5.69b (1.47) 6.27ab (.89) 5.86 (1.18)

Numbers inside parentheses are standard deviations.
Means that share the same subscript are significantly different, p < .05.
*A higher score indicates a more task-related relational message, and a
lower score indicates a more social relational message.
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