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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to test whether increasing the relevancy of course assignments in a 

large multi-section introductory public speaking course would lead to improvements in student 

perceptions of course outcomes.  Survey responses from 1,878 students were analyzed to test 

whether differences exist between students enrolled in classes held during the Spring 2015 

semester and those enrolled in classes held in Fall 2015 during which the more relevant course 

assignments were incorporated.  Results reveal that increasing the relevancy of assignments is 

associated with greater perceived course relevance, motivation for participating in the class, and 

perceptions of learning.  This course redesign demonstrates that simply altering course 

assignments can positively impact student perceptions and motivation for participating in the 

class in multi-section introductory courses.  

 

Keywords: Enhancing Course Relevance, Introductory Courses, Multi-section courses, Course 

Assignments, Student Perceptions  
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The Effect of Relevance Strategies on Student Perceptions of Introductory Courses 

College students typically perceive required introductory courses more negatively than 

elective coursework, especially when the course falls outside their area of concentration.  They 

may perceive these mandatory courses as irrelevant and hence, a waste of time (Neath, 1996).  

These attitudes contribute to the consistent finding that introductory required courses have lower 

course ratings compared to their elective counterparts as measured by course evaluation surveys 

(see reviews by Neath,1996; Wachtel, 1998; Salmon, Smith, Lee, and Miller, 2005).  Despite the 

debate about how valuable course evaluations are and what role/function they should have in 

academia, student perceptions of an introductory course still have significant implications for the 

department in which it resides.  After all, 100-level courses often provide a student with his or 

her first exposure to the specific field.  When students feel these required introductory courses 

are more meaningful, it leaves them with lasting positive impressions of the discipline as a whole 

(Chambliss & Takacs, 2014).  In fact, studies show that redesigning introductory level courses in 

order to improve the learning experience can lead to greater success at recruiting undergraduate 

majors or getting non-majors to take additional courses in the discipline (Forte & Guzdial, 2004; 

2005; Kaplan, 2004). 

The question then arises: how can instructors foster positive educational experiences in 

required introductory level courses?  Intuitively speaking, if students perceived the course as 

being relevant to their future classes or careers, then perhaps they would have more positive 

views of the course, including improved motivations for participating in the class.  In turn, this 

increased student motivation should lead to a host of benefits including improvements in 

perceptions of learning and course satisfaction (Filak & Sheldon, 2008; Jang, Reeve, Ryan, & 

Kim, 2009; Levesque-Bristol, Knapp, & Fisher, 2010).   
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Keller’s (1987) ARCS model supports this notion.  The ARCS model is a method that 

provides instructors with strategies that can be used to enhance student motivation.  It identifies 

relevance as one of four main conditions that should be met in order to increase motivation 

(attention, confidence, and satisfaction are the other three conditions).  In order to enhance the 

relevance of a course, the model suggests that instructors should strive to answer the question, 

“why do I have to study this?”  Thus, when instructors incorporate relevance strategies, such as 

explicitly linking instruction to present and future academic/career opportunities, then students 

are more likely to perceive the value of the lesson and thus, become and stay motivated in the 

class.  Previous research supports this assumption of the ARCS model, showing that relevance 

correlates positively with beneficial student outcomes (e.g., motivation, course satisfaction; 

Denson, Loveday, & Dalton, 2010; Frymier & Shulman, 1995; Roszkowski & Soven, 2010).   

Enhancing Course Relevance 

Researchers have operationalized relevance in a number of ways.  Perhaps the most 

notable way of enhancing perceived relevance is to explicitly state the rationale of each in-class 

activity or assignment (Keller, 1987).  In this way, the onus is on the individual instructor to 

employ relevance-enhancing strategies such as connecting the content to current events, 

providing examples drawn from situations the students are likely to have experienced, or 

explaining why the subject matter is important.  Newby (1991) found that elementary school 

teachers’ use of such relevance strategies corresponded positively with students’ on-task time.  

Frymier and Shulman (1995) were able to further demonstrate that relevance behaviors on the 

part of the instructor correspond positively with state (as opposed to trait) motivation.  It appears, 

then, that when instructors explicitly make connections between course content and students’ 

lives, they can enhance the relevance of introductory courses, which ultimately impacts student 
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motivation.  While this solution is viable for individual instructors, it may not be easy to 

implement across a large, multi-section course.   

For introductory communication courses, depending on the size of the university, there 

could be between a dozen and several hundred sections of this course offered in a given year that 

are taught by numerous instructors.  In order to enhance perceived relevance within a course via 

instructor behaviors, course directors would have to rely on all instructors to regularly employ 

these relevancy strategies.  It would be impractical to have course directors observe whether 

instructors are promoting the relevance of course material every day, thus making it impossible 

for directors to be certain that their instructors are making these connections for their students.  

