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A DESCRIPTION OF THE APPROACHES TO COMMUNICATION 

APPREHENSION 

INTRODUCTION 

To say that e f f ec tive communication is neces sary 

t o  succeed in all of life ' s  endeavors is an 

understatement . Communication is at the core o f  

society . I t  is what de fines us as human beings and the 

environment in which we inhabit . Unders tanding the 

basic too l s  o f  communication is o f  great importance in 

the attempt to be tter ourselves , our community , and our 

civilization . A thorough analysis o f  the communication 

process can prove useful in our attempt to communicate 

e f f ectively with others in the home , the workplace , and 

in the public forum . 

Unfortunately ,  there are blockade s to e f fective 

communication that can undermine our att empt at 

unders tanding one another. One maj or block is 

communication apprehension . Much has been written 

about this subj ect over the pas t  fif ty years , l ending 

accuracy to it s widespread e f f ect and negative impact 

on various speaking occasions . This study focus es on 

the maj or methods o f  treatment for communication 

apprehension . · 

In order to appreciate how communication 

apprehension a f fects communicative e f fort s , the 
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communication proce s s  mus t  be c learly de fined and 

understood . The typical communication model is seen 

as a circ le , with communication portrayed as a two-way 

street . The sender of the communication f orms an idea 

or thought which is , in turn , tran s formed into a symbol 

and s ent through a medium . The receiver decodes the 

symbol , translating it into a thought or idea in order 

to discern the sender's intent . Along the way , the 

me s sage. can become dis torted , either through a lack o f  

clarity o n  the part o f  the s ender or noise ( internal , 

external ,  or semantic ) experienced by either the sender 

or receiver . In order to rea s sure the sender that the 

me s sage has been understood , the receiver often sends 

feedback ,  verbal or nonverbal ,  and the communication 

proce s s  comes ful l circle . This model o f  communication 

can be applied to the public speaking occasion , where 
. 

the vas t  maj ority o f  communication apprehension take s 

place. 

The public speaking occasion can be viewed as a 

context for the communication proce s s . I t  is one way 

to communicate , but not the only way . The speaker mus t  

encode ideas into symbo l s , transmit those symbol s  

c learly , and continually adj ust the presentation in 

response to the verbal or nonverbal responses received 

from the audience ,  all while experiencing tremendous 

.amounts o f  s tres s and pres sure . This pre s sure can 
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cause many to experience communication apprehension , 

which can severely int errupt symbol trans fer . 

Communication apprehension , al so known as s tage 

fright , speech anxiety or speech tension , is simply the 

" anticipation o f  a situation that is perc eived as 

threatening . In public speaking , anxiety is the 

discomfort or tension that precedes or accompanies the 

delivery o f  a speech . "1 This apprehension cause s  a 

variety o f  symptoms and can be traced to a number o f  

dif ferent pos sible origins , inc luding , but not limited 

to , learned behavior and personality traits . Since 

communication is so vital to our wel l-being , a thorough 

s tudy and understanding o f  communication apprehension 

can help in dealing with this pervasive problem . 2 

Research Question 

This thesis is a normative , descriptive 

examination o f  the e f fects o f  and treatments f or 

communication apprehension . The thesis attempt s  to 

answer the following research ques tion : " What are the 

major methods o f  treating communication apprehension as 

revealed through a survey of textbooks and j ournal s? " 

The method for answering this research ques tion is 

further explained in the subsequent purpose and scope 

sec tion . 
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Purpose and Scope 

The purpose o f  this study is to examine material 

written on the subj ect o f  communication apprehension in 

an attempt to fully answer the proposed research 

ques tion. This s tudy reviews public speaking 

textbooks , theoretical publications , and s tudies 

reported in scholarly j ournals . Resul t s  found in this 

material is synthesized and pos sible c las sroom 

implications are discus sed . Specifical ly , this s tudy 

surveys the maj or methods that are utiliz ed in the 

treatment o f  communication apprehension . A summary o f  

each method is provided ,  along with applicable 

c las sroom implications in a subsequent chapter . 

Because o f  the limited scope o f  this s tudy ,  an 

analysis o f  speech pathology ,  inc luding conditions such 

as stuttering , is not dis cus sed . This s tudy ,  on the 

other hand , deals with communication apprehension as it 

relates to the " average " person in the educational 

setting . 

Prev ious Studies 

At the fore front o f  communication apprehension 

analysis is Jame s McCroskey . He has written and co

written numerous artic les in the field in the last 

twenty years . His studies range from gender and 
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communication apprehension3 to the e f f ect o f  c las sroom 

seating arrangement s  on s tudent perf ormance . 4  There 

have also been many studies which deal with pos sible 

solutions to the communication apprehension problem. 

These s tudies ,  which deal with variables such as 

audience characteristic s , s  imaging , 6 and 

rhetoritherapy , 7  are o f ten therapeutic in nature and 

receive large amount s  o f  attention in scholarly 

j ournal s .  

In Social Learning and Imitation, N. E. Mil ler and 

J .  Do l lard propose an approach/ avoidanc e  theory that 

make s as sumptions about conf lict behavior and its role 

in communication apprehension . Ro llo May discus ses 

anxiety in The Meaning of Anxiety as a positive 

experience which helps individual s  achieve s e l f-

realization . He s tates , " By moving through anxiety-
' 

creating experienc e s , one seeks and partial ly achieves 

realization o f  himsel f . He enlarges the s c ope o f  his 

activity and , at the same time , the measure o f  

sel fhood " . s  

Loren Reid put s forth the concept o f  cul ture and 

communication apprehension as a learned behavior . He 

describes American culture as having expectations and 

cus toms for the speaking situation which produc es a 

very s trict view o f  e f fec tive and proper speaking . A 

deeply rooted part o f  our culture calls for a speaker 

to be polished and poised . 9 While these are no t 
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inf lexible rules ,  they s t i l l  place enough pre ssure on 

the speaker to create stre s s  and apprehens ion . 

In a sense , thi s process i s  s imi lar to Kenneth 

Burke's concept of guil t .  In Burke's sys tem ,  there i s  

a perfect soc ietal s tandard t o  b e  achieved . Because 

humans are fallible and cannot achieve thi s 

"perfec tion , "  guilt ensues and a method o f  purging that 

guilt mus t  be adminis tered . As a potential l earned 

behavior , c ommunicat ion apprehens ion can result from 

the " perfect " s tandard creat ed by our cul ture for the 

speaking occas ion . Since we are virtual ly unabl e  to 

achieve this s o c i etal perfection ,  the s tres s  ( gui l t ) 

that resul t s  inhibi t s  our abi l i ty to communicate to the 

audience . 

Sheldon Metca l f e  report s a s tudy showing how the 

human body react s  to s tre s s . The se reac t ions are 

divided into s tages known as the " general adaptation 

syndrome . "  Metcalfe di scus s e s  the alarm reac t ion , the 

res i s tance s tage , and the phase o f  exhaus t i on as part 

o f  the neuro -phys ical reac t ion o f  the body during a 

public performance . 1 o  

Thes e  s tudies , along wi th many others , repre sent 

the body of knowledge currently held in the f ield of 

communicat ion apprehens i on .  In a later sect ion , a 

variety o f  s tudies that relate to the purpo se o f  thi s 

s tudy wi l l  be discussed at l ength . 
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Sources 

The sources for this s tudy ,  as indicated earlier , 

are public speaking textbooks , theoretical publications 

and scholarly j ournals . Re levant material conforming 

to the purpose and scope is discussed in order for 

s tudents and faculty to gain a deeper understanding o f  

how communication apprehension af fects the c las sroom . 

Plan o f  the Report 

This thesis seeks to synthesize the current body 

o f  knowledge and information in the area o f  

communication apprehension . There fore , a thorough 

understanding o f  what communication apprehension is , 

how it manifests itsel f ,  and pos sible solutions to 

les sen the negative ef fects is important in gaining 

insight into how communication apprehension af fects the 

c las sroom . These areas are discus sed , along with a 

compilation o f  communication apprehension research , in 

order to develop a complete body o f  information o f  

relevant communication apprehension material . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

De f init ion and Characteri s t i c s  o f  Communicat ion 

Apprehens ion 

Communicat ion apprehens ion i s  a term o f ten used 

but seldom unders tood . Many t ime s , an educator or 

therapist wi l l  use the term in a generic sense without 

an unders tanding of the c omplexi t ies of the problem . 

For the purpose o f  thi s thes i s , an understanding o f  the 

meaning o f  communicat ion apprehens ion and i t s  

charac teri s t i c s  i s  the f irst step i n  examining the 

various methods o f  treatment . 

At the beginning o f  thi s  study ,  the author assumed 

that everyone knowledgeable in the area o f  

communicat ion apprehens ion would agree o n  the bas ic 

tenets o f  de f init ion . That as sumption was shattered 

quickly . There i s  some di f f erence o f  opinion as to the 

de f init ion o f  communication apprehension ,  even among 

learned scholars . In the interest o f  gaining a wel l -
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rounded understanding o f  communication apprehens ion, 

four dif ferent de f init ions are o f fered here . 

Joseph DeVi to c laims that the apprehens ion whi ch 

people f eel i s  a learned behavior . People have been 

conditioned to respond to communicat ion s i tuat ions . 

