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First Day of Public Speaking Class 

and Student Expectations 

BY OLI MOHAMMADI, PHD AND CRYSTAL LANE SWIFT, PHD

Because it has made its way into the general requirements of most institutions, 
and is listed as one of the most desired skills by employers, the introductory public 

speaking course has come to hold a truly 
unique space within the college curriculum. 
Since public speaking is generally exempt from 
the demand of prerequisites, and not a member 
of a series of courses, students can register 
across all four years of progress in their college 
careers, and may stem from a wide variety of 

Public Speaking covers a wide variety of interests and goals. 

Public Speaking is unique in other ways. It is an embodied experience and dialogic 
encounter. It is a class that, by its very essence, requires the participation of the 
whole person. 

As the course name suggests, students spend a substantial amount of classroom time 
on their feet, in front of their peers, speaking. This part of the course requirements 
literally has them enacting the instructor role. Students become the center of the 
class’s attention, as they teach and demonstrate during informative speeches, 
argue and move to action during persuasive speeches. Students are graded on the 

cited, arguments sound, information credible), but also on how they execute the 
message (i.e. use of voice, gestures, posture at podium). 

students have never spoken or performed in front of a formal audience, and broadly 
lack familiarity with public speaking as a medium. In fact, this lack of experience 
is often self-imposed. Many students are so frightened of public speaking that they 
put off the course until it is no longer avoidable. Other students fail the course once 
or twice, because they give up early in the term.  

The combination of agency, newness, and inexperience generates levels of anxiety 
and apprehension within the student body. As suggested by uncertainty reduction 
theory, communicators are less comfortable in unpredictable or unfamiliar contexts. 

furrow as speech assignments are reviewed and expectations laid out. Students 
How many minutes do we have to 

“The data suggests that 
students respond favorably 
when the instructor delivers 
information that the students 
deem, indeed, meaningful.”
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How many times do we have to be in front of the class 

more than occasional, “Do I have to

Literature Review

and unknown/other. The most common student question/ instructor comment 
combination found was the classroom procedures question and the instructor’s 

In Between Theatre and Anthropology

them as restorative behavior, he argued that people repeatedly enact behaviors. He 
described the repetition as “me behaving as if I am someone else” and “me in 
another state of feeling/being,” as if there were multiple “me’s” in each person (p. 
4). The importance of repeating behaviors is the maintenance of a feedback loop, 
one in which the repetition leads to a desired result. 

Given its importance, a great deal of research has focused on instructor behavior 

found that scholars from across disciplines have noted that what an instructor says 

Studies have suggested that how effectively students perceive an instructor enacting 

success more than what an instructor actually does.

agent by viewing the relationship of instructor socialization style to student 
perceptions and behaviors, concluding that instructor socialization style (inductive 

nor empty vessels into which instructors pour knowledge; rather, they are actively 
engaged in constructing their perceptions and interpretations of the instructor’s 

passive recipients of knowledge into knowers who see themselves as agents of 
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learning into action. Feminist based practices have taken the relationship between 

Conscious of how power relations inform and shape the classroom, 
feminist pedagogies... construct communities where knowledge 
emerges through our encounters, and especially through our 

Performance Studies has also provided useful theoretical frameworks from which 
to understand perceived instructor behavior and student perception. Performance 

privileged as individuals whose experiencing bodies are situated in time, place, 

If I could only turn the classroom or workshop-studio into a performance 
rehearsal space...and utilize my performance techniques to teach, I 

context. ... It could become an extension of both the performance space 
and the social world, a kind of demilitarized zone and nerve center for 

The classroom can indeed be a performative, laboratory space for students, and 

speaking course need to make the possible space for this type of activity.

Methods

Participants

Procedures
Open-ended surveys were used to generate a list of behaviors students expected 

believed was expected of them in return. Surveys were administered to volunteer 

contamination and maintain generalizations, because it was believed that students 
might give different answers after having seen or met the instructor. Twenty-seven 
students who reported previous experience with the instructor, and/or reported they 
had taken a previous Public Speaking course were excluded from the study. Two-
hundred forty-three total responses were used. 
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questionnaire. The list of behaviors generated by the students was grouped, and the 
groupings were sent to two independent colleagues for cross-referencing before a 

One class was administered a second questionnaire. This asked the questions: 

during the class period. 

Results

Questionnaire 1.

