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A SMVEY OF TBE:IiiiRPE. C N&L COMMICATION

COLiRSE AT U.S. CC IL AND UNI1 -/TIIS

=

-The burgeoning interests in interpersonal'

developed- within the las

ication instruction has,

years. As late as 1972 Wise, not the

emergence of interpersonal co mWlication in the speech =communication

discipline.1 'Stewart pr

4

as common to college freshmen and sophomores of the seventies as public

speaking has been to undergraduate students of the fifties and sixties.

'interpersonal communication'might beco

he same yea; (1972) Ilardo discuses whether interpersonal ebmmunication

merely a rad. Virtually all that has been written about interpersonal

communication instruction appears in the literature of the last five years

While many of these artfeles propose philosophies, teaching meth dS-,course

content, and evaluation procedures ,to be incorporated in interp

communication courses, there is still little agreementabout wha

anal
7

a course in interpersonal communication. Pearce contends from his a

various approaches to teaching' interperson 1 communication that "there is

little consensus about what interpersdnal communicdtion is or at least what

ought to go" into a course about it. "e Work reviews ERIC materials on

)
interpersonal communication and concludes that-Speech educators disagree on-

-.

what should be incorporated into -iitel'per.sonar ci3rtmiunication clurses.
6

contends _that it is difficult to speak with great precision aboirt "the"

interpersonal communication curriculum.?

Ritter

Because the study of interpersonal communication represents a new Area

within our discipline, and because of the lack of a Well-developed concept-
/

ualixation th: .interpersonal communication course, there arises a need for
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It was tailed to the 2700t schools and co :leges or the SCA mailing list of all

junior and senior college' an

Tke definition of the igterp-

the first page of the questiodaire. Instr
1

h -cc unication departMe ts.

course appeared'at thp t

cti,on on the Questionnaire

asked res:vondents to fold the qUestionnaire to re

postage-paid permit, to in

Ole completed questiOrinaire.

The deadline for subm.iss

1977, By January 1978, u

:a return address and

the 184 answer sheet, and to staple and mail

1?

eted questionnaire' was November

e rece ved from 638 colleges and

universities (2h gercent of the schools n acted). Although this percentage

appear low, it iA important to note that of the 2700 colleges and universities

on the SCA mailing list, many of those` Iisteda t actually speech depart-

nuts. The list includes names of people affiliated with communication dip-

orders, theatre, and mass ..communication a0-Wela as interpersonal and-public

Gomm '-cation. It was used, ho wever, because it was an efficient and

inexpensive means of dispersing the questionnai

point out that tHe list in ludes "department

institutions which, at some `time', have expressed

Space on the questionnaire was provided fo

if that institution offered no interper

Gibson, Kline, and Gruner also

some other subject area or

-terest in SCA-"9

the respondent to indicate
Net'

anal co! r_ Of the 638 responses

received, 250 (39%) indicated they do riot offer rsonal course: 388

1%) offer such a course.
4

A -sreps to the L7 categoric aI- nse items Were subjected to computer

progra 10 Results of the four

were tabulated; summarized, and analyzed. ,On'the

, valid generalizations and inferences-can be' made about

of the interpersonal communication course in American

analysis according t

open -ende response°

ba is se,gnalys

the status and characte

the SPSS frequenc

colleges and unixersitie



mo aphic Inform

-RESUITS

Questionnaire items about the size

affiliation, and type of schobl (private, s a

n titution, institutional

.church indicate that we

received the'large t number of resp nses fry state-supported universities and

four-year colleges With student enrollments from. 1000-1999. Institutions wi

student enrollments of this size represented 38% of the responses while 21.5
1

of the respondents represented institutions with enrollffients below 1000.

Institutions with e -olimentsof 5000-9999 were represented by 19% of the

respondents and only .8% represented .institutions with enrollments in eIoess

of 20-000. The larges percentage of our response (78.5%) came from schools

3nrollments below 10,000.

With respect to institutional affiliation and type of school, mos

our respondents came from state-supported' schools (63.2%). The remaining .37%

were almost evenly divided between private schools (18.5%) and church-affiliated

schools (18.3%). More than 70% came from universities (38.4%) andfour-year I

-`'colleges (32.1%) and close to h3D% came from community colleges (29.5%) Also,

concerning the type of school represented, 73% of the respondents stated that

the school is' on a semester system. 'The, largest pox Lion of remai

respondents representedsChoOls o,n the quarter system (23.7%) while only a small

fraction indicated the trimester system (3.3%)

Status Information

The questionnaire included items about whether or no't the course

required, whether it is an option that students can elect from among several

communication-related cromrsesi and whether enrollments are gaining or losing.