" An obvious conflict i s  establi shed between the 

condit ioning to remain s i l ent {learned as a chi ld) and 

the current pres sures to communicate . Thi s  conf lict i s  

experienced as fear : fear o f  avo iding the 

communicat ion s i tuat ion {because o f  the need to 

communicate ) and, at the same t ime, f ear o f  

communicat ing ( because o f  the previous c ondi t ioning ) . "1 

The inability to resolve thi s  conflict causes the fear 

to grow and spiral to the po int where the person 

becomes so gripped with f ear that he cannot 

communicate . 2 

James H .  Byrns provides a di f ferent de f init ion o f  

communication apprehens i on, whi ch he calls u anxiety . " 

u Anxiety i s  the ant i cipation o f  a s i tuation that i s  

perceived a s  threatening . In public speaking , anxiety 

i s  the discomfort or tension that precedes or 

accompanies the del ivery o f  a speech . "3 According to 

Byrns , thi s anxiety i s  usual ly marked with feel ings o f  

doubt or apprehens ion and by various physical reac tions 

such as sweat ing palms or shaking legs . Al so , thi s 

anxiety can " di s tort your perception o f  the quality o f  



12 

your performance " and can lead to further anxiety in 

the future . 4 

Sharon Bower de f ines communicat ion apprehens ion as 

a learned emot ional reaction. " The current performance 

s t imulates an emotional react ion because i t  resembles 

pas t  s i tuat ions where you felt fearful. Your 

imagination then triggers a phys ical response such as 

perspiration , weaknes s , or dizzine s s . Because emotions 

are learned behaviors , unde s irable emot ions can be 

unlearned or modif ied. " s Bower's view ,  then , re lies 

heavily on previous experience and i t s  impac t  on future 

opportunities. Internal behaviors ( thought s ,  

imagination , etc . ) help form att i tudes toward people , 

ideas , and s i tuations . Thes e  attitudes trigger a 

physical response ,  such as sweating , dizzines s , or 

elevated heart rate . 

Bert Bradley provides a unique perspect ive in the 

def init ion debate . He asserts that a person who i s  

experienc ing s tage fright ( hi s  term for communication 

apprehens ion ) is not feel ing fear , but anxiety . In 

this sense , s tage fright i s  a mi snomer . " The speaker 

is not afraid o f  the audienc e ;  he i s  not afraid o f  the 

s i tuat ion . What the speaker ac tually experiences i s  

anxiety o r  tension because o f  concern over the qua lity 

o f  his e f fort and i t s  outcome . " 6 Bradley's formal 

de f inition ,  then , i s  •a normal form o f  anxiety or 

emotional tens ion occurring in anyone confronted wi th a 
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s i tuat ion i n  which the performanc e  i s  important and the 

outcome uncertain . "7 

I t  i s  c lear that although these authors do not 

ag+ee on a bas i c  de f init ion of communicat ion 

apprehension ,  mo s t  pro fes s ionals who deal in thi s area 

do concur with the symptoms of communicat ion 

apprehens ion . As Walter and Scott point out , c ertain 

phys ical changes take place during stage fright that 

can aid the speaker . They indicate that the body may 

obtain more than i t s  usual energy under tension because 

of the following changes : 

1 .  More blood sugar , which furni shes energy , i s  

available . 

2 .  Insul in , which increases the permeab i l i ty o f  the 

membrane surrounding the cells to the blood 

sugar , i s  secreted , with the result that more 

food can get ins ide the cells . 

3 .  Thyroxin , a catalys t that speeds the burning o f  

sugar ins ide the c e l l s , i s  added to the blood 

s tream . 

4 .  Blood pre s sure increases . 

5 .  Respiration increases . 

6 .  The conduct ivi ty o f  nerves increases s l ight ly . 

7 .  More oxygen i s  avai lable so that more fue l i s  

burned . 

8 .  The po i sons from metabo l i sm are removed more 

· speedi ly so that toxic i ty and fat igue are 
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reduced.8 

Thus, the speaker can potent ially think more rapidly 

about the subj ect whi le on hi s / her feet del ivering the 

speech . 

Jane Blankenship o f fers seven symptoms o f  

communication apprehension: lack of eye contact, 

rapidi ty, hesitation phenomena, lazy art iculat ion, lack 

of vocal volume, lack of vocal variety, and lack o f  

bodi ly movement.9 Al l these symptoms affect most 

speakers at one t ime or another, but the beginning 

speaker o f t en experi ences many o f  the s e  symptoms all at 

once . One sy.mptom o f  part icular intere st i s  hes i tation 

phenomena . Blankenship asserts that, in normal speech, 

pauses are as common and neces sary as any other aspect 

of conversation . Pauses permit delay, the t ime needed 

for the thought process to take place . These pauses, 

however, are often f i l led with utterances such as "urn" 

or " ah "  in the speaking s i tuat i on . The speaker mus t  

learn to allow these natural pauses to remain s i lent in 

order for the presentat ion to be completely 

e f fective . 10 

Elton Abernathy provides two more symptoms of 

communication apprehension :  loss o f  memory and an 

irrational bel ief that the wors t  wil l  happen . 11 Los s  

of memory is often the result o f  the brain's abi l ity to 

think more quickly due to the physiological changes 

that accompany the fear response ( see pg . 1 4) . Thi s  
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sympto�can b e  quite di s tress ing to the s tudent who has 

not prepared himse l f  and his notes thoroughly . 

The irrat i onal bel i e f  that the wors t  wi l l  happen 

is o ften manifes ted before the speech actually begins . 

Thought s such as , " I ' m go ing to forget everything " or 

" The podium i s  going to col lapse and I ' m going to fall 

over " are common in the minds o f  tho se who have thi s 

irrationality . The fear o f  humi l iation i s  usual ly the 

underlying theme in all such s tatement s  and o f ten 

manifests i t s e l f  in irrational thought s .  

Sheldon .Metcal fe report s a s tudy which shows that 

the human body react s  to s tress in three s tages: the 

alarm reac t ion , the res i s tance stage, and the phase o f  

exhaustion . The alarm reac t ion i s  a phys i cal " call- to

arms " for the body to rel ease a number o f  chemicals in 

response to the s i tuat ion . During the res i s tance 

s tage , the body s tabi l izes, maintains i t s e l f, and 

begins to adapt to the s tres s .  In the phase o f  

exhaus t ion, the body sys tems that were summoned to cope 

wi th the stre s s  are deple ted . When tension i s  chronic 

and cont inues for a period of days or years , serious 

damage can resul t . 12 

Al l o f  these symptoms seem to indicate a 

potent ially serious problem . An examination o f  the 

root causes o f  communicat ion apprehens ion would be 

helpful in the attempt to fully understand i t . 



1 6  

Communication apprehens ion can be traced to 

unfortunate experiences in the pas t . As a l earned 

behavior , it may repre sent emotional condi t i oning and 

conf l i c t . An individual may have made three or four 

speeches , each inducing real fright . As a result , the 

fear experience become s c lo s ely and intensely 

condi t ioned to the speaking occas ion . After thi s has 

taken place , the mere prospect o f  giving a speech and 

fac ing an audience evokes fear . 13 

Abernathy discusses three alternative causes o f  

communicat ion apprehens ion . The f irs t i s  fear o f  a new 

s i tuat ion . Many people have a genuine fear o f  the 

unknown and , in thi s case , the unknown i s  the speaking 

occasion . Added to the pres sure o f  standing in front 

of an audi ence and speaking is the ins tructor , who mus t  

act a s  a cri t i c  and grade the performance .  

The second cause i s  a general feel ing o f  

inadequacy . Thi s  feel ing may resul t from one's pas t  

experience , preparat ion , health ,  o r  appearance .  Many 

students who suf fer from feel ings o f  insecurity or 

inadequacy f ind those feel ings intens i f ied as they 

stand vulnerable be fore an audi ence .  

The third cause i s  conf l i c t ing psychological 

drives . A normal human inst inct tel l s  the speaker to 

get out o f  the speaking s i tuat ion whi le , at the same 

t ime , hi s cultural and intellectual s ide i s  afraid o f  

what others would think i f  he runs . 14 
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Finally ,  Andersch provides f ive as sumpt ions about 

approach/avoidance behavior which , taken a s  a whole , 

can account for some speakers' apprehens ion . 

1 .  The tendency to approach a goal becomes s tronger 

the nearer the individual is to the goal . 

2 .  The tendency to avo id an undes irable s t imulus 

becomes stronger the nearer the individual is to 

the s t imulus . 

3 .  As suming that there has been a con f l i c t  between 

approach and avo idance ,  the avoidance impul s e  

increases i t s  intens i ty as the approach 

cont inue s . 

4. An increase in the drive assoc iated with the 

approach or the avo idance wi l l  make that 

part icular road more avai lable to the individual . 