Emergent
Category

What should an instructor do on the 

Organizational Hand out syllabus. Take roll. 
Answer questions. Clear up confusion. 

Instructional Lecture. Give notes. Tell us what we 
need. Give us the name of the textbook.

Social Learn names. Ask for feedback.
Assign groups. Introduce self.

Attitudinal Act mean. Appear nice. Share how they 
feel.

.54

Physical
Stand in front of class.

pertinent to the student role. For example, “Get out my notes” (Physical); “Say 
‘Hi’ to the person sitting next to me” (Social); “Look interested” (Attitudinal); “Get 
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Emergent
Category
Organizational Get syllabus. See when tests are.

Ask questions.
Social Learn names. Ask for feedback, 

Assign groups. Introduce self.
Attitudinal Look interested. Try and care. See if 

this is going to be fun.
Physical

giving remarks that were categorized within Physical (Have to stand up and give 
a speech). Sixty-one percent responded in the category of Instructional (Lecture 
the entire class period. Have to take a test). Fifty-two percent gave answers that 

day of class comprised of an instructor whose attributes included “pushy,” “mean,” 
“rigid,” “bossy,” and “non-caring.” These responses were categorized under the 

Introduce myself) as being the worst day imaginable. 

Emergent
Category
Organizational

reviewed.
Instructional Lecture the entire class period. Have 

to take a test.
Social Get into groups. Introduce myself.
Attitudinal Get a pushy, mean, bossy instructor.
Physical Have to stand up and give a speech. .84

Questionnaire 2. 

Meaningfulness (applied this class outside world/job market); Clarity (things were 
made clear, easy to understand); Organizational (told us when things were due); 
and Attitudinal (Instructor was funny, easy going, laid back)

Attitudinal. 
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Emergent
Category

“What has this instructor done well 

Meaningfulness Applied this class outside world/job 
market.

.84

Clarity Things were made clear. .46
Organizational Told us when things were due. .45
Attitudinal Instructor was funny, easy going, laid 

back.

categories that emerged were: Organizational (Give more time for speeches, more 
time between assignments). Evaluative (Lower expectations), Clarity (Make 
syllabus clearer, give more detail), Attitudinal (Be more understanding of students, 

Emergent
Category

“What can the instructor do to 

Organizational Give more time for speeches, more 
time between assignments.

Evaluative Lower expectations. .84
Clarity Make syllabus clearer, give more 

detail.
Attitudinal Be more understanding of students, 

be nicer.

Discussion

and stimulating problem-solving skills, promoting both cognitive and affective 
learning in students, motivating students toward academic achievement, and 
providing an environment conducive to learning” (p. 58). Most of the responses 
students gave to the question fell in line with these expectations. 

Organization, Clarity, Attitude, and Instruction ranked within the range of the 

Public Speaking class. Students expressed they wanted the instructor to deliver 
information in a clear manner with a good attitude. In fact, their answers indicated 

class to establish the general feel, one often attributed to traditional pedagogy that 
falls under the “banking-model” of education. 
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In the “banking-model,” instructors are perceived as a means to completing the 

responsibility to be sure that students fully understand and have enough time for 
assignments. Students take in information and regurgitate back the information on 
the instructor’s demand, and if a student does not do well on an assignment, the 
instructor is held responsible for failing to be clear and organized. 

students, because understanding is necessary to them in order to complete the tasks 
of the course. As suggested by our results, getting an instructor with a good attitude 
is important, because they are ‘stuck’ with this instructor for the duration of the 
semester and a ‘nice instructor’ is perceived as more likely to give an ‘A’ grade. 

three percent of the participants listed some kind of physical act as “expected 

categorized within Physical when referring to the worst day of class. In fact, 
Physical outscored every other category. Perhaps more even more intriguing was 

of class (sit down, get out pen), but also the lived experience and their emotive 
responses to this experience. One student wrote, “I walk into the classroom and 

are.” Another wrote, “I walk into class and am having a bad hair day and (I) squeeze 
my butt into the desk, pull out my supplies, and try to pretend I am listening, but 
really wish I was sleeping.” 

This detailing of how students were “really” feeling as they negotiated and inhabited 
a place within the classroom culture carried deeply intra- and interpersonal qualities. 

front regions of a performance is controlled not only by performers but by others” 

at play. In expressing how their bodies were functioning, students were self-
disclosing. Interestingly, while the embodied experience of class participants is not 
normally discussed in classrooms on an interpersonal level, it is always mentioned 
on the mass communication level, in that it appears in Public Speaking lectures. 