Results indicate that arts and sciences students are those who are most often

required to take tbe interpersonal course, but that they can elect it from
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among several co ,unioat o_-related courses Well over half of the respondents

stated that over the past three years th'ere has, been a gala in ihterp_ sonal
,

enrollments,

Although arts and sciences qtthdents may be those most often required to

take' interpersOnal communication (36.6%),

is required almost-equally by all or some student

pre - professional p,ogr (214 %)

respgnd

humanities (26.3%)

mopt ca

also indicated the.co

in edUcation (28.h%)

and business (23.7%).

e

however, students elect the course fr&ii among several communiA ion-

illated courses (55.9%) . About one fourth of the respondents (a%) stated the

course was not an .option. In addition, 15.3% of the respondents indicated

that sometimes students car elect the course.

Support, for the fact that the course is growing carry from 57.5% of thil

portents who reported again in interpersonal en-ollments the pas

Just 'Over'-ne-third (37.5%) indicated that course enrollments

have remained constant over this same time period., A mere 5.1% tated that

.three yearg.

over

enrollments have dropped off somewhat.

rmationCours

questionnaire -included item about the level of the credit

CaleS given, and the number and size of the ectibno. The data revealed that

the'course is predom antes a 1©0- level, .3- credit cct -se, that is

less than five section a° during a term, and composed of 2

students It was also ,demonstrated that the tours is priNarlly.in

gulag full-time Staff.

Over sixty percent (61.9%) indicated that their int

tion. course is-offered at thead0 level. Just ov

ally one

-30

truc ed by

oommunica-

one quarter of the

respondents Offer the course at the 200 level (26.8 and only 16% offer

.

at the_300 or WO level.: Some of those tespondillg also indicated the °our e

is offered at more than one level.



Over 7 percent of th espondents (6 .0%) also indicated .tilat.three,

edit hours are given for the course,- About

-dome while 13.9% of the- respondent
,

soma course

course

-'
offer a o_e-credit course: The in

ten percent offer a two-c -dit

urge r=

is seldom offered for one credit (2.1%) or for five credits (14.6%).

That 10. respondents indicated tha less than five sections of .the

offered each term reveals that the course is in its for

growth period. Only_ 26% -stited that tions offered each quarter' numbered

acing 16-206 -20 with ih.1% indicating:6-10, 8.5%1,11-l5 and 3.5%

additional 3.7% said that more than 20 sections per term

The( tical section of the interpersonal course

are offered.

according to this

survey- enrolls 18-30 students (64.8%).- Only 25.9% said the average number

:of students is their fah sections as less than 17 and a mere 9.14% said,ttle

average numbe amounted to more ,than 30 students. Most sections enrolled

23730 students ( 38.11,0)

basic course

the 18,22

ally

,a figdre slightly higH'er

speech- as reported in 1970-
11

and significantly higher

n the 17-22 range for the

e for public-speaking cia s as reported in 1974. -Additio

e-was reported as the most important supervision problem 22

schools reported it) and the third most important teaching problem (as

reported by 55

Because les

one would e>zpeot th

onden 5). (See Tables 8 and 9.)

than five sections of the course are dffered each tern,
-----

sections would be staffed by regular full -time staff;

over 80% of interoperso 1, courses are so instructed. 0

respondents indicated that part-tine

ly 10.6% of the

tors- engage in the bulk of th

teaching; _7.0% -d that graduate students carry the

while only 4.9% use Pilim ilY
and grad

of the interpersonal cokirse.

major teaehing load'

ate students to handle the teaching



Content Info naafi on

ionmaire .items 13 through 5 pertained to the, basic ptlilosopHy of

the course, ttie areas emphasized, ant= the topics covered. The basic philos

of the course. is clearly a humanistic-behavioris tic combi tion. Instructor

tend to 'place-about 10% of their- erphasison each

small-group, and public communication. Al.sPy about.10% of tnelx
N.

devoted to' communication theory. The bulk of what remains`is glven to the

of the areas

Y

apersonal

process 0: interpersonal (communication specifioally. The ten most often,

selected topics to which some-amount of time is giTen (in decending order) are

verbal communication,'nonverbal,commlnication, feedbadk, selfconcePt barriers

to corn unication, lis enilhg, perception, self - disclose empathy, and

communication models.