5 .  When there are two c ompeting re sponse s , the 

stronger o f  the two wi l l  dominate . 15 

I t  i s  no wonder that the s tudent experienc ing thi s 

approach/avoidance s truggle wi l l  encounter some level 

of apprehens ion! Al l s tudent s mus t  deal with the ir own 

anxieties and inadequac ies throughout the ir educat ional 

l ives . Wi th root caus es based in psychological drives 

and emotional conf l ict , it comes as no surpri s e  that a 

maj ority o f  s tudent s c laim to struggle wi th 

communication apprehens ion at s ome point in t ime . In 

fact , many surveys have shown the widespread e f fect o f  

apprehens ion i n  the l ives o f  s tudent s .  
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I n  a s tudy o f  two groups o f  college s tudent s ,  2 1 0  

in one group and 2 7 7  in the o ther , Knower found that 

" f i fty- six percent o f  the first group and s ixty-one 

percent o f  the second group l i s ted some form o f  

nervousness a s  one o f  their speech problems . "  In 

another study of 512 high school speech s tudent s ,  

Knower di scovered that nseventy- four percent o f  them 

j udged themselves to be at l east somewhat nervous when 

speaking . " 16 

According to Loren Reid , 7 0  to 8 5  percent o f  

college students indicate that they worry about 

nervousnes s  in c ommunicating . Mo st o f  the se describe 

their tens ion as moderate or mi ld; comparat ively few as 

severe . 17 In addi tion ,  a recent survey o f  2 , 5 4 3  male 

and female adults asked respondents to pick items from 

a list representing s i tuat ions in which they had some 

degree o f  fear . Speaking be fore a group was the 

highes t -ranked fear at 4 0 . 6% .  I t  ranked higher than 

other common f ears such as height ( 3 2 . 0% ) , f inanc ial 

problems ( 2 2 . 0%) , death {18 . 7% ) , and e levators 

{7 . 6% ) . 18 

In 1 9 5 7 , the School o f  Dramatic Art and Speech at 

Ohio University conduc ted extensive res earch regarding 

basic courses in speech . I t  was discovered that of 7 0 0  

students polled,  9 3% indicated the mos t  important 

resul t o f  taking a basic speech course should be a 

better personal adj us tment to speaking s i tuat ions and 



19 

solutions to the problem o f  s tage fright . Ninety- seven 

percent of the se s tudents stated they experienced s tage 

fright to a significant degree . 19 

Stephen Lucas reported a po l l  taken among col lege 

s tudents which asked the s tudent s  to identify their 

greatest fears from a list o f  soc ial s i tuations . 

" Giving a speech " was named by 70% o f  the field as one 

o f  their greatest fears , second only to a party with 

strangers ( 7 4% )  and slightly ahead o f  being asked 

personal que s tions in public ( 6 5% ) .2o 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Maj or Methods o f  Treatment for 

Communication Apprehension 

As the aforement i oned s tudies show , the fear o f  

expres s ing one ' s  thought s i s  a serious problem for many 

people . The costs o f  thi s inability to communicate 

comfortably are great . Academically, s tudents who 

suf fer from communicat ion apprehens ion have lower 

score s  on college entrance exams and their grade-po int 

averages are lower , as are their grades in smal ler 

c lasses . 1  Socially ,  apprehens ive communicators 

interact l e s s  in small groups and are perceived by 

others as less extroverted , competent , and socially 

attrac tive . 2 Because o f  these negat ive academic and 

soc ial e f fects , along with others such as empl oyment 

di f f icul ties and low s e l f - e s teem, an analys i s  o f  the 

maj or methods o f  treatment would be bene f i c ial in the 

ef fort to a s s i s t  those who suf fer from debi l i tat ing 

apprehens ion . 
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Any s tudy invo lving methods o f  treatment for 

communication apprehension would be incomplete without 

an analysis o f  sys tematic desensitization . I t  i s  the 

mos t  widely published treatment in c ommunication and 

psychology j ournal s  and is regarded , at this· point , the 

mos t  e f f ective treatment available . In analyzing 

sys tematic de sensitization , along with subsequent 

treatments , four basic ques tions wil l  serve as a guide 

in this s tudy . First, the treatment wil l  be defined 

and explained ( What is systematic desensitization? ) . 

Second , the treatment wil l  be analyzed fo� its 

e f fectivenes s  ( Does sys tematic desensitization work? ) . 

Third , the treatment wil l  be s tudied for its e f ficiency 

( I s sys tematic desensitization a practical treatment? ) .  

Fourth , the treatment wil l  be scrutinized f or 

weaknes ses (Are there any drawbacks to sys tematic 

desensitization? ) . By using various s tudies and the 

re sults o f  tho se s tudies ,  a complete analysis o f  each 

method of treatment wil l  hopefu l ly be achieved . 

Systematic Desensitization 

Sys tematic Desensitization , as a success ful method 

of dealing with c ommunication apprehension , is we l l  

established . A s  early a s  1966, Paul and Shannon were 

able to use systematic de sensitization f or reducing 

their c lient s ' fear o f  public speaking . 3  Subsequent 
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work by experts such as McCro skey and Daly4, along with 

many others, has shown that systemat ic dese� s i t i zat ion 

is both an e f fec t ive and e f f ic ient means of deal ing 

with communication apprehens ion . In sys tematic 

desens i t izat ion, the c l i ent i s  deeply relaxed and then 

ins tructed to imagine scenes from a hierarchy o f  

anxiety-provoking st imul i .  Ini tially, the c l i ent i s  

asked to imagine the weakes t  item on the l i s t  and, i f  

relaxation i s  unimpaired, i s  gradually presented 

incremental degree s  of s t imuli unt il he / she i s  

completely desens i t ized t o  even the mos t  upsett ing 

s cene in the hierarchy . 5 Sys t ematic de sens i t i zat ion, 

also known as rec iprocal inhibit ion, i s  bas ed on the 

idea that when one ref lex dominates another, the 

symptoms from the dominated re f l ex disappear . I f  a 

student ' s  ref lex whi l e  del ivering a speech in the 

c lassroom i s  to develop symptoms o f  fear and anxiety, 

then sys tematic desens i t i zation would replace that 

re f lex o f  fear wi th a re f lex o f  calm and relaxat ion . 

I f  the s tudent can learn to ut i l i z e  the re f l ex o f  calm, 

then the symptoms o f  the dominated re f l ex ( in thi s  case 

fear and anxiety )  would disappear . Thi s  proce s s  i s  

explained by Jo seph Wolpe, a pioneer in sys tematic 

desens i t izat ion : " I f a response inhibitory to anxiety 

can be made to occur in the presence of anxiety-evoking 

s t imuli so that it i s  accompanied by a complete or 

partial suppres s ion of the anxiety response, the bond 
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between these stimuli and the anxiety response wi ll be 

weakened . " 6 The essential principal o f  reciprocal 

inhibition is that an organism cannot make two 

contradictory responses at the same time . Behavior 

therapy assumes that anxiety re sponses are l earned 

( condi t ioned ) behaviors and may be extinguished by 

reconditioning . If the response that i s  contradictory 

to anxiety re sul t s  in a more pleasant s tate or more 

productive behavior , the new response to the anxiety

evoking s t imuli wil l  gradual ly replace the anxiety 

response . 7 

One of the most important s teps in utili zing 

systematic des ensitization i s  in the hierarchy s tage . 

Each c lient mus t  develop a spec i f ic hi erarchy based on 

the particular f ear invo lved , taking care to avoid 

large incremental increas es in anxiety . Small 

increases are more desirable and might resemble the 

following hierarchy , which i s  arranged in a continuum 

from least to mo st anxiety producing : 

1. You have j us t  been told that you are expec ted to 

present a speech . 

2. You are sitt ing at your de sk trying to decide on a 

good topic for your speech which is to be given two 

weeks from now . 

3. You have determined a topic for your speech which 

is due in one week . You are working on organizing your 

speech and deciding about main ideas . 
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4. You are in class lis tening to a fel low s tudent 

present a speech . 

5. You are in c lass . A clas smate is presenting a 

speech and is very nervous while doing so . 

6. I t  is two days before you give your speech . You 

are alone in your room prac ticing the speech out loud . 

7. Now it is the day be fore your presentation . You 

are practicing the speech in front o f  a friend . 

8. Your preparation and prac tice are virtually 

completed now . You wil l  present your speech tomorrow . 

You are thinking about how you will do . 

9. The day o f  your presentation is here . You are in 

the clas sroom waiting for the ins truc tor to arrive . 

10. You are the third speaker o f  the day . The first 

speaker has jus t  finished . You take a moment to glance 

at your notes . 

11. The second speaker has finished . I t  is now your 

turn . You get out o f  the chair and move to the front 

o f  the room . As you turn to the audience you see their 

faces . Look at them for a moment . 

12. You begin your speech . You are trying to remember 

what you intended to say while keeping your eyes on the 

audience . 

13. You are s till speaking . Your speech is almost over 

and you are about to move to the conclusion . You pause 

momentarily to check your notes . 
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1 4 . You have finished the speech . An audience member 

raises a ques tion . You respond . 

15. You have returned to your seat . You are listening 

to the ins truc tor and a f ew o f  your classmates comment 

about your speech . s  

As the client is able to move through each step in 

his /her mind without any anxiety , the re f lex o f  fear 

can be replaced with the re f lex o f  calm . 

