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Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning

Abstract
Immediacy behaviours are a particular type of instructor communication behaviour which
increase psychological closeness between an instructor and students (Mehrabian, 1967).
Interest in immediacy behaviours originated in physical classrooms (Anderson, 1979;
Gorham, 1988). The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to determine
whether these traditional immediacy behaviours would occur in online learning, and if so,
to examine their effects on student learning experience. Evidence of verbal immediacy
was observed in the instructor-student interactions throughout an online graphic design
course. These behaviours were related to student participation behaviours and their levels
of perceived affective and cognitive learning. This research extended verbal immediacy
by proposing two new behaviours, instructor encouragement and use of a shared
vocabulary with students. A set of initial guidelines based on the research is also

provided for online instructors and students considering online learning.

i
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Introduction

Online courses are becoming increasingly popular and accessible. Overall online
course enrolment in the United States increased from 1.98 million in 2003 to 2.35 million
students in 2004 (Sloan, 2005). Sixty-five percent of American institutions for higher
education who offer face-to-face courses also offer such courses online (Sloan, 2005).
Online learning is increasing in Canada as well. According to EduSpecs (2001),
approximately 23 000 students are taking online courses at Athabasca University,
"Canada's Open University". The university was running 435 online courses in 1999.
Athabasca University's graduate programs are entirely online. Téle-université du Québec
has more than 17 000 students in Canada (EduSpecs, 2001). Students from Mexico, Latin
America and sixteen African countries are also taking advantage of Canadian university
online courses (EduSpecs, 2001). Online courses are instrumental in facilitating access to
learning material and resources, especially for people who live in remote areas, or who
may not be able to attend a traditional college or university. Online courses can thus
support and encourage life-long learning, expanding access to education and training to
people who could not otherwise participate.

This thesis investigated immediacy behaviours, a particular type of instructor
communication behaviour which increases psychological closeness between an instructor
and students (Mehrabian, 1967, 1981). Interest in immediacy behaviours originated in
traditional physical classrooms (Anderson, 1979; Gorham, 1988; Rodriguez, Plax and
Kearney 1996). While work on immediacy has been done in distance education classes

(Freitas, Myers, and Avtgis, 1998, Guerrero and Miller, 1998; Hackman and Walker,
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1990), the unique concerns of online classrooms have not been fully addressed in the
literature.

To the best of our knowledge, research on the effect of immediacy behaviours in
online courses has been confined to survey data (Baker, 2004; Arbaugh, 2001) or to
simulations of online courses (LaRose, Gregg and Eastin, 1998). This thesis, however,
applied an empirical approach to investigating instructor immediacy behaviours in an
online course. The study was exploratory in nature, so distinct and explicit hypotheses
were not proposed. Baker’s (2004) and Arbaugh’s (2001) surveys tended to include
several different online courses without distinguishing between them. This study
examined a single course. In addition, this thesis examined the interactions between the
instructor and the students throughout the entire online course, not just after the course is
completed, as has been the case with previous studies.

Online courses have a high drop-out rate, especially when compared with
traditional courses. Online education researchers (for example, Frankola, 2001; O’Connor
et al, 2003; Sims, 1999; Jonassen, 1991; Garrison and Shale, 1990; Laurillard, 1997)
suggest a wide range of factors that may contribute to this attrition rate, including limited
interaction, student isolation, lack of motivation, poor course design, instructor
inexperience and technology anxieties. These researchers propose that interaction and
engagement in the course could increase student retention rates. Since immediacy
behaviours are directly concerned with the interaction of the instructor with his or her
students, they may improve the quality of instructor-student interaction and reduce
student attrition rates. Even if immediacy behaviours do not come naturally to instructors

as they teach and communicate with their students, there is evidence that instructors can
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Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 3

learn immediacy behaviours and successfully apply them in their classes (Jensen, 1999).
Immediacy behaviours can thus be a powerful tool for improving instructor-student
interactions.

This thesis focused on the use of immediacy behaviours in interactions through
low-level technologies such as email and discussion forums, rather than more expensive
high-level technologies such as live video conferencing. Online education provides
students access to courses they may not otherwise be able to attend. It is expected that the
research into immediacy behaviours via low-level technologies in this thesis will help
online courses become even more accessible and affordable for education providers and
for students.

There is a large body of literature examining the use of technologies in online
courses (see for example, Benbunan-Fich and Hiltz, 1999; Joy and Garcia, 2000).
Instructor interaction via different media is the most significant contributor to perceived
student learning in online courses (Fredericksen, Pickett, Shea, Pelz and Swan, 2000).
Interaction, particularly instructor-student interaction, enables various forms of
participation and communication, creates a sense of community, facilitates course
adaptation based on student input, and is a factor in meaningful learning (Sims, 1999). In
fact, Garrison and Shale (1990, cited in Anderson, T., 2004) defined distance education
as essentially interactions between content, students, and teachers.

High-level technologies such as streaming video, video conferencing and virtual
worlds allow students of online education to have audio and visual contact while
interacting with instructors, which help mitigate the limitations of online education and

facilitate student learning. However, they also require expensive infrastructure, technical
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Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 4

expertise and equipment. Not all educational institutions or online course providers can
afford the time and resources for such expensive technology; and fewer students have
access to the necessary computing equipment (such as speakers, high resolution monitors
and video cards, high bandwidth Internet etc.) required for these technologies.

On the other hand, low-level primarily asynchronous text-based technologies such
as online discussion forums are more common, easily available, less expensive and more
accessible than high-level technologies. For example, public libraries often provide free
access to computers and courseware, so students don't even need their own home
computers, and several online services such as Google, yahoo, and hotmail offer free
email facilities. In addition, almost any online course can make use of low-level
technologies. The initial motivation for this thesis was therefore to investigate the use of
low-level technologies for interaction in online courses. Specifically, this thesis
investigated the effects of immediacy behaviours in such reasonably impoverished
environments.

Mehrabian (1969, 1981) defined immediacy as the extent to which selected
communication behaviours enhance physical or psychological closeness in interpersonal
communication, reducing perceived distance between people. Examples of immediacy
behaviours include smiling, asking questions, making eye contact and using people’s
names. Instructor immediacy behaviours have been found to promote perceived affective

and cognitive learning (for example Anderson, 1979; Richmond, Gorham and
McCroskey, 1987; McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney, 1985; Gorham, 1988;

Baker, 2004). Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning (1956) described affective learning as
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encompassing a student's emotions towards learning experiences and cognitive learning
as involving the acquisition of knowledge and the development of intellectual skills.
Online Learning

Different terminologies have been used for online learning which makes it
difficult to determine a common definition. Terms include e-learning, Internet learning,
distributed learning, networked learning, tele-learning, virtual learning, computer-assisted
learning, computer-mediated learning, web-based learning and distance learning (Ally,
2004). However, these terms all have several factors in common: the student is in a
different place than the instructor; the student uses some form of technology (usually a
computer) to access the learning materials; and the student uses technology to interact
with the instructor and other students (Ally, 2004). This thesis will use the term "online
learning" throughout.

Distance learning is the acquisition of knowledge and skills through mediated
information and instruction, including all available technologies, to deliver knowledge
and skills to the learner (Elloumi, 2004). Historically, its predominant medium of
instruction has been printed materials. Distance education may also incorporate
videotapes, CD or DVD ROMs, audio recordings, faxes and telephone communications
(DETC, 2005). After completing a lesson, the distance education student returns assigned
work to the institution for correction, grading, comment, and subject matter guidance by
qualified instructors. Corrected assignments are returned to the student. According to the
Distance Education and Training Council (2005), this “exchange fosters a personalized
student-instructor relationship, which is the hallmark of distance education instruction.”

