ARE YOU A
CREDIBLE TEACHER?

Becormng a Great Communicator

ecently I polled a

small group of up-

per-division college

students to deter-

mine what charac-

terizes the credible
teacher.

“Think about some of the
most credible teachers you've
hadin college,” I said. “What
was special about them?”

These were a dozen sharp
students, accustomed to doing
well in a variety of courses of-
fered by an array of teachers of
both genders.

“Credible teachers,” they
told me right off, “know their
stuff.” Theyadded: “Themost
credible teachers present their
lecturesinacoherentfashion.™

These students were right
ontarget. Muchoftheresearch
on credible presenters agrees
with their impressions.

Iwouldliketosetoutbriefly
some major attributes of cred-
ible classroom presenters as
supported by empirical stud-
ies. And then we'll look at the
implications of those findings.

Before I do so, I must ad-
mit to my own bias toward the value of communicaton. Thisbias
matches an array of findings from credibility studies. Credible
teachers are, in fact, competent communicators.

But what is credibility? We’re accustomed to applying the
term to the politcal realm because
we’ve seen such glaring and shameful
lapsesin thisarea. Buton whatbasisdo
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The use of an overhead projector helps speaker credibility.

BY LOREN DICKINSON

we judge a person’s credibility?

Research points to three di-
mensions. The credible person
is (1) competent, (2) trustwor-
thy, and (3) attractive> Com-
petent presenters are seen as
intelligent, knowledgeable, and
respected.

Trustworthy presentersare
seen as fair and objective. They
admit to not having all the an-
swers, and their words and be-
haviors match.

Attractive presenters are
viewed as composed, warm, vi-
tal, and dynamic. They like
their audiences. (In fact, in one
recentstudy, if presenters dem-
onstrated an expressed liking for
the audience, those audiences
were more likely to alter their
atditudes in ways advocated by
the presenters.)?

Here, then, are some major
characteristics of the credible
teacher.

Credibility and Supporting
Materials

Istherealink between cred-
ibility and using data and sup-
porting materials in a presenta-
tdon? The research says there is. Several studies, for example,
have concluded that speakers’ credibility is enhanced when they
use data to support their claims.*

Thisisespecially true for speakers regarded by theiraudience
as having poor to moderate credibility.
I’s much less the case if the presenter
isalready perceived ascredible. Infact,
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studiesshow thata highly credible speaker
does not necessarily enhance his or her
credibility by including supportive mate-
rials in a presentation.’

As a bonus, however, messages that
include evidence help later to inhibit or at
least diminish counter persuasion (that is,
messages that attempt to influence the
audience to take a position contrary to the
one originally advocated).®

Credibility and Fear Appeals

Should fear or threats have a place in
theteaching process? Anumber of studies
have generated some useful perspectives.

Ahighly credible teacher will find that
the use of fear can be fairly effective. Ap-
peals to fear, however, are not very influ-
ential, according to research, when they
come from a person of low credibility.”

Responses to fear appeals may also be
tied to receivers’ self-esteem. One study
concluded that persons with high self-
esteem were more influenced by high-
threatcommunication, while personswith
low self-esteemn were influenced by low-
threat communication.®

Further, the data show that appeals to
fear are not very effective when directed
toward matters considered inconsequen-
tial by the receiver.’

When students, for instance, hear a
teacher state that a late paper will be dis-
counted five percent, that threatmay have
little effecton how promptly students meet

“Credible teachers,”
the students told me,
“kenow their stuff.”

the deadline. If the paper will be dis-
counted 35 percent, the studentsare much
more likely to be prompt.

Obviously, then, appeals to fear, if
used at all, should come from a credible
source and deal with appropriate and
consequential matters.

Credibility and Two-Sided Issues

Presenters, and thus teachers, are
seen as fair-minded and trustworthy
when they offer several sides of an issue,
contrasted with presenting only one
side.?

Not surprisingly, listeners who re-
ceive a multi-sided message have been
found to resist later negative persua-
sion.!!