As a result o f  the many s tudie s o f  systematic 

desensitization , much has been written on its 

e f f ectivenes s  as a treatment for communication 

apprehension . According to McCroskey , Ralph and 

Barrick ,  " The results obtained with sys t ematic 

desensitization have been relatively consis tent over an 

extremely wide range o f  therapist s , c lient s , and 

problems , usually producing positive resul t s  in other 

areas of the c lient ' s  lif e . The application o f  

systematic desensitization t o  less debilitating 

anxieties than phobias has produced alleviation of 

anxiety among nonpatho logical c lient s , notably s tudent 

populations with academic anxieties . .. g They further 

report , " Sys tematic desensitization . . .  can signi ficant ly 

reduce s tudent s ' anxiety to speech situations , and that 

speech educators with training can success ful ly 

administer it for these anxietie s .  It is generally 

recognized that speech courses , while helping some 

s tudents to overc ome this problem ,  do not provide 
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adequate as s i stance to s tudent s  with severe speech 

anxiety . Systematic desens i t i zat ion may provide a 

solut ion to thi s problem . "lo 

Jaremko and Wenrich performed a s tudy in 1972 and 

found that the resul t s  " support the use o f  

de sens itization a s  a therapeut ic technique i n  the 

prevent ion o f  ant ic ipated fear or anxiety . . .  It appears 

reasonable to conc lude that the subj ects in the 

experimental treatment group may have had their fear o f  

the two experimental s i tuat ions reduced or 

prevented . " 11 Jaremko and Wenrich found that i t  may 

become feas ible to de sens i t i z e  a c l ient to a wide 

variety of common s i tuat ions . The obvious example i s  

fear o f  public performance , along wi th other s i tuations 

such as fear of snakes or anxiety in a psychiatri c 

patient making the transit ion from the hospital to the 

world at large . 

Since sys tematic de sens i t i zation i s  a behavior 

therapy program , it is reasonable to expect that , i f  

admini stered correc t ly ,  i t  ought t o  produce ac tual 

behavioral changes . Thi s  hypothe s i s  was tested by 

Lazarus (1961). He found that acrophobi c s  and 

c laustrophobics c ould go to roo f tops and observe 

tra f f i c  and / or s i t  in very small cubicles without 

experiencing unusual amount s  o f  anxiety . Findings like 

these lead to the be lief that the ef fect o f  systematic 
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desensitization can be generaliz ed to ac tual behavior 

changes in real-life situations . l2 

Two other important s tudies invo lving systematic 

desensitization inc lude Emory (1967) and Raul and 

Shannon (1966). Emory found desensitization e ffective 

in reducing test anxiety in col lege s tudents , and , very 

important ly , his results indicated no significant 

differences in reduc tion o f  test anxiety between 

students treated with individual ly developed 

hierarchies and s tudents treated by the use of a 

s tandardized hierarchy for relie f o f  test anxiety . l3 

Paul and Shannon worked with col lege s tudents whos e  

anxiety about public speaking re stric ted their academic 

succe s s . Their study compared group desensitization, 

insight -oriented therapy , attention-placebo treatment , 

and individual desensitization . They found that both 

group and individual desensitization t echniques proved 

to be e ffec tive and both were superior to insight

oriented therapy and attention-placebo treatment in 

reducing anxiety . l4 

The prac ticality o f  sys t ematic desensitization can 

be observed in its ease o f  administration and the 

various settings in which it can be utilized 

succes s fully .  As s tated earlier , sys tematic 

desensitization is a simple proc es s ,  usual ly consisting 

of three main s t eps : ( a )  training in deep muscle 

relaxation , the primary anxiety-inhibiting response ; 
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( b )  construction o f  anxiety hierarchies for the 

patient ; and ( c )  counterposing re laxation and anxiety

evoking s timuli from the hierarchies . 15 Thes e  s t eps 

can become so automatic with certain c lienbs that they 

can be helped by parapro fes sionals ( teachers , guidance 

counselors , etc . } 16 or can even perform the s teps 

themselve s with no external guidance . 17 Mos t  cas es o f  

systematic desensitization u s e  occur in an o f fice 

setting ; more specifically , a p sychologist ' s  o f fice . 

Because o f  the ease o f  implementation , however ,  

sys tematic desensitization can be utilize& in a variety 

o f  settings . Sooner or later , mo s t  counselors are 

likely to encounter c lients who are a f f licted �Y 

specific anxiety to some degree and for whom sys tematic 

desensitization may contribute to more e f fective 

functioning . The c lient who is wel l -qualified for a 

j ob but is j udged unfavorably because o f  exce s sive 

nervousnes s  during the interview process is a prime 

candidate for sys tematic desensitization . Another 

person who would bene fit from treatment would be 

someone who becomes so anxious while being taught the 

responsibilities and techniques o f  a new j ob that he 

fails to learn properly or makes mis takes that would 

cause him to lose the po sition . There fore , it may 

become neces sary for management or personne l employees 

to become familiar with sys tematic desensitization in 

order to help c o l l eagues in the workplace. Guidance 
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counselors in e l ementary and high school settings can 

al so benefit from the e f fec t s  o f  systematic 

des ensitization . Charles A .  Bugg , an e lementary s chool 

counse lor , has found that a modified form of sys tematic 

desensitization can help s tudent s  with problems such as 

test and speech anxiety provided that the f o l lowing two 

conditions exis t: (1) the c ounselor mus t  spend enough 

time listening to the s tudent , re f l ec ting his feelings 

and concerns , and helping him describe and c larify his 

problem situation to determine that anxiety i s  in fact 

the culprit and to gain some reasonable idea o f  the 

counselee ' s  hierarchy and ( 2 ) the counse lee mus t  

conscientious ly apply the t echniques o f  systematic 

de sensitization at every opportunity in both 

imagination and reality . 18 Whatever the counselor ' s  

setting , whenever he encounters a c lient who se 

functioning is hampered by some specific anxiety , he 

might use sys tematic desensitization to help his c lient 

overcome the negative e f fec t s  o f  the anxiety and 

achieve his goal s  and potential . 

Al though sys tematic desensitization is s een by 

many as the preferred treatment f or communication 

apprehension , there are some who criticize it as a 

method o f  treatment and are quick to point out 

potential drawbacks . According to Gos s , Thompson and 

Olds , " Systematic des ensitization has suf fered some 

criticism based on pos sible ' demand ' e f fects . Some say 
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that subj ects report improvement only because they get 

involved in the program and theref ore must j usti fy 

their e f f ort. Indeed, sel f -report measures are easy to 

manipulate , but dec eptively controlling one ' s  behavior 

( involving 1 8  aspects o f  speech anxiety ) is seemingly 

more di f ficult to do . In essence, we feel that the 

behavioral data are reasonably pure . ll 19 Gerald Davison 

points out the practical limitations o f  systematic 

desensitization regarding levels o f  relaxation 

achieved , the clarity of aversive images , and the 

signaling o f  anxiety . 20 More important to Davison , 

however , is whe ther the images conjured in the 

imagination during the hierarchy phase transfer to the 

real -life situa tion. He concludes that u the process o f  

systematic desensitization would not b e  expec ted to 

e f fec t complete transfer from the imaginal to the real

life situation . For , even though a subj ect succeeds in 

imagining the various anxiety items without becoming 

anxious , the facts remain that : ( a )  The visualization 

is unlikely to invo lve a l l  the stimulus e l ements for 

the respec tive l evel o f  the hierarchy; and ( b )  the 

hierarchy itse l f  cannot possibly provide an exhaustive 

sampling o f  the population o f  fear e l ements . ll21 
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Rhetoritherapy 

Rhetoritherapy is , at its foundation , the polar 

opposite o f  systematic desensitization . While 

McCroskey be lieves that anxiety causes ine f fective 

performance ,  Gerald Phillips , the leading proponent o f  

rhetoritherapy , believes that anxiety arises from the 

inability to perform wel l . The main dif ference between 

the two is how anxiety is viewed in the process of 

easing communication apprehension . McCroskey mandates 

treatment to reduce anxiety while Phil lips calls for 

care ful ins truction in e f fective speech performance .  

At the heart o f  rhetoritherapy is its perspec tive o f  

anxiety and its ro le in the communication proce s s . 

" Anxiety can be a basis o f  neuro sis because anxiety 

arises from frustration generated by nonproductive 

behavior . In this model , a person who consistently 

fai l s  to accomplish his social goals would feel anxiety 

because of this failure , though he might not make a 

direct association between what he feels and what is 

happening to him as he attempt s  to relate to others . 

His problem, however ,  is to become more productive , 

which presumably would reduce his anxiety to a 

manageable leve l . u22 To subscribe to a rhe torical 

point o f  view requires that anxiety be associated with 

both performance and perception o f  performance .  I f  a 

person understood that his performance was ine f f ective , 
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he might feel anxious about performing , but the problem 

would be the nature o f  the performance ,  not the 

feel ings about i t . 

The proce s s  o f  rhetori therapy follows a s imple 

model. I t  cons i s t s  o f  a person who believes he has a 

problem communicating wi th others under some particular 

circums tance s . The rhetoritherapist attempt s  to get 

the best po s s ible description of the behav.ior o f  hi s 

s tudent under those c ircums tance s  as well as a 

descript ion o f  how others respond to him . Once it 

become s c lear precisely what behaviors are· involved , 

the rhetoritherap i s t  can sugges t  learning goal s , and 

once learning goals are accepted by the s tudent , 

training can begin . There i s  no attempt to di scover 

causes , for they are not important to the teaching . I f  

i t  i s  important t o  the student , however , t o  talk about 

underlying problems or to make conj ectures about why he 

i s  unable to do certain speech tasks , he may di scuss 

them wi th hi s teacher . 23 Rhetoritherapy i s  based on 

the as sumpt ion that " people can exert wi l l  and decide 

how they want to behave . Somet imes they are anxious 

because they made a poor dec i s ion about behavior , and 

somet imes because they are incapable o f  act ivat ing the 

dec i s ion they made . At any event , ski l l  at oral 

communicat ion appears to be an ad hoc proces s .  It can 

begin only after the individual decides how he wants to 

behave . The rhetoritherapist s eeks to ins truc t his 
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subj ect in ' ways and means ' :  How to phras e  a goal , how 

to organize progress toward i t, and how to evaluate 

success . "24 

Rhetori therapy i s  based on a series o f  heuristic 

questions . The answers to thes e  questions provide the 

subs tance for dec i s ions concerning behaviors to select 

and how to adopt them . The nine questions are : 

1. What can be accompli shed in thi s  s i tuat i on through 

speech? 