(retrieved from http://www.detc.org/frequentlyQust.html)
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Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 6

Online education can be considered a dynamic, interactive extension of distance
education. Carliner (1999, cited in Ally, 2004) defines online learning as educational
material that is presented on a computer. Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff (1995, as cited
in Anderson, T., 2004) define online learning as any class that delivers its entire
curriculum online, thus allowing students to participate regardless of geographic location
and independent of time. However, online learning involves more than just the
presentation and delivery of the materials using the Internet: the learner and the learning
process should be the focus of online learning (Ally, 2004). Thus, online learning can be
defined as the use of the Internet to access learning materials; interact with the content,
instructor, and other learners; and obtain support during the learning process, in order to
acquire knowledge and generate meaning (Ally, 2004). This thesis will use Ally’s (2004)
definition of online learning.

Online learning allows for flexibility of access, usually from anywhere and at
anytime. The "anytime, anywhere" catch phrase, used to publicize online courses, means
that students have access to courses and course materials 24 hours a day (time
independent), regardless of location (place-independent), making them much more
convenient than the traditional physical classroom (Swan and Richardson, 2003). In
asynchronous online learning, students can access the online materials at any time, while
synchronous online learning allows for real-time interaction between students and the
instructor (Ally, 2004). Asynchronous online learning also allows students to reflect upon
the materials and their responses before responding, unlike traditional classroom learning.
Students have the ability to work at their own pace, which is especially important for

non-native speakers (Swan and Richardson, 2003). Online courses can allow personal
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identities to remain concealed so that all students, regardless of race, sex, disability, or
appearance can participate equally (Swan and Richardson, 2003). Students can use the
Internet to access up-to-date and relevant learning materials, and can communicate with
experts in the field in which they are studying. Students can complete online courses
while working or in their own home (Ally, 2004). No significant differences have been
found in learning between students taking online courses and students in traditional
classroom settings (Joy and Garcia, 2000; LaRose, Gregg and Eastin, 1998).

Online course instructors can teach at any time and from anywhere. Online
materials can be updated, and students are able to see the changes immediately (Ally,
2004). When students are able to access the Internet, it is easier for instructors to direct
them to appropriate information based on their needs. If designed properly, online
learning systems can be used to determine students’ needs and current level of expertise,
and to assign appropriate materials for students to choose from to achieve the desired
learning outcomes (Ally, 2004). While online learning has great potential, it requires
commitment and resources, from both teachers and students. According to Ally (2004),
online learning materials must be designed properly, focusing on the learners and
learning, with an emphasis on interactivity and collaboration.

However, a study of 4,100 online learners showed drop-out rates of
approximately 70 percent (Meister, 2002). Meister (2002) also stated that this was an
improvement over previous studies which showed online drop-out rates of 85%. Frankola
(2001) claimed a 20 to 50 percent online learning drop-out rate. O’Connor, Sceiford,
Wang, Foucard-Szocki and Griffin (2003) surveyed 375 users of online learning, and

discovered the attrition rate for online courses was approximately 26 percent. This was
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much greater than the attrition rate for classroom learning (3 percent) reported by the
same group of respondents. Currently, the attrition rate for the online graphic design
course studied in this thesis is approximately 10%.

Several researchers (Frankola, 2001; O’Connor et al, 2003; Sims, 1999; Jonassen,
1991; Garrison and Shale, 1990; Laurillard, 1997) have suggested that increasing student
motivation, engagement and interaction is the key to reducing this attrition rate. It is
possible that the inclusion of more immediacy behaviours using relatively low-level
technologies may help to reduce the drop-out rate by enhancing interaction in online
courses. Fredericksen et al. (2000) surveyed over 1,400 students who took online courses
and found that interaction with other students and student motivation for taking the online
courses were significant contributors to perceived learning. Swan (2001) also examined
how instructional factors affect student satisfaction and perceived learning in
asynchronous online courses. She found design clarity, interaction with instructors, and
active discussion among course participants significantly influenced student's satisfaction
and perceived learning of the course material.

According to Swan (2001), there are three types of interaction in online courses,
namely, interaction with the instructor, interaction with the course content and interaction
with other students. For this thesis, the analysis of student-student interactions was
limited to group-based student-student interactions such as those which occurred during

audio chat sessions or on a discussion forum. Individual student-student interactions
(such as one student sending another student an email) were beyond the scope of this

study and were not investigated for several reasons.
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First, the primary focus of this thesis is instructor immediacy behaviours, and
thus, instructor-student interactions. It may not be possible to determine links between
instructor immediacy behaviours and student-student interactions. Second, it is likely that
students may feel self-conscious while writing emails to their fellow students when they
are aware of the fact that the researcher would also be reading these emails. Students may
even modify what they were originally intending to write in the emails. Third, it is the
students who would have to provide the researcher with copies of these messages, which
may have burdened them, whereas, in the case of instructor-student correspondence, it is
the instructor who provided the copies. The instructor provided the researcher with copies
of both the emails he sent to students as well as those he received from students, so no
additional workload was imposed on the students. Fourth, the students may have
forgotten to keep or to pass on copies of emails to other students to the researcher. For
these reasons, data was not collected on student-student email correspondence for this
study. The different types of courses for online learning are described next.

Types of Online Courses

Online courses range from those that are primarily text-based with computer-
mediated enhancements to courses that are designed specifically for the distributed
Internet setting, and that merge several smaller educational components into a single
course of study (Caplan, 2004). Currently, the majority of distance-education courses
found on the Web are of the first type, involving text that has merely been converted to
electronic form and placed on a website for students to read (Caplan, 2004). The

advantages of this type of online course include getting the materials to the student
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Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 10

almost immediately; facilitating searching and manipulation of the text; reducing the
costs of publishing; and increasing the ease of development and revision of materials.

In addition, the Internet allows for a variety of forms of student-student; student-
content, and student-teacher interaction during the course. However, this type of online
course does not take advantage of the multi-modal, computer-mediated instructional
technologies that are available. While these text-based online courses are often
supplemented with electronic interactive tools such as discussion forums and chats,
Caplan (2004) states that they are implemented as afterthoughts to the course and "their
pedagogical value is often artificial and suspect" (Caplan, 2004, p 177).

Online course types at the other end of the spectrum take advantage of the
strengths of the Internet as a teaching and learning environment; that is, its open,
distributed, dynamic, globally accessible, filtered, interactive, and archival nature (Elliot
and McGreal, 2002). In this type of online course, all course materials and activities are
wholly Internet-based. Text only appears in short, concise sections and is just one
component of the course. The course instruction is distributed amongst other multimedia
components. According to Caplan (2004), these online components, known as learning
objects, include electronic mail, discussion boards, chat utilities, Voice over Internet
Protocol (VoIP), and instant messaging; synchronous audio; video clips; interactive
activities, simulations, games, self-grading exercises, quizzes, examinations and websites.

Other types of online courses tend to fall in the middle ground between the two
extremes of text-based and learning-object-based online courses. For example,
correspondence or self-paced online courses can provide a structured learning experience

that leads the student through a series of activities and challenges with limited
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instructional assistance. However, according to Haavind, Rose, Galvis and Tinker (2002),
the online self-paced model is a poor use of the available technology, so it tends to be
closer to the text-based courses.

Another major category of online courses is modeled on the traditional lecture in
a physical classroom. The online course instructor replicates traditional lectures by using
audio and video technology, often accompanied by real-time feedback. Without
feedback, this type of course is more accurately considered a television-based distance
education course. Haavind et al. (2002) propose that the online lecture is almost as good
as a traditional lecture course. Most online courses using lecture-hall pedagogy employ
some synchronous technology such as whiteboards, shared applications, or multi-way
audio or video. However, providing real-time feedback is often expensive and creates
huge scheduling problems. It is extremely challenging to find a time period for
synchronous feedback or discussion that is convenient for all students and the instructor.
Since online courses are generally supposed to be time-independent, students can be in
several different time zones around the world. Lecture-based online courses also suffer
from the limitations of the traditional lecture model. For example, students are more
passive in this model of learning.