Apart from the impracticalities of enforcing instructor relevancy behaviors, course 

directors overseeing large multi-section introductory courses face additional challenges in 

ensuring that their instructors are utilizing relevance-enhancing behaviors.  Morreale, Scott, 

Backlund and Simonds (2016) found that at four-year institutions, graduate teaching assistants 

were the second most frequent people to teach the introductory course (behind adjuncts), 

suggesting that a large portion of introductory communication courses at four-year institutions 

are likely to be staffed by graduate students with less teaching experience.  This may be 

problematic when it comes to enhancing relevance in the course.  Webster, Villora and Harvey 

(2012) found that award-winning teachers with 10 or more years of teaching experience were 

more likely to emphasize course content relevance than novice instructors were with five or less 

years of teaching experience.  Thus, it appears that relevancy-enhancing strategies may be a 

nuanced pedagogical skill developed over time.  Despite adequate training, newer instructors 

may need more practice in order to fully develop this teaching strategy.  
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 Of course, one should not assume that all universities can offer comprehensive training 

programs to improve the pedagogical skills of their instructors.  Morreale, Worley, and 

Hugenberg (2010) found that almost 75% of participants they surveyed stated they offered one 

day of training or less to new instructors, with the majority of institutions not offering any 

training before teaching the class.  This might explain why several four-year institutions 

frequently list instructor qualifications as one of their biggest problems in teaching or 

supervising introductory communication courses (Morreale et al., 2016).  Rapid turnover rates 

compound this challenge.  For instance, graduate teaching assistants at the university where this 

study takes place typically only teach this course in their first and second year and then move on 

to other courses; other universities may have similar experiences.  This level of turnover suggests 

that even if departments spent more time training new instructors to include relevance-enhancing 

strategies, these efforts may be inefficient.  Simply put, there are a myriad reasons course 

directors may have difficulty ensuring that all instructors are emphasizing the relevance of 

course content across all sections. 

Rather than relying solely on instructor behaviors to enhance course relevance, course 

directors may have more control over course materials and could incorporate assignments with a 

higher degree of relevancy in an effort to increase perceptions of course value and importance 

across all sections.  More recent research has examined the impact of enhancing relevance 

through course design. For example, Finney and Pyke (2008) studied the effects of using case 

studies involving local businesses owned or managed by alumni at a business school.  Analyses 

revealed that students felt they could better relate to these case studies; perceptions of content 

relevance also correlated positively with motivation.  In addition, Roszkowski and Soven (2010) 

observed that the perceived usefulness of a training program was highly correlated with 
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perceived amount learned and also predicted overall satisfaction with the training program.  

Other scholars have found that a course’s perceived usefulness and relevance to future careers 

predicted overall course satisfaction (Denson et al., 2010; Richardson, Slater, & Wilson, 2007).   

Taken together, previous research suggests that course directors may be able to surmount 

some of the challenges associated with enhancing relevance in large multi-section introductory 

courses through course and material design.  That is, by ensuring that course assignments are 

more relevant, students may perceive the overall course as more relevant, they may have greater 

motivation for taking the course, as well as greater course satisfaction and perceptions of 

learning. 

Improving Student Perceptions and Motivation 

The ultimate goal of this project is to increase the relevancy of course assignments in a 

large multi-section introductory communication course in order to improve perceptions of course 

relevance, motivation for participating in the class, course satisfaction, and perceptions of 

learning.  We acknowledge that a major goal of course redesign efforts is to improve actual 

student learning; however, there are other measurable and incremental benefits to course 

redesigns, including increasing student enrollment and engagement (Lo & Prohaska, 2011; 

Squires, Faulkner & Hite, 2009); creating stronger links between theory and practice 

(Hammerness & Darling-Hammond, 2002) and teaching students to value course content and its 

connection to real life (Rose & Torosyan, 2009).  In this project, we focus on student perceptions 

and motivation and argue that seeking to improve these affective and motivational domains is an 

equally valuable endeavor. 

 There are several advantages that emerge from increasing student affect and motivation.  

For example, Isen and Reeve (2005) found that positive affect promotes intrinsic motivation.  In 
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fact, they demonstrated that positive affect can lead to “forward-thinking, self-control, and the 

ability to stay on task, even on a task that may be uninteresting or unpleasant” (p. 318).  

Additional evidence suggests that positive perceptions of a course may create conditions that 

could enable instructors to optimize cognitive outcomes (e.g., Kerssen-Griep, Trees, & Hess, 

2008). 