2 .  What are the factual details? What i s  the prec i se 

manner o f  the problem for which a spoken intervent ion 

i s  pre sumed to be a solut ion? 

3 .  What caused the problem? What i s  viable in thi s 

case : deal ing with symptoms , deal ing with causes, or 

deal ing wi th both? 

4 .  What are the l imitati ons in thi s s i tuat ion? What 

can be done and what mus t  not be done? What does the 

s i tuat ion require? 

5. What are my assets and l imitat ions? 

6. Who is the person or persons I am appeal ing to and 

what does the ir nature requir·e that I do or avo id 

do ing? 

7. How would I know a success ful act? What would 

happen if I did the bes t I could? The wors t? What i s  

most l ikely t o  happen? 

8. What are my alternat ives? What could I say and do? 

Which o f  the many opt ions appears to be the one to 



3 6  

choose , based on comparison to asset s , limitations , 

etc . ?  

9. Who has to do what about what , when and where , in 

what order , and with what anticipated outcome?25 

Once the individual has analyz ed his situation 

through the use of the preceding questions , he is ready 

to proceed through a series o f  goals designed to 

produce the necessary changes in his behavior . 

1 .  He learns to phrase behavioral goals in concrete 

terms which are expres sed in actual behaviors , not 

feelings or attitudes . 

2 .  He learns to analyze specific social s ituations in 

order to adapt his talk to requirements o f  propriety as 

well as to the requirement s  o f  the individua ls whom he 

addresses . 

3 .  He learns to propose and analyze alternative s 

through his own experience and vicarious experience 

o f fered by the ins tructor . 

4 .  He learns to plan his behavior ,  order the steps , and 

rehearse it in a variety o f  ways so that he wil l  feel 

comfortable . 

5 .  He learns to monitor his behavior as he performs and 

to observe and evaluate the quality o f  the response 

made to him . 26 

Emphasis is on speci fic actions and the learner i s  

admonished to avoid thinking about long- term 

c onsequences once he has decided on a specific course 
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o f  action . The main mes sage o f  rhetoritherapy is that 

" it is pos sible for people to solve their speech 

problems through systematic analysis and training . 

Often , when people change their social behavior they 

discover that others change their re sponse s . I f  people 

can learn to control the way they change in order to 

evoke responses they find desirable , then they wil l  

discover themseLves to b e  competent. " 27 

Although rhetoritherapy is a recent ly developed 

treatment ,  it has already achieved great suc c e s s  in 

various studies regarding it s eEfectivene ss . It bas 

been demonstrated effective in 8 5 %  o f  nearly 1 , 0 0 0  

cases checked 3 t o  5 years after completion o f  the 

program , and carryover was documented in 1 8  o f  2 0  

subj ects followed for 1 year af ter treatment . 28 

Another s tudy followed a group of reticent s tudent s for 

one year a f ter a program o f  instruc tion . The 

inves tigator discovered that virtuaLLy all o f  them were 

able to do welL at many c ommun�ation even t s  that they 

could not previously handle . Although they s till felt 

tense , rhetoritherapy had enabled them to manage the 

tension . The s tudents no longer perceived tension as 

an impairment and simply went on with the task o f  

speaking . 

Rhetoritherapy, although used predominantly for 

communication apprehensio�� can also ba utilized in 

o ther areas o f  life with a process known as 
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" negotiation . "29 Negotiation is a process in which 

contemporary psychiatrists advocate discus sion with the 

c lient to discover training needs , fol lowed b� 

agreement on a c ourse of therapy , practice ,  and 

asses sment o f  gain . To negotiate means that the nature 

o f  the problem is a matter for the individual to 

decide . In order to find help for the problem ,  

however , the individual mus t  discover the problem and 

be able to phrase it in such a way that the proper 

specialist can suggest some way to alleviate it . 

There fore , negotiation is not about the et io logy of the 

problem , but about how and when the problem is 

manifested . Because any problem with any cause can be 

helped by negotiation , it is a proce s s  which can prove 

useful in any circums tance , thus making the method 

universal in scope . There is no downside to this 

therapy . I t  is teaching under the best o f  

circums tance s : a skil l ful teacher and a committed 

pupil . 30 Underlying the who le proce s s  is the no tion 

that , if the individual can learn to perform the steps 

of analysis and implementation under direc tion in a 

short - t erm learning experience , he wil l  also be able to 

apply what he has learned to situations in his natural 

li fe when he is no longer a participant in the formal 

ins tructional situation . 31 
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Rational Emotive Therapy 

Rational emotive therapy was introduced by Albert 

E l l i s  in 1 9 5 8 . I t s  central theme is that " the 

disturbed person must learn to depropagandi�e , by 

thought and ac tion , basic irrational ideas he has 

acquired in the course o f  life . " 32 El lis as sumes that 

cognit ions regulate emotions ; for example , one becomes 

depres sed because he thinks negative ly , and c onversely 

one is happy when he indulges in positive thinking . 

The paradigm o f  anxiety is used to illus trate the 

emotive proces s . " Anxiety is the result o f  irrational 

thinking : I f  something is or may be dangerous or 

f earsome , one should be terribly occupied with and 

upset by i t . n33 El lis believes that , barring any real 

phys ical pain , there is no reason why anyone should be 

emotionally upset . When a person is upset , he or she 

is merely exercising ine f fec tive cognitions . Unlike 

emotions , cognitions can be trained to promote 

reasonable behavior . There fore , peopl e do not have to 

be victims o f  the ir own thought s or emotions . " Proper 

positive training requires that people first rec ognize 

and challenge their negative s e l f -talk , challenge the 

ill ogical reasoning , and then replace it with rational 

s e l f - talk . n 34 

There is some evidence that rat ional emotive 

therapy can be e f fective . One s tudy , c onduc ted with an 
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e lderly population , found positive results in lessening 

the e f fects o f  anxiety . 35 A s tudy conduc ted by Jacobs 

and Croake found that using Ellis ' rational emotive 

theory resulted in increased rational thinking, reduced 

anxiety , and a decrease in the number of reported 

personal problems . 3 6 Similar s tudies have shown 

obj ec tive measure s o f  improvement in the treatment o f  

paranoid and depres sive behaviors . 37 

The main advantage o f  rational emotive therapy is 

its ability to be used in large group settings . 

Discussion groups , using Ellis ' theory , were quite 

successful in reducing anxiety . This sugges t s  

e f ficient u s e  o f  counselor time in assisting a large 

number o f  people in a short period o f  time . Because o f  

the nature o f  the therapy ( discus sing fears and ways t o  

negate them) , support from other group members probably 

aids in the therapeutic proc e s s . 

There were no reported drawbacks to rational 

emotive therapy except for the lack of research in the 

area o f  long- term success rates . I t  is not known 

whether the resul t s  o f  this procedure wil l  be 

maintained over an extended period o f  time . 

Flooding 

The term " f looding " was c oined by A . T .  Polin in 

1 9 5 9 , although there were many previous s tudie s that 
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sugges ted the suc c e s s ful eradicat ion o f  anxiety by 

arranging intense emotional react ions to take place in 

the pres ence of phobic s t imuli. 3a The f irst 

implementation of the technique with human subj ects was 

reported by Mal le son ( 1 9 5 9 ) who employed a hierarchy 

s imi lar to that used in de sens it i zation , although 

instead of encouraging relaxat ion , Malleson ins tructed 

the c l ient to feel IDQrg frightened as he proceeded 

through the hierarchy . 39 Flooding , then , can be 

cons idered the polar opposite of systematic 

desens i t i zat ion , s ince the goal i s  not to l earn how to 

relax in the face of anxie ty ,  but to overwhelm the 

nervous system wi th anxiety to numb any further 

experience. The goal of the therap i s t  is to create a 

high degree o f  tens ion and anxiety so that the pati ent 

eventual ly cannot maintain his irrat ional emot ional 

s tate. 40 

Flooding has been proven e f fective through a 

variety of experiments, mos t ly in the 19 6 0 s  and 1 9 7 0 s . 

Wolpin and Raines ( 19 6 6 )  treated s ix women for a 

maximum of f ive sessions us ing one of three 

experimental condit ions : ( a )  vi sual i zat ion o f  a 

2 0 - item hierarchy with no training or ins truc tions o f  

any kind regarding relaxat ion; ( b )  complet ion o f  a 

2 0 - s tep hierarchy with musc les del iberately tense; and 

( c )  presentation of the mos t  intense scenes from the 

top of the hierarchy with no training or instruct ion in 
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regard t o  e ither relaxat ion o r  tension.41 Af ter the 

treatment s e s s ions were completed , each woman had a 

reduct ion o f  anxiety . The results showed that each 

treatment method was e f fective , al though some credit 

was given to the s trong ful f i l lment -o f - demand 

characteristi c s . 