The webinar is an online learning course focusing on guided collaboration.
Students create their own learning through thoughtful conversation and collaboration,
guided by a knowledgeable instructor who is expert in facilitating online groups. This
design is based on social constructivist learning principles where students create their
own understandings based on group conversations (Haavind et al., 2002). Haavind et al,

claim that when group-based learning is implemented online, inexpensive asynchronous
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technologies (typically, threaded discussion groups) are not only satisfactory, they can be
superior to synchronous ones. A webinar can be better than a traditional seminar, because
each student has time to think about the conversation as it unfolds and make thoughtful
contributions. In addition, well-designed online collaborations are more inclusive than
typical classes (Hsi and Hoadley, 1997).

Blended or "Hybrid" learning involves a course in which a mixture of face-to-face
and online instruction is used (Anderson, K., 2004). There are many different
combinations of these two approaches that can be used for any given class. Blended
learning instructors try to select the best combination for their students and subject
matter. However, some blended learning courses are simply online supplements to face-
to-face courses. Supplementary online materials typically include a course syllabus,
assignments, an optional discussion board, and links to relevant websites. Haavind et al.
(2002) believe the online supplement model is not an online course at all due to the fact
that it still forces students to attend a class at a particular time in a physical location.

The majority of online courses tend to go beyond only text-based interactions but
do not take full advantage of Internet learning objects and capabilities. Different types of
courses allow instructors to interact with their students using different media or
technologies. As described earlier, this thesis focused on online courses using commonly
available and relatively inexpensive technologies to increase accessibility to learning.
The next section describes the particular online course used in this study.
Online-Learning.com Graphic Design Course

The online graphic design course studied in this thesis is an introductory six-week

commercial course designed for people with no formal graphic design training. The
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course can be considered an amalgamation of a webinar and a self-paced online course.
The instructor acted as a facilitator as students work through the material at their own
pace. Collaboration occurred amongst the students during the teleconference sessions
(facilitated by the instructor), during which they usually worked through an example or
discussed solutions to an assignment. The course also used a threaded discussion forum
for student collaboration and interaction with the instructor.

According to Online-Learning.com, the graphic design course teaches students a
simple process to create graphics through three design projects. Students are taught how
to use size, shape, color, and text and how to apply the principles of contrast, repetition,
alignment, and proximity. Students are expected to be able to communicate in English
and to be familiar with email and Microsoft PowerPoint. Students also need to have
access to a computer with Internet capabilities.

The course included approximately 260 pages of course materials which were
downloadable from the course website. The materials also included an electronic version
of Horton's (1991) book “Ilustrating Computer Documentation”. Once a student was
registered in the course, he/she could access the course materials and course website via a
personalized student page on the course web site.

The types of interactions that made this course an attractive test bed for this thesis
included three bi-weekly teleconference sessions between the instructor and all students,
the course chat room and discussion forum as well as emails between the instructor and
students. The course allowed for live audio communication between the instructor and
students and among the students themselves through the teleconference sessions. The

chat room, which is an optional venue for students, enabled synchronous written
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communication. Emails and the discussion group forum provided students and the
instructor with asynchronous media to ask questions or share ideas. Finally, the instructor
typically provided detailed feedback on the assignments. This course thus allowed
research into written and verbal interactions between the instructor and students in a
variety of different media by using several different Internet-based learning objects.

In addition, this online course avoided expensive technologies such as live video
conferencing. Instead, it used low-level, inexpensive and easily accessible technologies
such as emails, discussion board forums and teleconference calls where students could
simply dial in with an ordinary telephone. According to the United States Distance
Learning Association (2005), in distance learning, the ability of the instructor and
students to see each other is not necessarily a condition for interactivity. However, audio
contact can be a critical component for interactivity and learning (USDLA, 2005).

The fact that the graphic design course used regular teleconference sessions made
it particularly valuable. The distance education course studied by Newlands and McLean
(1996) complemented audio-taped lectures with telephone conferencing sessions
conducted by tutors (instructors). The tutors were taught to compensate for the lack of
eye contact and body language with more precise language and increased verbal fluency.
Newlands and McLean (1996) found that the combined use of multiple audio media
enhanced student learning, interaction and satisfaction with the course. Students stated
that the teleconference sessions were their most valued learning aid. Newlands and
McLean (1996) believe this reflects the fact that the audio conferencing sessions were the

only live contact students had with their instructor. This is true of the online course used
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in this study as well. The next section explains the instructor immediacy behaviours
investigated using this online course.
Immediacy Behaviours

Immediacy behaviours were first defined by Mehrabian (1969, p 203) as
communicative behaviours that enhance closeness to and interaction with another person.
Examples of such behaviours are smiling, eye contact, vocal expressiveness, open
gestures and body movement behaviours. Immediacy behaviours were initially studied in
the classroom by Andersen (1979), who examined student perceptions of their teachers’
nonverbal immediacy. Richmond, Gorham and McCroskey (1987) constructed a 14-item
Likert-type scale to measure perceptions of nonverbal instructional immediacy based on
the work of Andersen (1979). The scale included such items as using gestures while
talking to the class, having a very relaxed body position while talking to the class and
moving around the classroom while teaching.

Gorham (1988) expanded the definition of instructional immediacy to include
verbal immediacy behaviours (in addition to the nonverbal behaviours). She defined
verbal immediacy behaviours as verbal interactions that increased psychological
closeness between teachers and students. Richmond, Gorham and McCroskey (1987)’s
Nonverbal Immediacy Behaviours Instrument was extended by Gorham (1988) to include
verbal immediacy items such as the use of humour, frequent use of student name,

encouragement of discussion, following up on student-initiated comments and sharing

personal examples with the class.
While a large body of research has been conducted into nonverbal immediacy (see

Andersen, 1979; McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney, 1985; Plax, Kearney,
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McCroskey and Richmond, 1986; Gorham, 1988; Kelley and Gorham, 1988; Christophel,
1990), this thesis will focus exclusively on verbal immediacy since it is more relevant to
online learning, especially in a low-level technology environment such as the one studied
here. As discussed previously, online learning usually involves textual, asynchronous,
computer-mediated instructional settings. The online course instructor is not physically
present to provide nonverbal cues in such settings. Since there is no face-to-face contact
between the instructor and the students and because televised/audio/video-taped lectures
are absent in many online courses, including the one studied here, physical gestures,
movement and eye contact required for nonverbal immediacy behaviours would be
impossible to use. The nonverbal immediacy behaviours are thus excluded from this
study. Verbal immediacy behaviours, such as addressing a student by name, on the other
hand, can easily be used in an online course, and are further discussed below.
Verbal Immediacy

McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney (1985), Plax, Kearney, McCroskey and
Richmond (1986) and Gorham (1988) investigated the verbal behaviour of instructors in
terms of power relationships and Behavioural Alteration Techniques (BATs). Instructors
were considered classroom managers who use strategies such as prompts, motivational
messages, structured transitions and positive questioning techniques to encourage
students to stay on task. McCroskey et al. suggested that instructors can use pro-social
messages and BATS based on reward, expert and referent power, rather than using
antisocial messages and BATSs based on coercive and legitimate power, to alter student
behaviour. Pro-social messages and BATSs increased student learning while antisocial

BATSs negatively affected perceived learning.
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Gorham suggested that pro-social messages and BATSs such as “recognizing
individual students and their ideas and viewpoints, ... incorporating student input into
course and class design, ... communicating availability and willingness to engage in one-
to-one interactions, and ... enhancing their “humanness” via humour and self-disclosure”
(Gorham, 1988, p 52) were verbal communicative behaviours which could enhance
closeness between instructors and their students. Gorham (1988) thus proposed that such
verbal techniques could be considered immediacy behaviours. Gorham’s (1988) aim to
identify a set of “effective teacher” behaviours associated with increased immediacy and
learning (Gorham, 1988, p 41) resulted in a verbal immediacy scale. The verbal
immediacy measures are not dependent on face-to-face nonverbal cues, unlike the
immediacy measures proposed by Richmond, Gorham and McCroskey (1987).