This has some clear implications.
Those who teach in life and social sci-
ences, for example, inevitably face con-
troversial issues. Genetic engineering
and the age of the earth are only two.
We could expect that students will place
more trust in teachers (and their posi-
tions on issues) if they deal openly and

fairly with a variety of views.

Credibility and Visual Aids

Does using visual aids make a
speaker more influental? A host of
studies supports this conclusion.

Recently the Wharton Applied
Research Center at the University of
Pennsylvania conducted research on the
effect of overhead visuals on group deci-
sion-making. The study, commissioned
by 3M, produced some rather dramatic
results.

When overhead transparencies advo-
cated the introduction of a new product,
67 percent of the groups studied favored
that posidon. When overheads advised
against introducing a new product, again
67 percent of the groups studied agreed
with that position.

In every case, when overheads were
used, the report concluded that “deci-
sions were reached faster; meetings were
shorter.”?

Credibility and Humor

Does using humor enhance a
speaker’s credibility? Humor has not
been easy to study. Something so spon-
taneous and natural doesn’t easily sub-
mit itself to controls. But limited re-
search on humor has concluded that
humor enhances the effectiveness of
presenters with low credibility, but is
less effective for highly credible sources.

In several instances, humor has been
shown to increase student retention and
recall.* And one study even indicated
that students who initially opposed a po-
sition changed to a slightly more posi-
tive position when exposed to humor in
a classroom lecture.'s

Humor, used sparingly and in good
taste, can even be mildly self-deprecat-
ing and yet not negadvely affect the
source, particularly if he or she has high
credibility.’® Research, finally, shows
that appropriate humor helps capture
and sustain interest in virtually every set-
ting."

Credibility and Organization

Researchers studying the effect of
one’s speech organization on credibility
have found, predictably, a positive corre-
lation.

Those studies generally conclude
that well-organized messages, particu-
larly from a moderately reliable source,
increase credibility. Clear organization is
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less crucial, however, for a speaker al-
ready perceived as credible.'®

A further finding corroborates what
speech instructors have taught for years:
Major messages should appear both first
and last in a presentation, since this
helps them to be retained better.!”

Credibility and Delivery

Researchers have focused consider-
able attenton on whether certain deliv-
ery components enhance credibility.
Those studies have spanned several dec-
ades and have produced some predict-
able outcomes.

One finding is this: As the presenter
decreases his or her vocal force and
pitch, credibility alsoc decreases. Put
more positively, credibility seems to in-
crease when presenters vary their speech
patterns.”

A second research finding: When
speakers use a conversational style, they
are seen as more trustworthy. However,
their dynamism suffers.”!

What is a conversational style?
Typically it includes short sentences,
personal pronouns, and contractions.
But conversationality also includes an
informal vocal tone that implies that the
presenter and the student are engaged in
an gnimated conversation.

Appearance, too, has received a great
deal of scrutiny. The results seem con-
sistently to indicate that clothing appro-
priate to the setting increases speaker
credibility.?

Conclusion

‘This brief review of some of the
credibility literature has of necessity
been incomplete. Addidonal studies
conclude that virtually all good commu-
nication practices help produce higher
credibility for the presenter, and thus al-
most certainly for the teacher as well.

Perhaps Aristotle had teachers in
mind when he advised all speakers to in-
clude these three components in their
presentations: Pathos—putting strong
feeling and caring into your lecturing;
logos—putting evidence and clear rea-
soning into your lecturing; and ethos—
putting competence, trustworthiness,
and student rapport into your lecturing.

Perhaps we could offer a text as a
conclusion: It comes from 1 Persuasion
1:1: “The student who sitteth at your
feet shall call you excellent when these
three things abideth in your teaching:
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Credible teachers are,
in fact, competent com-
municators.

Worthwhile content, content clearly or-
ganized, and content uttered in compell-
ing fashion. When you achieve these
three, you shall be exceedingly credible,
abundantly believed, and sooner than
you might have believed, richly re-
warded.” &

Loren Dickinson is Chaiviman of the Communi-

cations Department at Walla Walla College,

College Place, Washington. He is also President
of Commr Consultants, a communications and
marketing firm, and bas made a number of
presentations on the subject of this article.
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