Rachman ( 19 6 6) used f looding in the treatment o f  

three subj ects with a demons trated avers ion t o  spiders , 

comparing them with three subj ects who had undergone 

treatment with de sens i t i zation and three no - treatment 

contro l s . Result s  indicated that f looding and contro l 

subj ect s showed no improvement on either an avoidance 

test or a fear t�ermometer , whereas des en s i t i zation 

subj ects had markedly improved .  I t  was conc luded that 

s ince so few subj ects were seen , and since f looding , 

control and desens i t i zat ion subj ects were seen at 

di f ferent t imes , caution should be taken in drawing 

firm conc lus ions from thi s experiment . 42 

However weak some of the experiment s us ing 

f looding have been , i t  i s  s t i l l  cons idered a very 

pract ical treatment . In thi s  sense , f looding and 

sys tematic desensitizat ion are s imi lar . The procedure 

can be ut i l i zed almost anywhere , from the therapi s t ' s  

o f f ice to the c las sroom . The only requirement o f  the 

procedure is a quiet , secure environment inhabit ing a 

trained therapist and a wi l ling subj ect . Flooding is 

also pract ical in another sense . The procedure i s  
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e f fective with a broad range o f  phobias . Studies 

involving subj e c t s  with anxiety concerning public 

speaking , snake s ,  spiders and even other people have 

shown f looding a pro f ic ient treatment . 43 

There are some drawbacks to the procedure , mos t  

having been ment ioned already . I t  seems as i f  mos t  of 

the s tudies involving f looding have very small numbers 

of subj ects , thus call ing the results into doubt . 

Other studies have not shown a uni form exposure t ime to 

the various treatments in the s tudy which , again , leads 

to variab i l i ty of resul t s . The bigges t  quest ion , 

however ,  i s  whe ther the f looding treatment i t s e l f  i s  

actual ly creating a change in people ' s  behavior or i f  

i t  i s  the subj ect ' s  expec tancy t o  change . " Cognitive 

factors fac i l i tate the proce s s  by creat ing strong 

demands to perform or by es tabli shing pos i t ive 

expectanc ies for change , resul t ing in a reduct ion o f  

both avoidance behavior and subj ective anxiety . 

Further , subj ects may then be mot ivated to reinterpret 

their physiological reactions so that they are more 

consonant with the sub j ect ' s  overt behavior . " 44 The 

ques t ion then remains : Does f looding cause the change , 

or does the subj ect's des ire and expectancy to change 

cause the change? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Impact o f  a Public Speaking Class on the Ret icent 

Student 

The c lo s e  relationship between speech and 

personality has been noted by speech educators , 

c las sroom teachers , and others for many years . 

" Writers have observed the interes t  among scholars in 

s tudying the way in which the presence or abs ence o f  

certain speaking ski l l s  not only represents 

personality ,  but also have an inf luence in shaping 

personal i ty .  " 1  Rogers indicated the e f fect that 

perception of s e l f  has on behavior when he c laimed that 

an individual J' reac t s  to hi s environment as i t  i s  

perceived and that mos t  o f  the behavi or adopted i s  

cons i s t ent with his se l f -concept . "2 Because percept ion 

o f  sel f i s  directly related to behavior in general , 

percept ion o f  s e l f  as a c ommunicator would seem to have 
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a spec i f ic impac t on one ' s  communicat i on pro fi i c iency . 

" Whether or not s e l f - images are rea l i s t ic , i t  may be 

expec ted that they play an important part, in the nature 

o f  the individual ' s  communicat ive behavior . " 3  There i s  

n o  reason to bel i eve that communication behavior i s  

exempt from the inf luence o f  how someone perce ives 

himself as a communicator ; rather , it seems reasonable 

to hypothe s i z e  that readj us tment o f  communication 

behavior may be a matter o f  changing one ' s  sel f -c oncept 

as a communicator . 4  The ques t ion becomes , then , 

whether a course in public speaking can s igni f icantly 

enhance the s e l f -concept s o f  part ic ipat ing individuals , 

thus produc ing more pro f i c ient communicators . 

Sel f-concept , as used in thi s chapter , can be 

de fined as " an integrated synthe s i s  o f  all the elements 

which the individual inc ludes as cons t i tut ing 

himse l f . us Any s tudy whi ch di s cusses the rela
'
t i on ship 

between speech training and personality mus t  recognize 

the central importance which the s e l f - concept occupies 

in the organizat ion and s tructure o f  the personality . 6 

The sel f - concept i s  developmental in nature through 

interaction with the physical and soc ial environment . 

As people grow from infancy to adul thood , the ir s e l f 

concept expands t o  inc lude di f ferent variables o f  t ime , 

space , people ,  and geographical range . 7  The s tability 

of the sel f -conc ept i s  dependent on the relat ive 

s tabi l i ty o f  the elements which compose i t . Any 
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disruption t o  the equil ibrium o f  the s e l f -concept 

threatens the soundnes s  o f  the personality .  Even with 

this des ire for s tabil i ty ,  the s e l f - c oncept is subj ect 

to change through occurrence s  such as bodi ly changes ,  

di f ferent perspect ives o f  the environment and spec i f ic 

experiences . 8 I t  is at thi s point that the possible 

contributions o f  training in speech become pert inent . 

In 1 9 6 7 , McCroskey reported his s tudy o f  the 

e f fect o f  a beginning speech course on s tudent s ' s e l f 

conf idence as speakers . He found s igni f icant increas es 

in sel f -conf idenc e . 9 Henrikson conducted -a survey o f  

2 0 5  s tudent s  enro l led i n  a lower- l eve l speech c ours e ,  

asking tho se s tudents to rat e  their leve l s  o f  

apprehension a t  the beginning and end o f  the course .  

His result s  showed that speech training promotes 

conf idence in the speaking s i tuat ion and that feel ings 

o f  c onf idence following speech training are somewhat 

general and do not apply only to the type s o f  speaking 

in which the s tudent has partic ipated during the 

course . 1o He also found that there are a variety o f  

factors inf luencing a s tudent ' s  level o f  apprehens ion . 

Prac tice , the ins truc tor ' s  attitude , and the attitude 

o f  c lassmates rank high as cause s  whi le feel ings o f  

success o r  fai lure or an analys i s  o f  the causes o f  

apprehens i on rank low . ll 

The aforement ioned s tudie s c learly show that 

communicat ion apprehens ion is a problem not only to a 
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s tudent ' s  grade -point average but also t o  his o r  her 

s e l f - concept . As was stated earl ier , thi s apprehens i on 

can have det�imental e f fects in areas such as soc ial 

interact ion and employment opportuni ties . Consequences 

such as these leave mo s t  apprehens ive communicators 

with feelings of inadequacy , unat tract ivene s s , 

unpart ic ipat ivene s s , and friendlessne s s . 12 

Given the need for some way to aid ret icent 

s tudent s ,  the ques t ion then become s how to integrate 

treatment into the exi s t ing curriculum . Such 

integrat ion can be st be accompl i shed in bas i c  

departmental courses which o f fer some c omponent o f  

communicat ion ski l l s  training , mos t  commonly courses in 

interpersonal communicat ion , public addre s s , or 

communicat ion survey . 13 The se courses seem ideally 

suited to treat ing ret i cent s tudents for a variety o f  

reasons . Firs t , these c lasses reach a large number o f  

s tudent s .  Fo� many students , thi s i s  the only exposure 

to the communication f ield and/ or faculty for the ir 

entire col lege experience . Thi s  is espec ially true o f  

ret icent s tudent s .  Although they perhaps need these 

classes the mo st , their s trong de sire to avoid 

interact i on prec lude s them from attending . 14 

The second advantage o f  treat ing ret i c ence in the 

basic communicat ion cours e  has to do with the 

pervasivenes s  o f  the problem .  " Since almo s t  all 

student s are ret icent to some degree , o f fering 



5 2  

treatment i n  the bas i c  course can serve a large number 

o f  s tudent s ,  whereas a spec ial i z ed course would have 

the unintended consequence o f  denying help to many 

people WhO COUld bene f i t  from i t . n l S 

The third advantage i s  the growing concern in the 

academic environment for the education o f  the " whole " 

person , not j us t  the mind . An increas ing number o f  

public speaking textbooks devote a s igni f icant amount 

o f  space addres s ing the problem o f  communicat ion 

apprehens ion and i t s  e f fects on the emotional and 

psychological s tate o f  the s tudent . Thes e  same 

textbooks are also beginning to re flect the fact that 

apprehens ion , as wel l  as other emot ions , has a s trong 

impac t on communicat ion and i t s  eventual suc c e s s  or 

failure . 16 

The f inal advantage o f  treat ing reticence in bas ic 

c ommunicat ion courses is the improved level o f  

communicat ion behavior in other academic f ie lds . " I f 

communication educators can improve , even s l ight ly , the 

degree o f  s tudent part ic ipat ion throughout their 

inst itut ion , they wi ll be providing a valuable s ervice 

and most l ikely wi l l  gain the apprec iation and support 

of colleagues in other di scipl ines . " 17 

The main obs tac le to the integration o f  ret icence 

management into the bas i c  communication course i s  the 

lack o f  t ime . Many instructors already f ind i t  

di f f icult to cover all o f  the important course 
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information in one semester . Adding another element as 

potentially t ime-consuming as reticence management 

might appear almo s t  impo s s ible . Fortunately ,  there i s  

a way t o  help the reticent s tudent wi thout sacri f i cing 

the t ime allotted for other top i c s . The solut ion 

invo lves a series of activi t i e s  whi ch expo se the 

s tudent s to the usual course material whi l e ,  at the 

same t ime , bui lding con f idence in communication . 18 

Adler l i s t s  seven cri teria which integrated 

s trategies of ret icence management mus t  sat i s fy in 

order to be e f f ec t ive and j u s t i fy their inc lus ion into 

the curriculum . 