The verbal immediacy scale (Gorham, 1988) consists of 20 items measuring
instructor verbal immediacy behaviours (Appendix H). Students typically rate these
behaviours on a five-point Likert-type scale (O=never to 4=very often). Four of the items
are considered non-immediate, for example “Refers to class as “my” class or what “I” am
doing”, and scores on these items are reversed for the overall score calculation. The split-
half reliability coefficient for the initial development of the scale was .94 (Gorham,
1988). Other studies (see Christensen and Menzel, 1998; Christophel, 1990; Gorham and
Christophel, 1990) have found reliability measures ranging from .86 to .94. Studies of
distance education and online courses usually focus exclusively on verbal immediacy.
The verbal immediacy scale is also often used in addition to the nonverbal immediacy

scale in traditional classrooms (Richmond, Gorham, et al. 1987). It is the most commonly
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used verbal immediacy instrument in the literature and was thus used to measure
instructional immediacy in this thesis.

However, since Gorham (1988) originally developed the scale for use in a
traditional classroom rather than an online class, only a subset of the behaviours outlined
in Gorham’s verbal immediacy scale were expected to be observed in this study. Table 1
below lists the complete set of immediacy behaviour items (Gorham, 1988, p 44, Table 1)
from the verbal immediacy scale, but reorders them from the original scale so that those
items that were most applicable to this study are shown first. Table 1 describes how the
relevant immediacy behaviours were operationalized for the present study, and provides
each of these particular behaviours with a new identification code as well. The remaining
behaviours, which were not expected to be observed during the online course, do not
have this additional information.

Verbal immediacy behaviours which require the notion of “outside or after class”
(such as items with original item numbers 7, 8 and 14 in Table 1) did not seem to be
applicable in an online setting because online courses do not occur in specific classrooms
or places. There are rarely scheduled classes (or instructor lectures during specific time
periods) for online courses, as there are in traditional and certain distance education
courses. Students typically access the course materials for an online course at their
convenience, although there may be scheduled teleconference or live video sessions.
Other items on the verbal immediacy scale (for example items with original item
numbers 5 and 6, or 7 and 8 in Table 1) are redundant because they refer to the same
behaviour type only differing in regard to whether the behaviour is addressed to students

in the class in general or to the scale respondent in particular. Finally, non-immediate
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behaviours such as items with original item numbers 9, 12 and 18, identified with
asterisks in Table 1, were not used in the study because they were the antithesis of proper
immediacy behaviours (and in fact, their ratings are always reversed when scoring the
scale).

Table 1. Verbal items for immediacy behaviours (adapted from the verbal immediacy

scale, Gorham, 1988)

New ID Original | Original Verbal Immediacy | Definition
for this ID Behaviour
study (if
applicable)
IB1 2 Ask questions or encourages | Make statements/ask
students to talk questions that are
obviously intended to
IB2 13 Ask how students feel about | evoke a response e.g.
an assignment, due date, or open-ended questions
discussion topic rather than ones with
specific right and
IB3 16 Ask questions that solicit wrong answers
viewpoints or opinions
1B4 3 Get into discussions based on | Discusses/follows up
something a student brings up | on comments and
even when this doesn’t seem | questions by students
to be part of his/her lecture even if they are
plan tangential
IBS 4 Uses humour in class Makes jokes;
Uses funny examples;
Uses abbreviations
such as LOL;
Uses smiley
face/humorous
emoticons
IB6 5,6 Address students by name Uses students’ names
Addresses me by name
IB7 11 Provides feedback on my Gives constructive
individual work through suggestions to improve
comments on papers, oral work, not just point
discussions, etc. out flaws
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IB8 17 Praises students’ work, Points out what is
actions or comments good and/or correct
IBS 20 Is addressed by his/her first Allows/encourages
name by the students students to address the
instructor by his/her
first name.

Students use
instructor’s first name

1 Uses personal examples or
talks about experiences
she/he has had outside of
class

7 Gets into conversations with

individual students before or
after class

8 Gets into conversations with
me before, after or outside of
class

9 Refers to class as “my” class
or what “I”” am doing*

10 Refers to class as “our” class
or what “we” are doing

12 Calls on students to answer

questions even if they have
not indicated that they want
to talk*

14 Invites students to telephone
or meet with him/her outside
of class if they have questions
or want to discuss something

15 Asks questions that have
specific, correct answers*

18 Criticizes or points out faults
in students’ work, actions or
comments*

19 Will have discussions about

things unrelated to class with
individual students or with
the class as a whole

* Presumed to be nonimmediate. Item scoring reflected for analyses.

Research into verbal immediacy behaviours appears promising for online classes
(Freitas, Myers, and Avtgis, 1998) and offers a novel approach to bridging the virtual

distance between the instructor and students. In addition, focusing research on instructor
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behaviours rather than on the technology used may help address the gaps concerning the
teaching and learning process in online classes as noted by several reports (the
Commission on Technology and Adult Learning 2001; Congressional Web-based
Education Commission 2000; National Education Association,. 2000; EduSpecs, 2001).

Finally, verbal immediacy behaviours can be learned easily by instructors (Jensen,
1999). Faculty participating in instructional immediacy training increased their use of
verbal immediacy behaviours by 42 percent and experienced a 59 percent increase in
student participation in class compared to those in the control group. Jensen (1999)
suggested that verbal immediacy is especially relevant for faculty training because it is
easily controlled and not bound by physical proximity as with nonverbal immediacy
behaviours. Therefore, it should also extend to online instruction. The following section
further describes the potential benefits of instructional immediacy behaviours on student
learning.
Instructional Immediacy and Student Learning

Immediacy behaviour is the instructor communication variable most consistently
associated with increases in (perceived) student affective and/or cognitive learning
(Rodriquez, Plax and Kearney, 1996). McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney (1985)
define affective learning as positive attitudes toward the course, its content, and the
instructor. Researchers of immediacy behaviours (such as Andersen, 1979; Richmond,
Gorham and McCroskey, 1987) tend not to define cognitive learning. However, Kelley
and Gorham (1988) suggest that immediacy researchers may conceptualize cognitive
learning as the acquisition of knowledge and the development of intellectual skills as

defined in Bloom's Taxonomy of Learning (Bloom, 1956, 1964).
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Instructional immediacy behaviours can encourage students to appreciate or value
classroom work, which has been found to enhance cognitive learning by influencing
students’ time on the work (Rodriquez, Plax and Kearney 1996). Immediacy has been
positively related to affective learning in numerous studies (Andersen, 1979; McCroskey,
Richmond, Plax and Kearney, 1985; Plax, Kearney, McCroskey and Richmond, 1986;
Gorham, 1988; Christophel, 1990; McCroskey, Sallinen, Fayer, Richmond and
Barraclough, 1996; Guerrero and Miller, 1998; Christensen and Menzel, 1998; Witt and
Wheeless, 2001, Arbaugh, 2001, Baker, 2004).

Andersen (1979) first investigated nonverbal immediacy as a potential predictor
of instructional effectiveness and determined that perceptions of immediacy were highly
correlated with favourable student attitudes. Instructors who used more immediacy
behaviours were perceived as being more positive and effective by students, which led to
increased affect towards the instructor and the course itself.

While Anderson (1979) concluded that immediacy is a meaningful predictor of
instructional effectiveness, and determined that immediacy behaviours increased
affective learning, she did not find a relationship between instructional immediacy and
cognitive learning as operationalized by test scores. Anderson proposes several possible
reasons for this result. It may have been because of the difficulty of measuring cognitive
learning or the type of course under investigation in her study. Andersen (1979) also
suggests that perhaps affective learning (which she operationalized as student affect for
the teacher and the course as well as behavioural commitment) either interferes with or

may not even be related to cognitive learning, at least at the college level.
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Other researchers (McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney, 1985; Plax,
Kearney, McCroskey and Richmond, 1986; Gorham, 1988; Kelley and Gorham, 1988;
Christophel, 1990; Baker, 2004) obtained a relationship between cognitive learning and
instructional immediacy, particularly nonverbal immediacy. Perceived cognitive learning
and instructional immediacy behaviours were assessed with the learning loss scale
(described later on p 32) and the immediacy scale (described previously on p 17)
respectively.