 Improving student affective domains also provides beneficial outcomes to the field as a 

whole, particularly in the case of a large multi-section required introductory public speaking 

class.  That is, the experiences students have in their introductory courses have profound effects 

on their perceptions of the discipline.  After following students over the span of eight years, 

Chambliss and Takacs (2014) observed that because new college students know little about 

fields not typically covered in high school, the first college course they take in a new field comes 

to represent the discipline as a whole.  In their research, they found that a good experience in 

these introductory courses often times enticed students to switch majors and embark on a new 

academic trajectory.  Similarly, a bad experience deterred students from taking courses in that 

field.  The authors state, “Especially if the subject matter is new, an unpleasant first experience 

certainly may make students skeptical of the department, and fairly often diminishes their 

impression of the entire discipline” (p. 53).  If communication instructors can demonstrate that 

their introductory courses are relevant and thus, worthy of their time, it can lend more legitimacy 

to the discipline and hopefully attract a new generation of communication scholars. 

 As previously stated, it would certainly be ideal to establish that a course redesign effort 

improves actual student learning, for example, by demonstrating that students made 

improvements on course assignments.  However, for the course redesign in this study, the course 

director altered the course assignments themselves, making it impossible to test whether students 
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improved on a standardized assessment.  Thus, we limited the focus of this study to testing 

whether increasing relevance of course assignments would lead to improvements in affective and 

motivational outcomes, including perceptions of learning. Although the correlation between 

perceptions and actual learning is generally quite small, this correlation is higher for judgments 

of improvements in interpersonal skills such as public speaking (Sitzmann, Ely, Brown, & 

Bauer, 2010).  That is, students are better able to perceive how much public speaking skills they 

have developed as compared to other types of knowledge.  Other scholars suggest that 

perceptions of learning is indicative of students’ course satisfaction and their motivation to apply 

the knowledge they have learned (Sitzmann et al., 2010).  Having students feel as if they are 

motivated to apply the skills they have learned and that they had a satisfying course experience 

are notable outcomes.  As Bacon (2016) states, “we want our students to have a positive 

experience, to spread positive word of mouth about our programs, and to remember their 

experiences fondly after they graduate” (p. 4).   

  Taken together, seeking to improve the affective experience and motivation of students 

in a large multi-section introductory public speaking course can lead to numerous benefits for the 

student and the discipline and thus is a worthy goal.  To this end, we designed assignments that 

will allow students to practice more relevant skills, which should lead students enrolled in 

sections with redesigned assignments to perceive these courses as being more relevant at the end 

of the semester.  Thus, we pose the following hypothesis: 

H1: Students enrolled in sections of an introductory communication course that include 

relevant course assignments throughout the term, compared to those enrolled in sections 

with less relevant assignments, perceive the course to be more relevant at the end of the 

semester.  
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According to the ARCS model, courses that students perceive to be more relevant should see 

higher levels of student motivation for participating in that course; thus, we pose the second 

hypothesis: 

H2:  Students enrolled in sections of an introductory communication course that include 

relevant course assignments throughout the term, compared to those enrolled in sections 

with less relevant assignments, report higher levels of motivation for participating in the 

course. 

Based on the review of the literature, the increase in perceived relevance of course material is 

associated with an increase in course satisfaction and perceptions of learning, which leads to the 

third hypothesis: 

H3:  Students enrolled in sections of an introductory communication course that include 

relevant course assignments throughout the term, compared to those enrolled in sections 

with less relevant assignments, have higher levels of (a) course satisfaction and (b) 

perceptions of learning.  

Methods 

Participants 

Students who participated in this study were enrolled in the introductory public speaking 

course at a large Midwestern university.  This course is part of the core curriculum and is 

required by all but three majors.  All instructors in the Spring semester had previously taught the 

course for at least one semester.  Conversely, in the Fall semester about half of the instructors 

were either new to teaching, or new to teaching this specific course.  In order to remove any 

effects that lack of teaching experience might have on the results, only data from courses where 

the instructor had previously taught the public speaking course for at least one semester were 
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included in the analyses.  Thus, the sample consisted of 2,504 students (35.8% female) enrolled 

during the Spring 2015 (N = 1,851) and Fall 2015 (N = 653) semesters.  In the Spring semester, 

77 sections taught by 42 instructors met our criteria.  In the Fall semester, 27 sections taught by 

18 instructors met our criteria.1 The students ranged in age from 18 to 33 (M = 19.6, SD = 1.1).2 

Eighteen percent of students were freshman, 61.6% were sophomores, 15.8% were juniors, and 

4.6% were seniors.  The majority of students were White (60.3%), followed by International 

(20.3%), Asian (7.9%), Hispanic/Latino (4.7%), Black/African American (2.5%), Mixed Race 

(2.2%), unknown (1.9%), and American Indian/Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian/Other 

Pacific Islander (0.1%).  Of these students, 1,878 (75%) completed course evaluations (Spring 

2015, N =1,392; Fall 2015, N = 486) and 844 (33.7%) completed a student perceptions survey 

(described below; Spring 2015, N =520; Fall 2015, N = 324).  