In the first category, .teachers were asked what. is their basic approach

or thilosophy of the interpersonal course. A humanistic orientation was

selected by 25.5% of the respondents; only 10.1% selected a behavioristic

orientation. Over 50% seleCted humanistic-,behavioristic

their approach was something other than these.

Over two-thirds of the respondents indicated that interpersonal c m uni-

56.7 %) and 5.9% sae

cation is given a 10% empha in their interpersonal course .(67%)

60% said that small-group communication was given a 10% emphasis

course.. Only 45% said that publi speaking was -given a 10% empha

less than

n their

over

60% give communication theory a 10% emphasis. It is cld'ar from these emphases

that we are dealing with an interpersonal course and not a hybrid course or a

public-speaking course. If the course to which respondemts referred were a

hyVid,coarse (including equal

speaking).. one would

of interpersonal, small gruip, and public

xpect the greatest number of responses in the 3J% cam-

'oriel. This did not occur. Over one-third of the respondents give cover 60%



emphasis to tnterperschal commnpi

give )D e hasis t- ihterpersonA.

give 5D% better ern hasia t

over Ilkif of the

e Tapp

One quest inves gatorg

communication!' a new label some
f

Clearly, this is hot the case.

distinct ,in 'respondents' dsfrom

by the fact that' 182 (L17% ) respondeb-U

peaking emphasis. Wee are pleased td

is more than mere cosmetic change '11::04

The tigators attempted tt)

,.i:nterpersonal course.. Thirty f(51.11

Table 2 rote 'percentage of rsp()!We
1

unexpected that the most .frequent7,T. eel

form chapter les in 'the

teptag

'ea1041

ted in the

Se

ct

LIMIT `413LA

factional Materials and eth
v -

Questioanaii-e items 26 throW j

"rat]. o cf theory and performa

.tn the course. esponse iterm at

information about textbooks. Com V vig A'ot-Re-b

79.1%) t t ov AO ttldWe

to be

'interpersonal coin

theory



materials or het

decending order)

supplementarY'rea

-"Brooks and Emm

appeal' to be 115

The Invest3,0t0"1.

rpersonal 0041111.11itc

ved the Largest number of

in at io ns, exercises 1x1 games syllabi, and

As P port d in Table h, textbooks by Adle and Towne, ,

Stewart, as, well as the Giffin 'arid Pal

the m

gecti

lectures.

they- use the

The la

than others.

g deterhine the popuLari y of the mass lee

ton, 2.5% nine individual, stated that

Although 79.1% stated that the independent

live,tated that they use bath

mess-lecturejormat, six individuals ated

independent and

h as opposed to the live presentation.'

-sponderts indicated that the ratio pf theory

rse is 0'50 (24.0%); however, the percentageto performance t

spondette In say 1? c ates

those who' stated the l
ta

those who sal

Those who

Other end, tno.4: e vho s

There aPPea;g t4 be "IT It" consi

did not cliff r dramatically.

vas 40% theory to 60% performance was 20.6%*

33% theory to 70% perfo narice was 1 8

theory to" 80% performance was 15.7% and at the

theory to i.0% performance was 18.3%.'

in the approach. Interestingly,

athieving this bglan r,etweeri theory an performance appears to be the eighth

most often reported 54perVieor7 probleR (reported y 10 people) and the ninth

,most often' reported t4cbtag Artuble (-eported> by 29 people). Obviously, from

the responses to the question on the- ratio theory to performance, respondents

are uncertain 40 to Which rate o t ppropriate, orkable -or ,suitable...

The iniest.to
mat "ale and methods,

gory. It is

ded

Po

-pondentS'with a choice of 20 different

als the number of responses in each Cate-

'

most popular course material used,



handout rere.

1974 .1-1

a the most popular -donneatq,on

-s- and

Onzly supportS-7the 50/90 'balance' of theoryThis,

also sUggests the cognitive and affective domains are v-- g

''near44us1 anphasis.

th the basic, c

g to nc tipe that just as runny people who depend

es, as .-oo"ur Fut rial also use examinations

Item 149. aslc A the Apspond erit to. 1:

being_used in the interpersonal co sge, Table it lists the most often reported

teitbooks A number of ols reported using .more than one book. Approxi-

the required textb oks crently

teLr 23 (67%) Use only one .bock.; 70 (20%)-use two books; 17 (5%) use three /

L f

U0010k arid J.0 school

of ot4

C rep rted ing for or more titles. The variety

laded schools that use nore received Act this questio

books schools that, leave the decision in the hand of the individual inst ctor,

schools where the' decsInn vnriea from terra to term,tl and still others that felt

the question we t ppropriate-with no

INSE TABLZ

Eason stated.