1 .  The act ivi ty should relate to the subj ect mat ter o f  

the course . Thi s  i s  absolutely neces sary given the 

t ime constraint s and the exi s t ing course out l ine . 

2 .  The act ivity should s t imulate emot ional 

i nvolvement , but produce no more anxiety than the 

s tudent can manage . The requirement s  for suc c e s s  mus t  

b e  rai sed gradual ly ,  but at a rate that challenges 

subj ects to improve without caus ing so much s tre s s  that 

they wi thdraw . 

3 .  The act ivity should invo lve the ent ire group in 

some manner . Thi s  wi l l  help uti l i z e  limited c lass t ime 

in an e f f ic ient way . 

4. The act ivity should be interes t ing and rewarding 

for s tudent s o f  all leve l s . I t  should challenge the 

intellect o f  both advanced and s lower s tudents and 
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should be valuable for tho s e  with e ither high or low 

leve l s  o f  apprehens ion . 

5 .  The act ivi ty should be s tructured enough to insure 

that s tudents wi l l  be abl e  to o f fer valid respons e s . 

Apprehens ive s tudents have a harder t ime answering 

broad reque s t s  for part i cipation . The act ivi t i e s  

should allow s tudents to choose from a more c l early 

def ined number of responses . 

6 .  The act ivi ty should not require a response which 

can be evaluated as right or wrong . Act ivi t i e s  o f  thi s 

sort give s tudents a growing sense o f  confidence in the 

intrinsic value o f  their ideas . 

7 .  The activi ty should c learly relate to the s tudent's 

interes t s  and values . There i s  a s trong correlation 

between relevance o f  subj ect matter and s tudent 

intere s t . Act ivi t ies that relate to both wi l l  

undoubtedly b e  more e ffect ive over the c ours e  o f  a 

seme s ter . 19 

Overa l l , the public speaking c ourse can be an 

e ffec t ive vehic l e  for the treatment o f  apprehens ive or 

reticent s tudent s .  Given the importance o f  the self

concept to every young adul t ,  the negat ive impac t  that 

communicat ion apprehens ion can have on that s e l f 

concept , and the opportunity for the commun i r.a t i on 

faculty of any univers i ty or col lege to aid a large 

number of s tudents , integrat ing ret icence management 
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into the public speaking or interpersonal communicat ion 

course seems almost neces sary . 
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CHAPTER F:IVE 

Summary 

As was s tated previous ly ,  c ommunication 

apprehens i on has a variety o f  po s s ible def init ions , 

each deal ing wi th a di f ferent aspect or perspect ive o f  

the problem .  Some scho lars believe that apprehens ion 

is a learned behavior . People have been c ondi t i oned to 

respond negat ively to the communicat ion experience 

based on conflicting drives : the need to communicate 

and the fear of communicating . 1 Other scholars bel ieve 

that communicat ion apprehens ion result s  from anxiety 

over the quality o f  the performance . " What the speaker 

actually experiences is anxi ety or tens ion because o f  

concern over the quality of h i s  e f fort and i t s  

outcome . " 2 

Al though scholars in thi s  f ie ld do not agree on 

the bas i c  tenets o f  de fini t i on , mos t  agree with the 

sympt oms o f  communicat ion apprehens i on . Wal ter and 



5 9  

Scott c laim that c ertain physical changes in the body 

can aid the speaker and enhanc e  performance .  They 

indicate that the body obtains more than i t s  usual 

level of energy under tens ion because of changes such 

as increased blood sugar leve l , increased respirat ion , 

and a higher level of oxygen in the blood . 3  

A second symptom of communication apprehens ion i s  

hes itat ion phenomena . Jane Blankenship assert s that 

the normal pauses in everyday conversat ion become 

abnormal ly f i l led with verbal utterance s  such as " uh "  

or " urn "  in the performanc e  experience .  The speaker 

mus t  learn to al low these natural pauses to remain 

s i lent in order for the presentat ion to be completely 

e f fective . 4  

A third symptom of communication apprehens ion is 

exaggerated pes s imism. Thi s  irrational bel i e f  that the 

wors t  i s  going to happen i s  often mani fes ted iong 

be fore the speech begins . Underlying all such thoughts 

is an intense fear o f  humi l iat ion derived from the 

vulnerab i l i ty o f  the speaker during the performanc e . 5  

A fourth symptom of communication apprehens ion i s , 

quite simply , s tres s . Sheldon Metcal fe report s a 

three-s tep proces s  the body takes in response to 

s tres s .  The f irs t phase � the a� reac t ion� is a 

phys ical " call- to-arms " for the body to re lease 

chemicals in response to the stre s s ful s i tuat ion . The 

s econd pha s e , the res i s tance , occurs when the body 
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s tabi l i z e s , maintains , and begins to adapt . The third 

phase , the exhaust ion , occurs when body systems are 

depleted . 6 

Jus t  as scholars in the f i e ld o f  communicat ion 

apprehens ion can not agree on the bas ic de f init ion , 

they also do not agree on the root causes o f  the 

problem .  Some bel i eve that the apprehens ion can be 

traced back to unfortunate experiences in the pas t . As 

a l earned behavior , it represents emot ional 

condi t ioning and con f l i c t . The f irst few attempts at 

performing in front of an audience can evoke fear , thus 

as soc iat ing the feelings o f  fear to the speaking 

occas ion . After thi s has taken place , the mere thought 

o f  giving a speech and facing an audience induces 

irrat ional emotional responses . 7  

Abernathy discus ses three alternat ive causes o f  

communicat ion apprehens ion . Many peopl e  encounter some 

or all o f  thes e  three at some point in their 

performance experienc e s . The fear o f  a new s i tuat ion , 

a general feel ing o f  inadequacy , and con f l i c t ing 

psychological drives all combine to render some 

potent ial speakers weak and ine f fective . s  

Andersch di scus ses approach/ avoidance behavior 

which can account for some speakers ' apprehens i on .  ThA 

drive to approach the goal ( de l iver the speech ) 

con f l i c t s  wi th the drive to avoid i t . An increas e  in 

e i ther drive wi l l  make that road more avai lable to that 
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individual . When there are two compet ing response s , 

the s tronger o f  the two wi l l  almost always dominate . 9  

With root causes based in psychological drives and 

emot ional con f l i c t , i t  comes as no surpri s e  that a vas t  

maj ority o f  s tudent s c laim to struggle wi th 

communicat ion apprehens ion at some point to varying 

degrees . The result s  o f  many surveys point to the 

pervas ivenes s  of apprehens ion in the l ive s o f  people i n  

a variety o f  c ircums tance s . 1o 

Thi s  apprehens ion becomes a serious block to 

e f fective communication for some , cos t ing - them a great 

deal . Academically ,  s tudent s  who suf f er from high 

leve ls of apprehension score lower on college entrance 

exams and have lower grade-point averages in high 

s chool and col lege . 11 Soc ially ,  apprehens ive 

communicators are more l ikely to be �es s  e�t�overted 

and less soc ially competent and attract ive . 12 Because 

of thes e  negative academic and soc ial e f fec t s , along 

with others such as employment di f f icul t i e s  and low 

s e l f -esteem ,  an analys i s  o f  the pos s ible treatments for 

communicat ion apprehens ion would be benef i c ial in an 

attempt to as s i s t  those with deb i l i tat ing apprehens ion 

levels . 

Systemat ic Desens i t i z a t ion , the mos t  wide ly known 

treatment for communication apprehens ion , i s  based on 

the idea that when one re f l ex dominates another , the 

symptoms from the dominated re f l ex disappear . " I f a 
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response inhibitory to anxie ty c an be made to occur in 

the presence of anxiety- evoking s t imul i so that it i s  

accompanied by a complete o r  partial suppres s ion of the 

anxiety response , the bond between these s t imul i  and 

the anxiety response wi l l  be weakened . n 13 The 

essential princ iple i s  that two contradic tory responses 

cannot be made at the same t ime . I f  the response that 

is contradictory to anxiety resul t s  in a more pleasant 

s tate , the new response to the anxiety-evoking s t imuli 

wi l l  gradual ly replac e the anxiety respons e . 14 Thi s  

gradual replacement i s  accompli shed through the u s e  o f  

a hierarchy, which consists of di f ferent l evel s  of a 

c l i ent ' s  fear . When the c l i ent proceeds through a 

l evel without measurable anxiety ,  he move s on to the 

next leve l , one which i s  s l ight ly more di f f icult . In 

the end , each level from leas t to greates t ,  can be 

experienced without anxiety . 

According to McCroskey , Ralph and Barrick, " The 

results obtained wi th sys tematic desensitization have 

been relatively consistent over an extremely wide range 

of therapists , c l i ent s , and problems , usual ly producing 

pos i t ive resul t s  in other areas o f  the c l i ent ' s  l i f e . 