Intervention 

 Over the years, students consistently noted that the current speaking assignments were 

irrelevant and had nothing to do with their majors.  In response to this criticism and in an effort 

to create an intervention that would effectively enhance the relevance of the public speaking 

course, the course director met with the assistant head for first-year engineering and with faculty 

from a variety of disciplines (e.g., pharmacy, technology, English) to identify communication 

skills that incoming first-year students would use in major classes.  Instructors both within the 

communication department and across campus observed students were often unable to equate 

presentation assignments and skills learned in the public speaking course with presentations they 

were making in courses in their majors; this necessitated a change in the public speaking course. 

Feedback from the course director’s meetings informed what types of changes would be 

valuable.  In particular, the need for greater emphasis on narrative, process explanations, and 
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asynchronous instructional skills became obvious.  Through discussions with faculty from the 

pharmacy department, for example, it became evident that there was a need for students to 

develop the skill of communicating narratives, which resembled the format students would use to 

deliver oral patient drug reports.  The need for students to be able to provide simple process 

explanations also became apparent.  For instance, engineers need to be able to present projects to 

non-scientific stakeholders – such as donors and promotions departments – who often need an 

explanation of the engineering processes and terms.  The need for how-to narrated PowerPoint 

presentations (i.e., asynchronous instructional presentations) was deemed relevant because more 

majors on campus (including engineering) are replacing some traditional face-to-face class with 

video and multimedia presentations to both simulate real world scenarios and save actual class 

time.  Finally, the inclusion of two status reports for the group presentation allowed students to 

develop a communication skill used commonly in the business world (i.e., giving updates on 

long-term projects).  Table 1 provides a comparison of pre- and post-intervention assignments.  

[Insert Table 1] 

 In addition to making connections between course material and contexts outside the 

classroom, the course director made efforts to increase relevance within the context of the class 

with the inclusion of formative assignments.  After students received feedback on the narrative 

assignment, they were able to incorporate that feedback before using the same narrative (in a 

shortened form) as either an attention-gaining device or support in their persuasive presentations.  

Similarly, students received feedback on the simple explanation before they could incorporate it 

as one element of the instructional presentation.  Knowing that the narrative and simple 

explanation assignments would need to be included in other presentations later in the semester 

likely increased the initial relevance of those assignments.   
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It is important to note that although instructors were encouraged to emphasize the 

relevance of all assignments, these connections were explicitly made in the assignment 

instructions, which were included at the end of the textbook.  Thus, if an instructor did not 

clearly make connections between the assignment and students’ future courses, careers, or 

personal life, students still saw these connections on the assignment page.  

Procedure and Materials 

 Students in the Spring 2015 and Fall 2015 semesters received an online student 

perceptions survey at the end of the semester, which was administered as part of a larger 

program assessment initiative conducted by the university (IMPACT, 2015).  Students also 

completed course evaluations at the end of the semester collected through the CourseEval 

software system.  Participation was voluntary, though instructors were encouraged to offer a 

small amount of participation points to incentivize students to fill out the survey and course 

evaluation.  Both the survey and the course evaluations were intended to measure the following 

constructs: perceived course relevance, motivation for participating in the course, course 

satisfaction, and perceptions of learning.  

Relevance.  The six-item Perceived Knowledge Transfer Scale (PKTS; Levesque-Bristol, 

Zissimopoulos, Richards, Wang, & Yu, 2016) assessed relevance of course material (e.g., I feel 

as if the material covered in this course is relevant to my future career; Information learned in 

this course will inform my future learning experiences).  The measure uses a 7-point scale (1 = 

strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) with higher scores indicating greater perceived relevance.  