Evalantiaa and Grading Imformatio

Questionnaire` items 33 through 38 tre evaluation and grading methods.

we also wanted to loam the extent to which int rpe

d6gnitive Rnowledge, as apposed to 'skills developmen

Wanted to latow approxilmatelk how grades

through, F) the course. EValuation'by instructors is accomplished, for the

_1 instructor depend on
r

for determining grades.

distributed (from A

is
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most part, by Usingboth normative- and criterion-based methodS. The most

heavi used grading method is the written examination. The students' grade

in the course determined primarily by the teacher (80.6%) as opposed-to

peers-or the studentsthemselves., The - largest percentage of respondents

indicated a 60/LC ratio of cognitive knowledge to skills development with 643

for cognitive and LO for skills. This would support instructors' dependence

on written examinations. As far as the actual grades given in the Corse,

instructors tend to give less than 19% A's, approximately 20-39% 20-39%

C's, and less than 19%,D s and F' df

Only 5.0% of those responding to the survey stated they .use a normative-

based evaluation methoCRi Mere than a third (36.2%) stated that they use a

criterion-based method, but 58.8% use both methods.

y far the most used method for testing students in interpe sonal courses

is the written examination (82.7%). Glass participation is the next most -used

method. Classroom exercises and classroom presentations are used. by about two-

thirds of the respondents. See Table 5 for the number of schools reporting

use of the other grading methods, It is impressive to see the number of schools

. 1

forting the use of the oral examination and the contract method Both these .

grading methods require,,an extensive commitment of time and energy on the part

of the instructor.

INSERT TABLE S

Table 6 reveals that the reins of control of. the students' grades remain

predominantly in.the hands of the instructor. The interpersonal communication

course has not changed the traditional form of Authority in the classroom. It

is interesting to note that sometimes as revealed in Table 6) a student's peers

haveinput into the grading process. The stude- 17:themselves also affect that



decisidm As noted in the Table, L-12.b% of Lthe respondents indicated that

students have approXimately 10% control over that grads.

INSERT TABLE 6 HERZ

Over 60% of the respondents indicated that the ratio of,cognitive

knowledge to skills development exceeds 50% emphasis, on cognitive knowledge

with a corresponding decline in skills development. One-quarter stated that

th ratio was 50/5015.2% (a significant drop) indicated the patio -.was 140%

on ognitive knowledge and.60% onskills; 16.8% said the ratio was 30/70c--and

only 7.0% stated that the ratio was 20 on cognitive knowledge and 80Thn skirls.

There is no indication, from these figures, that the interpersonal classroom

or has become a laboratory for fun and games.

Table 7 revealS that the distribution of grades in int onal

communication is not significantly different from oth_r courses. It

that the empliasIs tends to be, on the grade of B, with 77.1% of the respondents

appear

indiCating that they award approximately 20-39% B`s in their course.

INSERT TABLE 7 HERE

Administration and Staffing

The investigators were not only interested in the autonomy,

instructors in the course, but also in -the co sistency bet- en sections, the

satisfaction expressed by them, and some of the prOblems they face. To

determine prob-UMS, we asked two open-ended uestions, one having to do with

11Pe

course.

sing the course, the other having to do with problems in teaching the
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A very large number of -e pondents-indicated a great deal of autonotig

was provided (84.8%). This would-be a likely response because the course

format i, for the most part, independent- section taffed with regular

full -time faculty. Indicating moderate autonomy were 16.0% of the respondents;

only 5.2% selected the "little" autonomy choice.

About half of the respondents stated that all sections of the terper-

sodal course were consistent as far as standard topics, assignments, and

expectations were concerned (47.5%). About half (L6.1%) stated that some
6

consistency existed; 6.4% aid none existed. These factS should be considered

in light of the responses to the item concerning how many sections are offered

per term. Generally, respondents st@ted that less han 5 sections are

offered at a time; thus, consistency would not.seem to be'as difficult a

problem as in a large multi-section basic-communication course. For super-

visors of the course, however, it was ranked as the second most often reported

problem. Because the course is staffed tPitrh regular full -time staff who

- indicate the existence of a great deal of aUtonomy, one can.sympathize th

the supervisors' problems.