Sanders and Wiseman (1990) determined that instructor immediacy behaviours
were positively correlated with perceived affective, cognitive and behavioural learning as
measured by the learning loss scale, the affective learning scale (described later on p 29)
and the instructional immediacy scale for all racial and ethnic groups (namely White,
Asian, Hispanic, and Black students) in their study. While individual immediacy
behaviours had differing meanings for different racial and ethnic groups, overall,
instructor immediacy behaviours had a positive impact on learning in the multicultural
classroom (Sanders and Wiseman, 1990). McCroskey, Sallinen, Fayer, Richmond and
Barraclough (1996) conducted a multicultural study with students from Australia,
Finland, Puerto Rico as well as the USA, in the primary language of each sample studied.
Perceived cognitive learning and instructional immediacy behaviours were, as usual,
assessed with the learning loss scale and the immediacy scale for all the students. Similar
to the findings of Plax, Kearney, McCroskey and Richmond (1986), Sallinen et al.,
(1996) also determined that higher levels of nonverbal instructor immediacy were

associated with increased affective learning across these diverse cultures.
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Rodriguez at al. (1996) found verbal immediacy to have a greater impact on
learning that did nonverbal immediacy. Gorham (1988) and Plax et al. (1986) suggest
that verbal immediacy could be mediated by instructors’ overriding nonverbal
behaviours. Richmond et al. (1987) concluded that instructors’ verbal message strategies
influence cognitive as well as affective learning.

Freitas, Myers, and Avtgis (1998) found that students enrolled in conventional,
face-to-face classes perceived higher levels of nonverbal immediacy behaviours in their
instructors compared to those students enrolled in a synchronous distributed-learning
course. However, there were no differences in perceived verbal immediacy behaviours
between the two samples. Freitas et al. (1998) also suggested that distance education
students may have had lower expectations concerning nonverbal instructor immediacy
behaviour than students in traditional classrooms, since the distributed-learning students
were aware that face-to-face interaction would not take place and that classroom
interaction would be computer-mediated when they enrolled in the course.

Several researchers have investigated the relationship between immediacy
behaviours and student satisfaction. Hackman and Walker (1990) found that off-campus
students taking televised courses felt greater satisfaction with certain instructor
immediacy behaviours than others, namely, when their instructor provided specific
feedback on individual work, solicited phone calls and contact and used an expressive
vocal quality during lectures. Arbaugh (2001) investigated the extent to which instructor
verbal immediacy behaviours are significantly associated with student learning and
satisfaction in online MBA courses. A factor analysis produced two factors: (a)

classroom demeanour, which reflected the instructor's use of personal examples, humour,
/
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and openness toward and encouragement of student ideas and discussion; and (b) name
recognition, referring to the extent to which the instructor and students addressed each
other by name. Arbaugh (2001) proposed that instructors who readily used verbally
immediate behaviours in a face-to-face classroom should find it reasonably easy to use
these behaviours in an online format, since many of the verbal immediacy behaviours
should be similar in both formats.

Baker (2004) found that students in online classes who perceived their instructors
as more verbally immediate expressed greater perceived affective learning and increased
perceived cognitive learning than students taught by less immediate instructors. However,
that data consisted only of student evaluations via an online survey instrument. The
students were not only from different courses, but also from different institutions. Baker
(2004) admits that his voluntary invitation approach to recruiting participants resulted in
participant self-selection and hence probably a biased sample of responses. It appears that
motivated students responded to this call for participation and completed the survey. To
overcome these concerns, this thesis used an empirical approach in which participating
students’ interactions and behaviour throughout the online course (in addition to their
perceptions) were utilized for the study.

Other studies (Arbaugh, 2001) of immediacy in online courses share
methodologies similar to those used by Baker (2004), namely, enlisting volunteer student
participants from a wide variety of online courses that had been taught by different
instructors using different software packages. It is questionable whether the individual
online courses attended by the students in these studies are comparable. The courses had

different subject matters, came from different disciplines, had different assessments, were
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in different formats with a variety of online course types and content delivery systems,
with different media or technologies for interaction and different levels of instructor
support. Any of these factors could have affected the students’ perceptions of immediacy
behaviours and learning. The validity of comparing across a number of different courses
is unclear. This thesis thus examined a single course.

Fredericksen et al. (2000) found that students who reported that they participated
in their online classes at higher levels (submitted more assignments, asked more
questions, participated in more discussions, interacted more with the course materials, the
instructor and other students) also reported the highest levels of perceived learning.
However, both the increased participation and the increased learning in Fredericksen et
al. (2000) are self-report measures. To overcome this limitation, this thesis examined
actual student participation levels via analysis of the students’ oral and written activities
throughout the entire course, and not just the extent to which students themselves
reported that they had participated after the course ended. The study also examined their
levels of learning as measured by both self-reports and instructor grades.

Student participation levels for this study were determined by the frequency and
degree to which students actively contributed to the graphic design course and interacted
with the instructor and fellow students. Student participation behaviours included asking
questions, sending emails, speaking up during the audio teleconference sessions,
submitting assignments and posting on the discussion forum. Table 2 below lists the
potential student participation behaviours that were expected to be observed in this thesis.

These student participation behaviours, as well as any changes in student behaviour and
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involvement in the course, were studied relative to the occurrence of instructor
immediacy behaviours during the course.

Table 2. Expected student participation behaviours

Behaviour Number | Student Participation Behaviour

SB1 Student asks a question

SB2 Student sends an email to the instructor

SB3 Student starts a discussion group thread

SB4 Student speaks during a teleconference session
SBS Student submits an assignment

However, participation in terms of student-student interactions was not examined.
While such data could prove valuable with respect to the study of community in online
courses (Sims, 1999; Swan, 2001), it was not examined in this study, as the purpose here
is to unravel the potential effects of instructor immediacy behaviours. Thus, Table 2 does
not list students sending emails to other students in the course (rather than to the course
instructor) as one of the potential types of student participation behaviour.

To the best of our knowledge, no one has investigated the objective occurrence of
immediacy behaviours in online courses, that is, examining what the instructors actually
do during an online course, and how frequently, if at all, they engage in immediacy
behaviours. The focus in the literature (for example Baker, 2004; Arbaugh, 2001) has
been exclusively on what students had perceived the instructors to do. Therefore, the first
major research issue investigated by this study was whether instructor immediacy
behaviours actually occurred during an online course. Furthermore, could such
behaviours occur in an online course that used only simple, easily accessible, low-level
technology, where there may be limited direct interaction between the instructor and the

students? In order to investigate this issue, the study examined the actual instructor
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behaviours during the online course in addition to student perceptions of those
behaviours.

There also appears to be a lack of empirical evidence to support the claims that
instructor immediacy behaviours affect student learning and participation in online
courses (see Baker, 2004 for example). One way to test these claims would be to study all
interactions of students and the instructor throughout an online course to see if any
instances of student participation behaviour can be linked to an instance of instructor
immediacy behaviour. Where there is a link between instructor immediacy behaviour and
subsequent student behaviour, one would expect that student participation would increase
with increasing instructor encouragement. This behaviour may be observed over time;
therefore, the amount of student participation should increase over time in a course run
by an instructor who engages actively and continually in immediacy behaviours. To the
extent that student participation behaviours occur directly following instructor immediacy
behaviours, these could be interpreted as representing consequences of instructor
behaviour, unlike student behaviours which occur spontaneously, without being
prompted by instructor behaviour. Therefore, cases in which there is doubt about the link
between immediacy behaviour and student response were treated separately from those in
which the link is clear and unambiguous.

This research thus attempted to trace student behaviours occurring during the
instructor-student interactions throughout the online course in an attempt to identify these
as consequences of the instructor’s immediacy behaviours if and when they occurred.

Thus, a second major research issue investigated in this thesis was whether the
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occurrence of instructor immediacy behaviours could be related to student behavioural
patterns in the online course.

