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PO3/ILJI 6. ICUXOJIOTTYHI OCHOBH IHHOBAIIMTHOI' O
PO3BUTKY BUIIOI OCBITH

M. 1. JleBpiHn
3akapnarchKuil yropchbkuii iHCTUTYT iMeHi Pakori @epenna 11

THE EFFECT OF TEACHER IMMEDIACY ON CLASSROOM
COMMUNICATION

Teacher immediacy is high on the agenda in effective teaching research and
is arguably one of the most frequently investigated concepts in classroom
communication research. High immediacy behaviours of teachers enhance learners’
affective and cognitive learning and, in general sense, have a positive bearing for
all of the instructional process and relational dimensions (Witt, Wheeles, 2001 ).

Introduced by a social psychologist Albert Mehrabian in 1969, the term
immediacy is conceptualized as the degree of physical and psychological
proximity between individuals (Mehrabian, 1969, p. 203). Teacher immediacy is
a composite concept encompassing verbal and non-verbal communication
behaviours which aim at reducing psychological distance between the teacher
and the learner. Learners may become closer to a teacher they like or perceived
by them as the one who exposes immediacy behaviours and, on the contrary,
avoid teachers who do not exhibit immediacy and, therefore, may be disliked by
learners. The sense of liking enhances immediacy behaviours during
communication between teachers and students.

It is commonly accepted that communication between teachers and students
plays an exceptional role in the teaching-learning process, with the concept of
immediacy being a crucial point in establishing interpersonal relationship and
communication between its protagonists. Substantial empirical evidence suggests
that positive relationship between the teacher and students leads to positive attitudes
toward the context of learning. In particular, in J. F. Andersen’s (1979) widely cited
work, which has become “the classical study of the genre”, teacher immediacy was
found to correlate with student affect toward the course instructor (46 %). 20 % of
the variance in student affect toward the course content was also predicted by teacher
immediacy behaviours. Her research indicates that immediacy is central to affective
learning by evoking students’ sense of liking for the teacher, the course content and
positive feelings toward the learning context (Andersen, 1979).

Presumably, positive classroom atmosphere is likely to contribute to cognitive
gains of students. Nevertheless, despite substantial research findings supporting the
claim of positive correlation between immediacy behaviours and affective learning,
no conclusive evidence was provided proving its direct link with cognitive learning.
To illustrate the point, on the basis of a meta-analysis review of 81 studies, P. L. Witt
et al. (2007) arrive at a conclusion that teacher immediacy accounts for only a
modest variance (r=.17) in students’ performance on cognitive learning measures.
The cumulative evidence of their meta-analysis suggests that immediate teachers
influence students’ attitudes and perception concerning their learning but fail to
considerably affect the outcomes of cognitive learning (Witt et al., 2007).
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Disregarding impressive empirical evidence, communication researchers
level criticism at the reliability of certain instruments for measuring cognitive
component of learning, in this way formulating less categorical conclusions. In
the studies of teacher immediacy changes in cognitive learning are usually
measured on the basis of standardized tests or course grades, which are believed
by many to be inaccurate and unreliable. In essence, tests may fail to assess
content areas covered by a learner or attribute learning gains to the influence of
the current instructional process, while, in actual fact, students may have already
known some of the content before the course. Test results also depend on the
learner’s writing skills, test anxiety, preparation etc. Course grades are also
ineffective in that they include in addition to cognitive performance such
variables as attendance, student preparation, participation, writing skills,
perceived motivation etc. (Gorham, 1988).

Another pitfall mentioned in this respect is the temporal domain which means
that most studies assessing influence of teacher immediacy on cognitive learning did
not take into consideration long-term cognitive gains of immediate teaching.

Immediacy is described as a multifaceted demonstration of psychological
proximity by verbal and non-verbal means. Accordingly, its verbal and non-
verbal dimensions are given treatment in the communication research.

Non-verbal immediacy

Non-verbal immediacy is understood as extra-linguistic messages sent by
teachers to learners aimed at establishing psychologically positive relationships.
Non-verbal messages are related to the affective domain of communication. Non-
verbal cues are mediated through such effective teaching behaviours as appropriate
eye-contact, the use of gestures, movement about the classroom, smiling, vocal
variety and the use of humour (Chesebro, McCroskey, 2001, p. 61).

An overwhelming majority of respective studies support that non-verbal
immediacy of teachers enhances students’ learning gains. Moreover, this
influence tends to be mutual in that students who exhibit non-verbal immediacy
behaviours in relation to their teachers as perceived by teachers themselves also
express more favourable attitude to their students. In an experimental
manipulation of non-verbal and verbal immediacy behaviours it was observed in
the study of P. Witt and L. Wheeles (2001) that non-verbal immediacy was
conducive to cognitive and affective learning achievements of students. At the
same time, higher verbal immediacy combined with higher and lower non-
verbal immediacy produced only slight cognitive gains (Witt & Wheeles, 2001).

Non-verbal immediacy is strongly related to students’ perception of
teacher effectiveness, cognitive learning and related to it information recall, as
well as affective learning. The relationship between non-verbal immediacy and
cognitive learning was found to be consistent in different cultures too.

Verbal immediacy

In the context of classroom communication, verbal immediacy is
described as a deliberate choice of linguistic means aimed at establishing
positive relationships between teacher and learners. Verbal immediacy manifests
itself in such verbal behaviours as resorting to humour, addressing learners by
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name, praising learners, the use of inclusive pronoun “we” instead of “you” to
demonstrate kinship with students and common interests, using personal
examples, sharing experiences, talking to students not only as part of instruction,
but also outside classroom etc.

Verbal and non-verbal immediacy behaviours are closely interwoven
occurring simultaneously. Therefore, researchers commonly prefer studying
both of them. One such example is the study of Teven and Hanson (2004) who
emphasized the expediency of applying both verbal and non-verbal immediacy
cues, which eventually leads to students’ perceiving teacher as credible. The
combination of verbal and non-verbal immediacy behaviours was shown to
increase students’ affect for the instructor, the course, the subject-matter and
decrease in students’ apprehension (Teven & Hanson, 2004).

The following beneficial outcomes of teacher immediacy are widely cited in
the relevant sources: highly immediate teachers significantly enhance affective
learning gains; immediate teacher behaviours improve students’ attitude toward the
instructor, the course, the instructional content; teacher immediacy is moderately
associated with cognitive learning; highly immediate teachers create a supportive
learning environment; immediacy was shown to correlate with learner motivation;
non-verbal immediacy was found to strongly correlate with students’ reports on
perceived learning (r=.51) and affective learning (r=.49) (Witt, Wheeles, Allen,
2007). Verbal immediacy is also significantly associated with students’ perceived
learning (r=.49) and affective learning (r=.49). Only a slight correlation of
immediacy and cognitive learning was measured (r=.17).

In sum, despite disparity in findings on teacher immediacy, somewhat
incongruent theoretical framework, the massive work embodied in hundreds of
empirical studies makes it impossible to overlook the claims in support of
immediacy’s relevance for learning outcomes and effective teaching.
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