Schools report great satisfaction among _e staff (56.7%) with respect

to the -in_terpersonal course. About one-third of the schools said they experi-

enced moderate satisfaction; 3.1% expressed little satisfaction; 5.2% said

they experienced no satisfaction at all. With 90% of the schools revealing

either nnderate or great satisfaction,. the prognosis 16oks good.

Table 8 lists the Brost often reported supervision oroblems and the

number of schools reporting them. Rather than reporting items that are

peculiar or unique to xupervising inter sonal-communication courses, those

the supervisory role have listed problems that, are major educations;



stumblingtiool<s for 1 courses that are multi- sectional ,in nature. The too

problems listed there .that may haVe e uniqueness are the problems of

determining grading criteria, because of 'the difficulty in grading inter

sonal skills or judging interpersonal-competency, and the problem of balancing

t
theory and skills.

1

INSDIT TA_BLE 8 ifiLliZ

Table 9 lists the most often reported teaching proble and the number

of schools reporting them. Notice that the problems of class size and time

appear as problems both in teaching-and supervising the interpersonal course.

Also, the problems of time and class size are identical to two of the top

ek /
three problems listed

1

Several

)1-.-5'72,L with reference to the basic-comm

-INSERT TABLE 9 irERE

'cation tours

eaching and supervising problemb may result from the

fact that the interpersonal course has developed within the last several

years- For example, under supervision, one wo uld expect supervisors to, h4.ve

problems with maintaining consistency, securing al ty teaching staff,

determining course content, deterVng grading standards and criteria, balancing

theory and skills, selecting a textbook, and finding quality materials. All

of these items are also listed as teaching problems with the following items

reported as additional problems which would occur because the course is rela-

new: confronting student expectations and attitudes about they course,

applying exercises to interpersonal theory, motivating students to see the

practical applicability of the course

phere, providing interpe 1-comm

tablishing..appropriat class atmos-

ion models, and coping w with terminology.

t.



It would be assumed that nany of these problems will,be wbrked out

less emphasis, the course progresses.

CONCLUSIONS I

There appears e a consistent pattern concerning the nature of

l

given

interpersonal - communication courses at U lieges and universities. They

are predominantly 100-level courses, taught independently by regular full-time

staff members, offered for three-credit hours, with approximately '23-30

t dents per section. Less than-five sections of the course are offered per

term.

Basic philosophy and topics covered in the interpersonal course also

reveal consistency. the course philosophy s predominantly hu

behavioristic. _instructors devote little overall time to intraper onal and

small-group communicationcommunication theory, and public speaking. They

focus a majority of time directly on interpersonal communication. Topics

erpersonal focus: verbal, nonverbal,seletted for coverage reveal it

feedback, self-concept, barriers to communication, listening, perception,

self-disclosure, and empathy.

Although instructors report problems in striving for a balance between

theory and performance, survey result's indicate most instructors approach a

90/50 balance between them.. This balance is reflected. in the frequent use

both written examinations and class participation as methods for determining

student grades in the course. Additionally, grades are determined predominantly,.

by the instructor of the course as opposed to students' peers or the students

themselves.

DesOite the fact that interpersonal communication is new and that several

problems accompany this newnesA, the interpersonal-communication co ppears



to ha

to 100% report

gatniag. Also) 90% or

among the teaching staff

16

_old. Of those responding to our ry, close

oral- course enrollments appear to be stble or

respondents report moderate or great satisfaction

As part of our higher ecicational.ou -Lnterper h: lc 'on

Lire It is very likely that Ste ait s prediction that it might "be om
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communloation
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positive ani bright.
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TABLE. 1

PEc CENTr &E OF --.F01;SEZ TO THE ATECORIES-THAT BEST
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RIBE T E PHASIS

I_ rapers 0411

Interpe

10% Fmphasis

67.0

12.3

Small-Group 59.2

Public Speaking L6.1

Communication Theory 62.3

npna

31.0

30.9

29.5

28.6

27.5

Over 60% Emphasis

26.0 33.9

2.9

8.7

8.7, 1.5

* All figure are readjusted according to the number of respondents toeacn

.category. IR _apersonai 3L7; Interpersonal n = 375; Small-group n = 3L6;

Public Speaking n = 206; Communication Theory n = 33L.
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