This section discussed how numerous studies (including Andersen, 1979;
McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney, 1985; Plax, Kearney, McCroskey and
Richmond, 1986; Gorham, 1988; Christophel, 1990; Guerrero and Miller, 1998;
Christensen and Menzel, 1998; Witt and Wheeless, 2001) suggested that verbal and
nonverbal instructional immediacy behaviours increase (perceived) student learning.
These claims have been made for traditional face-to-face classes as well as distance
education classes. Increases in perceived learning have also been reported across many
different cultures in the immediacy literature (McCroskey, Sallinen, Fayer, Richmond
and Barraclough, 1996).

For online courses, the focus has been on the positive relationship between
student learning and verbal (rather than nonverbal) instructional immediacy (Arbaugh,
2001, Baker, 2004). Thus, a final research question for this thesis was how verbal
instructor immediacy behaviours would affect student learning experience in an online
course. Since research into instructional immediacy behaviours in online contexts has
been limited to survey data, this thesis used an observational study to empirically
examine the effects of instructor immediacy on student participation and learning in an
online course. The instructional immediacy literature distinguishes between two types of
student learning; affective and cognitive learning, which are described next.

Affective Learning
McCroskey, Richmond, Plax and Kearney (1985) defined affective learning as

positive attitudes toward the course, its content, and the instructor. Anderson (1979)
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operationalized affective learning in terms of student attitudes toward the course subject
matter, practices recommended in the course, and the instructor. Plax, Kearney,
McCroskey and Richmond (1986) suggest this operationalized definition is parallel to the
affective domain objectives specified in Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of learning.

Anderson (1979) initially developed four seven-point bipolar scales: good/bad,
worthless/valuable, fair/unfair, and positive/negative, to assess affective learning.
McCroskey at al. (1985) added another four seven-point bipolar scales: likely/unlikely,
impossible/possible, probable/improbable, and would/would not, to measure behavioural
intention through inquiries about the likelihood of the student to engage in the behaviours
recommended by the course and to enrol in a course of related content. The total affective
score was determined by summing the scores on the five scales.

McCroskey at al. (1985) found that each of the scales had a reliability coefficient
above .90 and the overall reliability of the measure was .94. Gorham (1988) used these
same scales in her study of the relationship between verbal instructor immediacy
behaviours and perceived student learning. However, she differentiated between the
affective and behavioural learning component scale items. Gorham (1988) grouped the
three attitude scales as a measure of affective learning and the other two scales as a
measure of behavioural learning. She also added an additional scale to the original two
likelihood scales, namely, an inquiry about the likelihood of taking another course with
the same instructor. The split half reliability of the six item scale was .98. Other
researchers (Christensen and Menzel, 1998; Christophel, 1990; Gorham and Christophel,

1990; McCroskey, Sallinen, Fayer, Richmond, and Barraclough, 1996) have used all six
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or selected items from this scale in their measure of affective learning and obtained
reliability scores between .82 and .98.

However, the affective learning scale (Appendix I) fails to include items that
assess actual behaviours indicative of actual behavioural commitment. The behavioural
commitment scales are broad and imprecise, which may make it difficult for students to
judge and complete the scales. For example “in real life situations your likelihood of
actually attempting to engage in behaviours recommended in the course” is not only a
vague statement, but also clearly does not measure whether the students actually did use
the behaviours recommended by the course, only whether they were planning to do so.
This calls into question the accuracy or validity of the behavioural component of the
affective learning scale. In fact, rather than measuring the likelihood of students to
actually engage in particular affective learning behaviours (taking a related course with
similar subject matter, taking another course with the same instructor, using the skills
taught in the course), as claimed by (McCroskey at al., 1985), the affective learning scale
measures their intention of engaging in these behaviours. Since it focuses on student self-
reports rather than actual behaviour or (affective) learning outcomes, this scale should be
considered a measure of perceived affective learning.

Nevertheless, the McCroskey at al. (1985) affective learning scale seems to be the
only scale used for measuring affective learning in the immediacy literature. Thus, in
order to replicate earlier studies, this thesis also used the same affective learning scale to
measure (perceived) affective learning. This study used the complete six-scale measure of
affective learning, including the third behavioural commitment item added by Gorham

(1988). In addition, it replaced the term “behaviours” with “practices” in the scale.
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Although Anderson stated that she was assessing affect towards the “practices suggested
in the course” (Andersen, 1979, p549), Plax et al., (1986) used the term “behaviours” in
the affective learning scale, for example, “My attitude about the behaviours
recommended in the course is:”. Subsequent researchers (Gorham, 1988; Christophel,
1990; Gorham and Christophel, 1990; McCroskey, Sallinen, Fayer, Richmond, and
Barraclough, 1996; Christensen and Menzel, 1998; Baker, 2004) continued to use the
term “behaviours” in the affective learning scale. However, it is possible that the term
“behaviours” may confuse students completing the scale, since many courses, for
example, mathematics and history, do not recommend behaviours. Since this term is not
necessarily applicable for all courses, and in particular, for the graphic design course used
in this study, and in line with Andersen’s (1979) original statements, this thesis thus used
the term “practices” instead of “behaviours” in the affective learning scale (Appendix I).

Affective learning has been related to student motivation to learn (Christophel,
1990, Rodriquez, et al., 1996). Since online learning researchers believe student
motivation is a key factor to increase retention rates in online courses, affective learning
may be essential for successful online courses. The other type of learning commonly
studied in the immediacy literature, cognitive learning, is discussed next.

Cognitive Learning
Researchers of immediacy behaviours (such as Andersen, 1979; Richmond,

Gorham and McCroskey, 1987) do not directly define cognitive learning. Rodriquez, Plax

and Kearney (1996) even commented on the noticeable absence of a “constitutive
definition of the cognitive learning construct” (p 295) in the instructional immediacy

research. Rather, immediacy researchers relied on operational definitions such as
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standardized test scores (Andersen, 1979), short-term recall (Kelley and Gorham, 1988)
and student self-reports of their own perceived learning (Richmond, et al. 1987; Plax, et
al., 1986). Sanders and Wiseman (1990) operationally defined cognitive learning as how
much students thought they had learned in a course. Kelley and Gorham (1988) suggest
that immediacy researchers may conceptualize cognitive learning as the acquisition of
knowledge and the development of intellectual skills as defined in Bloom’s Taxonomy of
Learning (Bloom, 1956, 1964). Rodriquez, Plax and Kearney (1996) also propose a
comprehensive conceptual definition of cognitive learning based on Bloom’s (1956)
work.

Researchers of immediacy behaviours have found it difficult to establish valid
measures of cognitive learning. McCroskey, Sallinen, Fayer, Richmond, and
Barraclough, (1996) suggested that it is not appropriate to simply use whatever learning
measure is already being used in the courses utilized in the instructional immediacy
studies because these measures are insufficiently related to instructor behaviour. The
methods typically used to evaluate students do not necessarily give an accurate indication
of the instructor’s impact on student learning (McCroskey, Sallinen et al. 1996).

In addition, different measures are used for cognitive learning and these measures
are not standard across different instructors and different courses (Richmond,
McCroskey, Kearney, Plax, 1986). Assessments via grades are confounded by variables
such as attendance, writing skills, class participation, student preparation, punctuality,
perceived motivation, student attitude, late assignments and teacher affect towards the
student (Gorham, 1988; McCroskey, Sallinen et al. 1996). It is unclear what Gorham

(1988) meant by affect in the context of cognitive learning, but it appears to refer to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 34

attitude. Students may already know the material before they enrol in a course, or may
severely lack background knowledge required for the course material, which may result
in grades which do not measure how much the student learned in this particular course
(McCroskey, Sallinen et al. 1996).