The appl icat ion of systematic desens i t i zation to less 

debil itat ing anxiet ies than phobias has produced 

alleviat ion of anxiety among nonpathological c l ient s , 

notably student populat ions with academic anxieties . n 1s 
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The prac t icality o f  sys temat ic desens i t i zat ion can 

be observed in i t s  ease of administrat ion and the 

various sett ings in which i t  can be u t i l i z ed 

succes s fully . The steps ( hierarchy } o f  systematic 

desens i t i zat ion can become so automatic with some 

c l ients that they can be helped by paraprofeqs ionals16 

or can even perform the s teps themse lve s . 17 Regardle s s  

of the counselor's sett ing or the c l i ent ' s  s i tuat ion , 

systematic des en s i t i zat ion can be used to he lp overcome 

the negat ive e f fects o f  the anxiety . 

Al though sys tematic desens i t i zat ion seems 

universal in scope and appl ication ,  there are some who 

cri t i c i z e  i t  as a method o f  treatment and are quick to 

point out potent ial drawbacks . " Systemat i c  

desens i t i zat ion has suf fered some crit i c i sm based on 

pos s ible ' demand ' e f fects . Some say that subj ects 

report improvement only because they get involved in 

the program and therefore mus t  j us t i fy their e f fort . " ls 

There i s  also que st ion as to whether the images 

conj ured in the hierarchy s tage translate to real - l i fe 

s i tuat ions . " [ E ] ven though a subj ect succeeds in 

imagining the various anxiety items without becoming 

anxious , the fac t s  remain that : ( a }  The vi sua l i zat ion 

i s  unlike ly to invo lve a l l  the s t imu lus e l ement s  for 

the respect ive level of the hierarchy ;  and ( b )  the 

hierarchy i t s e l f  cannot pos s ibly provide an exhaus t ive 

sampl ing of the populat ion o f  fear e l ement s . " 19 
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Rhetoritherapy is , a t  i t s  foundation , the polar 

opposite of sys tematic desen s i t i zation . While 

McCroskey believes that anxiety causes ine f fec t ive 

performance ,  Gerald Phi l l ips , the leading proponent of 

rhetoritherapy , believes that anxiety ari s e s  from the 

inability to perform wel l . At the heart of 

rhetoritherapy i s  i t s  perspect ive of anxiety and its 

rol e  in the communication proces s . To subscribe to a 

rhetorical point o f  view require s that anxiety be 

assoc iated with both performance and perception o f  

performance .  I f  a person unders tood that his 

performance was ine f fective , he might feel anxious 

about performing , but the problem would be the nature 

of the performance , not the feel ings about it . 

Rhetoritherapy i s  based on the as sumpt ion that 

" people can exert wi l l  and dec ide how they want to 

behave . " 20 Their progres s  toward the goal o f  

succe s s ful communication wi l l  begin only a fter the 

individual decides how he wants to behave . The 

emphas i s  i s  on spec i f i c  act ions and the c l i ent i s  

admoni shed t o  avoid thinking about long- term 

consequences . The main mes sage o f  rhetori therapy i s  

that it i s  pos s ible for people t o  solve the ir 

communicat ion problems through training and analys i s . 

I f  people can learn to control the way that they behave 

in order to evoke the response that they f ind 
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acceptable , then they wi l l  c ons ider themse lves 

c ompetent . 21 

Because o f  the documented suc c e s s  o f  

rhetoritherapy and i t s  universal scope , this treatment 

has expanded outside the realm o f  communication 

apprehens ion to other areas o f  l i f e  through a proce s s  

cal led " negot iat ion . " 22 Psychiatris t s  who ut i l i z e  

negot iat ion advocate di scuss ion with the c l i ent t o  

di scover training needs , f o l lowed by agreement o n  a 

course o f  therapy , prac tic e , and assessment o f  gain . 

Negot iat ion i s  not about the etiology o f  the problem , 

but about how and when the problem i s  mani fes ted . 

Because almo s t  any problem wi th any cause can be helped 

by negot iation , it is a proce s s  which is useful in any 

circums tance . 23 Underlying the whole process i s  the 

notion that , i f  the individual can learn to perform the 

s teps o f  analys i s  and implementation , he wi l l  also be 

able to apply what he has learned to s i tuat ions in his 

natural l i f e  when he is no longer a partic ipant in the 

formal ins truc t i onal s i tuat ion . 24 

Rational Emotive therapy was introduced by Albert 

Ellis , who c laimed that people mus t  learn to 

depropagandi z e ,  by thought and ac tion , bas ic irrational 

ideas they have acquired in the course o f  l i f e . 25 

Ellis as sumes that cognit ions regulate emotions and 

that anxiety is the result o f  irrational thinking . 

" Proper po s i t ive training requires that people f irst 



6 6  

recogni z e  and challenge their negat ive sel f - talk,  

challenge the illogical reasoning , and then replace it 

with rational s e l f - talk . " 2 6  

The main advantage to rat ional emotive therapy i s  

its abi l i ty to b e  used i n  large group settings . Us ing 

Ellis ' theory , di scuss ion groups were qui t e  succes s ful 

in the reduc tion of anxiety . Thi s sugge s t s  e f f ic ient 

use o f  counselor time in as s i s t ing a large number o f  

people i n  a relat ively short period o f  time . Because 

o f  the nature of the therapy , support from other group 

members undoubtedly aids in the proc e s s . 

Flooding , a term coined by A . T .  Polin in 1 9 5 9 , is 

the eradi cation o f  anxiety by arranging intense 

emot ional reac tions to take place in the pre sence o f  

phobic s t imuli . 27 In i t s  methodo logy ,  f looding is the 

oppos i te o f  sys tematic desens i t i zat ion , s ince the goal 

is not to learn how to relax in the face o f  anxiety , 

but to ove�helm the nervous system with anxiety to 

numb any further experience .  The goal o f  the therapist 

i s  to create a high degree o f  tens ion and anxiety so 

that the pat ient eventual ly cannot maintain his 

irrational emotional state . 2a 

As a procedure , f l ooding can be ut i l i zed almost 

anywhere , from the therapi s t ' s  o f f ic e  to the c las sroom . 

The only requirement is a quiet , secure environment 

with a trained therapist and wi l l ing subj ect . Not only 

can f looding be ut i l i z ed almo s t  anywhere , but it can be 
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e f fective i n  treating a broad range o f  phobias . 

Studie s  involving subj ects with anxiety conc erning 

public speaking , snake s , spiders , and even other people 

have shown f l ooding a pro f ic i ent treatment . 29 

The only ques t ion remaining concerning f l ooding 

( and any other treatment for that matter )  is whether 

the f looding treatment i t s e l f  i s  ac tual ly creat ing a 

change in people ' s  behavior or i f  it i s  the subj ect ' s  

expectancy to change . " Cognit ive factors fac i l i tate 

the process by creat ing s trong demands to perform or by 

es tabli shing pos i t ive expectanc ies for change , 

re sulting in a reduction o f  both avoidance behavior and 

subj ective anxiety . Further , subj ects may then be 

motivated t o  reinterpret their phys iological reactions 

so that they are more consonant with the subj ec t ' s  

overt behavior . " 3o 

Inveat igat ing whether a public speaking c la s s  can 

be used as an e f fective treatment for communicat ion 

apprehens i on draws one ' s  attent ion to the relat ionship 

between speech and persona l i ty and how thi s 

personality ,  or perception o f  s el f , e f fect s  behavior . 

Because perception o f  s e l f  i s  directly related to 

behavior in general , percept ion o f  sel f as a 

c ommunicator would s eem to have a speci f ic impac t on 

one ' s  communicat ion pro f i c iency . There i s  no reason to 

believe that c ommunicat ion behavior i s  exempt from the 

inf luence o f  how someone perce ives himsel f as a 
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communicator ; rather , it seems reasonable t o  

hypothe s i z e  that readj us tment o f  communication behavior 

may be a matter of changing one ' s  s e l f -concept as a 

communicator . 31  

Self- concept , an integrated synthes i s  of all the 

elements which an individual inc ludes as cons t i tut ing 

himsel f , 32 is deve lopmental in nature through 

interact ion wi th the phys ical and social environment 

and occupies c entral importance in the organi zat ion and 

s truc ture o f  the personality . 33 Any di sruption to the 

equil ibrium o f  the s e l f - c oncept threatens, the soundnes s  

o f  the personality .  S ince communicat ion apprehens ion 

can be viewed as a di sruption to that equil ibrium, 

f inding a way to incorporate reticence management into 

the classroom wi ll not only improve the s tudent ' s  

speaking ski l l s  but wi l l  also reduce the threat to the 

equil ibrium o f  the s e l f - concept . 

Such integration can best be accompl i shed in bas i c  

departmental courses which o f f er some component o f  

communication ski l l s  training . 34 These courses seem 

ideally suited for the treatment o f  reticent s tudent s 

for four main reasons . Firs t , the s e  c lasses reach a 

large number o f  people , many o f  whom have l imited 

expo sure to the c ommunication c las sroom . Second , the 

pervasivenes s  o f  the problem demands treatment in a 

larger clas s , where more people can benef i t  in a 

shorter time period . Third , the growing conc ern for 
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the education o f  the " whole " person warrant s  helping 

the s tudent populat ion not j us t  academically but also 

socially as wel l . Fourth , the bene f i t s  rec�ived from 

such treatment tend to carry into other academic 

di s c iplines , making the s tudent more suc c e s s ful in 

other endeavors ap�rt from the public speaking 

occas ion ._35 The chance to improve the l ives o f  

s tudents outweighs any time constraint s felt by the 

ins truc�or and should be viewed as a great opportunity 

not only to aid the s tudent in public speaking ski l l s  

but a l s o  to a s s i s t  the s tudent to become a more 

product ive member o f  society .  
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