“noise” are taught as the major descriptive components of the transactional model 
of communication; students are taught that how an audience member is feeling 
mentally and physically (e.g. hungry, tired, uncomfortable) can interfere, obscure, 
or even obliterate the communication context. 

of the results suggest that students feel that their instructor and his/her instruction 
is just a means to the end of a particular requirement, an emergent category in the 
question about what the instructor had done well was meaningfulness. “The data 
suggests that students respond favorably when the instructor delivers information 
that the students deem, indeed, meaningful.” It seems that regardless of their other 
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attitudes, students still appreciate instructors who provide skills, information, 
and activities that they deem meaningful
appreciative of a learning environment that extended beyond the “A” grade and 

they could take with them as they moved forward with their lives. 

Interestingly, this is another lesson taught in Public Speaking courses, but not 
discussed within the microclimate of the course itself. Students are told to adapt 
their speeches to their audience, keeping their interests in mind, and telling the 
audience why the speech matters to them. Furthermore, students are taught that the 
better you can adapt a speech, the higher your credibility will be evaluated by the 
audience.  

In this sense, instructors and students are in a reciprocal relationship, each exerting 
an effect upon the other in aspects that reach beyond the academic walls; schooling 
is a social and emotional process larger than the intellectualism of the class. The 
notion of meaningful parallels the general goals students have when choosing to 

course frequently serves as an excellent environment to foster individual techniques 

discover myself,” “to experience new people,” “really get a feel for what is out 
there,” and “feel freedom and grow.” 

Conclusions

Teaching is about establishing effective and affective communication relationships 
with students. Even though most students enrolled in Public Speaking courses do 
so to complete their general education, and are primarily concerned with garnering 

and modes of inquiry. This reshaping of the classroom space can help alleviate 
students’ anxieties and their apprehensions of Public Speaking. From this approach, 
instead of having their bodies held captive or put on display, they instead become a 
medium for learning and processing.

Students in this study surprisingly noted that they prefer when information is 
shared through what they consider to be a meaningful manner. Perhaps we are a 
bit jaded by some of the students we have encountered in the past, who simply 
expected that information be delivered in such a way that they could simply “ace” 
the class and get out of there. In contrast, the students in the present study seemed 

read together, it is safe to conclude that the students we studied are interested in a 
clear, organized, social classroom in which the instructor has a good attitude while 
instructing, and where the course information and activities are meaningful in 
addition to addressing the physical attributes of the student. 
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There currently exists such a method of teaching in the public speaking class. 

read, sometimes memorized. In support of the need for performative repetition in 

no quick road through the rich, complex knowledge that develops through years 

This small group approach is an integral part of the meaningfulness of Irvine Valley 
Project, and of maintaining a progressive performative pedagogical classroom. 

community, and by encouraging vulnerability, disclosure, and resistance in her role 
as witness, the feminist instructor becomes a kind of agent provocateur or trickster 

groups transforms oral critique from intimidating to mundane. This “tricks” the 
students to change from resistant to receptive to helpful response from peers. Brazile 
reminds us that “[t]eachable moments are precisely when public performances go 
awry; it is only in the context of these disrupted performances that critical questions 
about those everyday ways of acting, thinking, being on stage can be questioned 

environment requires students to actively engage the material during every class 

“This new avenue of teaching public speaking also provides instructors with the 
opportunity to focus on student development and step into the role of mentor 

public speaking class voice their performances through multiple layers: speeches, 
critiques of other speeches, and responses to critiques. The class is able to speak 
in an environment where even what constitutes a mistake is constantly negotiated.

As instructors we face increasingly diverse classrooms and must be prepared for 

education one in which the classrooms become sites in which educators seek to 
break the cycle of domination and oppression. Moving directly into the classroom, 
Pineau supports the ‘decentering of instructor authority,’ and the facilitation of 
interactive and peer-oriented learning. She notes that critical educators believe that 
intervention is needed (the language of critique), renewal is possible (the language 
of possibility), and that educators are responsible for enacting both at every level 

pedagogy, we move beyond a limited emphasis on the mastery of techniques and 

textual, verbal, and visual practices that seek to engage the process through which 
people understand themselves. 
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