Final grades also tend to have extremely restricted ranges and may have little
relationship with what students have learned in a particular class from a particular
instructor (McCroskey, Sallinen et al. 1996). Richmond et al. (1987) and other
immediacy researchers (Baker, 2004; Gorham, 1988) are concerned that a final grade is
unreliable as a measure of student learning, since it often consists of a single number or
letter which has to summarize the learning for an entire course. In fact, they propose that
grades can be considered merely as teacher perceptions of student learning, i.e. subjective
teacher impressions, rather than actual measures of learning (Richmond, McCroskey,
Gorham, 1987). McCroskey, Sallinen et al. (1996) also state that the majority of
individual instructors who prepare and administer their own exams have limited training
in the development of reliable and valid exams. These exams “have no established norms,
usually are not based on publicly stated objectives, and are only marginally related to
what is taught in class” (McCroskey, Sallinen et al., 1996, p201). Thus, grades can be
based on inappropriate and unreliable exams.

Despite the problems associated with their validity, final grades can be interpreted
as a learning outcome, and a potential measure of recall and transfer of learning (Mayer,
2001). Anderson (1979) used test scores as a measure of cognitive learning in students
for her study on immediacy behaviours. Because it is beyond the scope of this thesis to

investigate alternative means of measuring learning outcomes, final course grades were
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also used as learning outcomes in the study. However, the grades were examined in
association with other data, including the students’ own perceptions of their cognitive
learning. This was determined by their cognitive learning (learning loss) scores. The
cognitive learning (learning loss) scale is discussed later in this section.

Measuring cognitive learning is more difficult as class size increases, as time
pressure increases, and as resources decrease, when instructors are forced to use
simplistic assessments such as multiple choice questions which could be even less
accurate at measuring learning when compared with, for example, open ended questions.
Standardized testing may overcome these issues. However, standardized scores of
different subject matters, especially in disparate fields, are not necessarily comparable.
McCroskey, Sallinen et al. (1996) also suggest that standardized tests are not valid
measures of what students have learned. In addition, standardized tests by their very
nature are “teacher proof” (McCroskey, Sallinen et al., 1996, p202) because instructors
do not know what is on the exam so they cannot “teach the exam” to their students.
Finally, administering standardized tests to immediacy research participants in a wide
variety of subjects and courses is not feasible. It would be expensive, time consuming for
the students and require instructor co-operation. Of course, difficulties in the
measurement of (cognitive) learning are not limited to immediacy behaviour research, but
impact research in the field of education in general. While no solution has been
universally accepted, self-report measurement has emerged as a popular and widely
accepted measure of cognitive learning, particularly in the immediacy behaviour

literature.
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In particular, university students, with their experience of the university setting
and learning environment, are assumed to be able to assess their own learning accurately
(Gorham, 1988). In fact, according to Gorham, student perception or a student’s own
measure of learning is just as good, if not better, than a teacher’s perception of the
student’s learning. Richmond, McCroskey, Gorham, (1987) also argue that student
perceptions of cognitive learning are at least as valid as the subjective grades provided by
instructors or exams without clear objectives.

Thus, Richmond et al. (1987) proposed a new measure for cognitive learning,
namely, the “learning loss” scale (Appendix J). In this self-report measure, students are
asked to rate, on a scale of 0-9, how much they would have learned from the class with
their ideal instructor and how much they actually learned in the class (with this
instructor). The difference between their ideal and actual learning is classified as learning
loss, with smaller numbers indicating greater (perceived) cognitive learning. According
to Baker (2004), the learning loss measure can be employed across disciplines and class
types.

While the learning loss measure is a subjective assessment, it does provide a
measure of perceived student learning. Anecdotal evidence shows a student can get an A
grade but tell his/her friends "I didn't learn anything in the course" or get a B and say,
"Well, [ knew my stuff, I learned a lot in the course, but I didn't do well in the exam."
This suggests that academic assessments of learning do not necessarily measure actual
learning, or at the very least, do not always reflect the student’s own perceptions of

learning.
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However, it is difficult to determine what the ideal instructor means or how an
ideal instructor would be assessed. Every student's perception of an ideal instructor is
likely to be idiosyncratic. Thus, one would expect large individual differences in both of
the assessments that compose the learning loss scale. Unfortunately, this is the most
commonly used learning measure in the immediacy literature (Christensen and Menzel,
1998; Christophel, 1990; Chesebro and McCroskey, 2000), and indeed, seems to have
been used exclusively to measure cognitive learning since Richmond et al. (1987)
introduced it, especially from 1990 onward. Since this cognitive learning measure is
comprised of a single item, Rodriquez, Plax and Kearney (1996) state that it is impossible
to assess its reliability. However, Chesebro and McCroskey (2000) determined a strong
indication of concurrent validity between student self-assessment of cognitive learning
through the learning loss measure and a test of the lecture material in the class.

Despite the concerns described in this section, in order to replicate earlier studies,
the study in this thesis used the learning loss scale as one measure of (perceived
cognitive) learning. The study also used final grades as an additional measure of
cognitive learning, where cognitive learning is defined as the comprehension and
retention of knowledge (Bloom, 1956, 1964). This thesis thus examined the effect of
instructor immediacy behaviours in an online course on student perceptions of affective
learning and cognitive learning as well as on course participation, through an
observational study.

Updating the scales
All three rating scales discussed above, namely the verbal immediacy scale, the

affective learning scale and the cognitive learning or learning loss measure use 5-, 7-, or

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 38

9-point scales, as is typical in opinion research. However, one serious limitation to these
scales is that they do not offer much opportunity to obtain statistically significant
differences. This problem is exacerbated by the tendency of people to be ‘conservative’,
that is, avoiding the ends of the scale so that most scores tend towards the centre of the
scale (Lindgaard, 1985). In addition, it can be difficult for people to translate a judgment
into a figure (Lindgaard, 1985). It has been shown that a continuous line is easy for
people to use and that the point at which their line intersects the standard line corresponds
well to their opinion (Lindgaard, 1985). A 10cm long line yields a percentage measure
when measured from the lower anchor (e.g. “very unfavourable”) to the participant’s
intersecting mark (Lindgaard, 1985). Therefore, all three of the scales were translated
into continuous interval scales for this thesis.

This section described the verbal immediacy scale, the affective learning scale
and the learning loss scale used by this study to obtain data on student perceptions.
Methods of assessing data on actual instructor and student behaviours in addition to these
perceptions are discussed next.

Qualitative Data Analysis Methods

As mentioned earlier, the online course used in this study had three teleconference
sessions between the instructor and his students, an online discussion forum and three
main assignment projects. Emails could also be exchanged between the instructor and
students at any time during the course. Thus, the instructor-student interaction data from
the study included teleconference audio recordings, posts from the discussion forum, the
student assignments, including instructor feedback for these assignments, and email

messages. Other data generated by this study include student responses to the immediacy,
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affective learning and cognitive learning (learning loss) scales discussed above, student
interviews before and after the course, as well as responses to the standard online course
evaluation satisfaction questionnaire provided by the instructor.

Three content analysis methods were considered for analyzing these various types
of qualitative data: verbal protocol analysis, thematic analysis, and grounded theory.
Verbal protocol analysis is a rigorous methodology for eliciting verbal reports of thought
sequences as a valid source of data, either while participants are performing an activity as
in ‘concurrent’ protocols or in ‘retrospective’ protocols where they report what they were
thinking during a task execution after the event (Ericsson, 2002). However, protocol
analysis is typically used when participants are solving a problem in real time, which is
not the case for this thesis. While verbal protocol analysis could determine what the
students were thinking while they participated in the immediacy behaviour study, it is not
possible to use the think-aloud protocol in an online course such as the one investigated
in this thesis, especially as the researcher was a silent and passive observer ‘lurking’ in
the background, without participating in the course interactions. The students were on
their own, accessing the course website at their convenience, and were not under direct
physical observation during the course. In addition, the requirements of the verbal
protocol analysis might have made the students feel self-conscious as they described and
explained what they were doing while they participated in the course activities. For these

reasons, verbal protocols were not generated or used in this research and will not be

discussed further.
Thematic analysis (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998) first identifies themes and patterns

of behaviour and experiences from the data. Themes and patterns can include
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conversation topics, vocabulary, recurring activities, meanings, feelings, folk sayings and
proverbs (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). Themes are identified by integrating components or
fragments of ideas or experiences which may be meaningless individually. Emerging
themes are integrated to form a meaningful and comprehensive view of the information
or process under study (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). Themes can be direct quotes or can
paraphrase common ideas. The next stage of thematic analysis identifies all data that
correspond to the already classified patterns (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). Related patterns
are then combined and catalogued into sub-themes. Finally, a valid argument for
choosing the themes is established by relating them to the literature (Taylor and Bogdan,
1998). Thematic analysis is typically used to analyze interviews or conversations.

A third form of content analysis, grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967,
Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) is widely used to analyze data from a variety of
sources, including interviews and field observations. First, open coding (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990) is used to determine categories, variables and/or concepts and their
interrelationships by analyzing the data. Coding involves identifying, naming,
categorizing and describing the phenomena found in the data. In addition, the properties,
dimensions and/or characteristics of each category are determined. Next, axial coding
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990) groups together related codes (categories and properties).
Grounded theorists emphasize causal relationships, and fit themes into a basic frame of
generic relationships (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Selective coding (Strauss and Corbin,
1990) is then used to determine the core category, and relate all other categories to that
category. Grounded theory assumes that such a core concept always exists (Glaser and

Strauss, 1967). During the analysis, an inventory of codes with their descriptions (i.e., a
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codebook) is typically maintained, along with pointers to text that contain them. The
codebook can also contain memos. Memos are short personal documents (such as field
notes, code notes, and theoretical notes) that the researcher writes during the process of
the grounded theory analysis of the data (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). As codes are
developed, theoretical implications are developed along with links between the codes and
the literature. Finally, a general theory may be developed by integrating the overall data
analysis, resulting in a theory grounded in the data.

According to Glaser (1978), the fundamental distinction between grounded theory
and other research is that grounded theory is an explicitly emergent methodology.
Grounded theory does not test a hypothesis. It sets out to find what theory accounts for
the research situation as it is. The primary goal is to understand the research situation
and discover the theory implicit in the data (Glaser, 1978). Initially, grounded theory
seemed to be the most suitable method for analyzing the wide variety of qualitative data
generated by this study. However, this study was inspired by the instructor immediacy
behaviour literature. It was expected that immediacy behaviours would account for the
research situation, which in this context, is the online course and the interactions between
the instructor and his students. Grounded theory analysis is typically used in situations
where there is no background theory, in order to discover the categories and
interrelationships, and perhaps develop a theory derived from the data. However, the core
category (namely, instructor immediacy behaviours) that would ordinarily have been
derived from the data using the grounded theory coding process, had already been
established prior to the data analysis for this study. Thus, grounded theory did not seem

to be the best match for this study, with its predetermined categories and behaviours.
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Content analysis is defined as a systematic, replicable technique for compressing
text into fewer content categories based on explicit rules of coding in order to make
inferences (Stemler, 2001). For this thesis, the content analysis coding was based on the
instructor immediacy behaviour types identified by Gorham (1988), and operationalized
for this study in Table 1 (p 19). Content analysis involves objectively identifying
specified characteristics of messages, typically the frequencies of their occurrences
(Stemler, 2001). Thus, the content analysis for this study first determined the frequencies
of occurrences of the different immediacy behaviour types within the data.

Conaway, Easton and Schmidt (2005) used content analysis in an online business
research methods course to investigate learner-to-learner interactivity, immediacy
behaviours and learning outcomes. They did not identify the specific type of content
analysis they utilized. However, Conaway et al. described analyzing the asynchronous
postings and messages posted in the course discussion boards by searching for evidence
of instructor immediacy behaviours. They observed immediacy indicators in most
messages. Conaway et al. suggested that instructors play an important role in fostering
immediacy behaviours and increasing student interactivity to build a learning community.
Similar to Conaway, Easton and Schmidt’s (2005) approach, this thesis focused on
analyzing the content of the qualitative data for evidence of instructor immediacy
behaviours as well as possible student reactions to these behaviours.

The methodology for this thesis adapted aspects from both thematic analysis and
the grounded theory approach to analyze the qualitative data from this study. For
example, all possible instances of instructor immediacy behaviours were identified within

the data generated by instructor-student interactions and behaviours during the online
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course, namely, the teleconference sessions, discussion forum posts, emails and marked
assignments. This phase was analogous to the second stage of thematic analysis which
identifies all data that correspond to the already classified patterns of behaviour, in this
case, instructor immediacy behaviour types. As recommended by the grounded theory
approach, a codebook including memos was maintained during the content analysis for
this thesis. This memo book was used to record all ideas, questions, implications, and
insights relating to the data and its interpretation. Therefore, a modified form of content
analysis was used in this thesis.
Research Questions

This thesis focused o the following research issues:

1. Can instructor immediacy behaviours be observed in an online course using low
level technology where there is limited direct interaction between the instructor
and the students?

2. If so, can the occurrence of these instructor immediacy behaviours be related to
student behavioural patterns in the online course?

3. How do these immediacy behaviours affect the student learning experience?

Since this was an exploratory study, no explicit hypotheses were proposed.

Preliminary Analysis of Archived Data

A preliminary content analysis was performed on two years of archived data from
the same graphics design course used for this study, including email correspondence
between the instructor and students, feedback on assignments, and the course evaluation
questionnaire responses. These data were provided by the same instructor from previous

sessions of the online course. The analysis was conducted to determine the feasibility of
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the formal study. The archived data and the results of the analysis will not be published
elsewhere because it was impossible to obtain students’ informed consent post hoc.

The primary purpose of the data analysis was to determine if immediacy
behaviours had occurred in the instructor-student interactions in the past, and if so,
whether instances of such behaviours and student participation behaviours could be
identified from the data. It was also used to determine the suitability of the qualitative
data analysis methodology (discussed previously on p 42) for the formal study.

Unfortunately, the students cannot be quoted directly, since it was not possible to
obtain their consent prior to performing this analysis. In addition, portions of email
message texts, the dates of the emails, discussion forum postings and the general student
comments from the course evaluation questionnaire were missing in the data received
from the instructor. These missing data rendered it impossible to establish the
chronological order of events, and to analyze the kinds of behavioural patterns expected
in the formal study.

Email Correspondence

The data archive included some 864 email communications between students and
the instructor from November 2003 to November 2005. The data shows that one or two
students in each class typically account for most of the email traffic. The computer
application to which the emails were exported truncated the message bodies at 256
characters, so it is impossible to ascertain the actual length of many of the messages. In
addition, while the subject header and the sender for each message were available, there
were no dates for the messages. Hence, the sample did not allow analysis of the

chronological sequence or of the intervals between, for example, instructor-initiated

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Instructional Immediacy and Online Learning 45

emails and student responses, or between instructor feedback on assignments and student
responses.

In an attempt to apply open coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), a random sample
of 101 (of 864) messages was analyzed. Of these, two emails were sent by the instructor
to the class as a whole; the remaining 99 messages were received by the instructor from
his students. The majority of these addressed the instructor by his first name, which is
one of the immediacy behaviours in the list presented in Table 1 (p 19). The messages
were sorted into preliminary categories, coded as follows:

Table 3. Preliminary coding of student emails received by the instructor

Category/subcategory Frequency
Questions
Questions of clarification 13
Requests 13
Information
Explanation/notification 30
Comments on the class 5
Student initiating social contact 7

Responses to instructor emails

Social responses to instructor 9

Response to assignment feedback 5

Answers to instructor emails 3
Miscellaneous

Technical updates 9

Spam 3

Missing information (impossible to categorize) 2
TOTAL 99

As Table 3 shows, most of the emails dealt with “information” in some fashion,
followed by “questions”, with relatively few responses to instructor emails and
miscellaneous emails. The largest sub-category, “explanations or notifications”, covers
messages informing the instructor why the student did or did not do something, for
example, submitting an assignment late. The “social responses to instructor” sub-category

encompasses messages that go beyond the formal boundaries of the course, with students
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