Internal consistency was very strong (Cronbach’s α = .96).  In addition, the general item, the 

course content was relevant to me, was added to the course evaluations survey and was rated on 

a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).  
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Motivation.  The Situational Motivation Scale (SIMS; Guay, Vallerand, & Blanchard, 

2000; Levesque-Bristol et al., 2010) was adapted to measure motivation to participate in the 

course.  The 18-item scale includes three items to measure each of the six forms of motivation 

(see Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Positive forms of motivation include intrinsic motivation, integration, 

and identification, while introjection, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation comprise negative 

forms of motivation.  Intrinsic motivation underlies activities that are interesting, enjoyable and 

provide inherent satisfaction.  Integration occurs when people pursue activities because they are 

an integral part of who they are.  Identification accompanies the performance of actions that one 

deems personally important.  Introjection underlies behaviors performed to enhance ego or avoid 

negative states, such as guilt or anxiety.  Extrinsic motivation occurs when individuals engage in 

behaviors to receive a reward or avoid punishment.  Finally, amotivation represents a lack of 

motivation and underlies behaviors that one performs without purpose. 

Participants were given the prompt “Why are you participating in this class?” and then 

responded to the SIMS items on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).  

Example items include, because I really enjoy it (intrinsic motivation), because it allows me to 

develop skills that are important to me (identification), and because I feel I have to (extrinsic 

motivation).  The motivation sub-scales had strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s α ranged 

from .80 to .96). 

Course satisfaction.  A general question, Overall, I would rate this course as, was used 

to assess course satisfaction.  In addition, the question, Overall, I would rate this instructor as, 

was used as a control variable.  Both items appeared on course evaluations and were assessed on 

a 5-point scale (1 = very poor; 5 = excellent). 
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Perceptions of learning.  Three items were included on course evaluations that assessed 

student perceptions of learning (e.g., As a result of your work in this class, what gains did you 

make in the skill of demonstrating effective, professional delivery) using a 5-point scale (1 = I 

gained nothing at all; 5 = I gained a great deal).  Internal consistency for perceptions of learning 

was excellent (Cronbach’s α = .95). 

Results 

 Analyses tested whether differences existed between pre- (Spring 2015) versus post- (Fall 

2015) intervention courses on student perceptions and motivation for participating in the course.  

To test the hypotheses, we ran one-way ANCOVAs with condition (pre- versus post-

intervention) as the independent variable and perceived relevance (PKTS and course evaluation 

item), the six forms of motivation for participating in the course, course satisfaction, and 

perceptions of learning serving as dependent variables.  Student age, sex, international student 

status, and underrepresented minority status served as covariates.  Final grade in the course and 

instructor rating were also included as covariates to control for variability in teaching quality.  

Table 2 reports the results of these ANCOVAs.  All partial eta squared values were .01 or less 

and thus are not reported in the table. 

[Insert Table 2] 

 H1 predicted that students in the intervention sections would perceive the course to be 

more relevant at the end of the semester compared to those in the pre-intervention sections.  

Results based on the two operationalizations of relevance – PKTS (p = .01) and the course 

evaluation item (p = .008) – were in support of H1 suggesting that students in the intervention 

condition perceived the course to be more relevant. 
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 H2 stated that those in the intervention condition would have improved motivation for 

participating in the course.  The data partially supported this hypothesis.  Students in the 

intervention condition saw increases in two positive forms of motivation for taking the course, 

intrinsic motivation (behaviors performed for enjoyment; p = .027) and identification (behaviors 

performed because they are personally important; p = .005).  Students in the intervention 

condition also saw a decrease in one negative form of motivation, extrinsic motivation 

(behaviors performed to receive a reward or avoid punishment; p = .016).   

 H3a predicted that students in the intervention condition would rate the course more 

favorably compared to those in the pre-intervention condition.  The data did not support this 

hypothesis; there was no statistical difference in course satisfaction between the two conditions.  

In contrast, the results supported H3b (students’ perceptions of learning would increase in the 

intervention condition; p = .03).  Those in the intervention condition felt they acquired more skill 

gains compared to those in the pre-intervention condition.  

Discussion 

 The major purpose of this project was to redesign a large multi-section introductory 

communication course in order to improve perceived course relevance.  In doing so, we 

conducted an intervention to alter course assignments in an effort to make them more relevant to 

students.  We sought to test whether this change influenced the degree to which students 

perceived the course as a whole to be relevant at the end of the semester.  We also predicted that 

if students perceived the course to be more relevant, then they should report higher levels of 

motivation for participating in the course, course satisfaction, and perceptions of learning.  

 Across two indicators of perceived course relevance, results revealed that the alterations 

made to course assignments did in fact lead to greater perceptions of course relevance at the end 
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of the semester.  These findings support the research that shows how the packaging of course 

material can be an effective strategy to increase perceived relevance (Finney & Pyke, 2008; 

Roszkowski & Soven, 2010).  In addition, this study adds to the literature by explicitly 

comparing less relevant versus more relevant content and assignments.  

 Public speaking sections that included relevant assignments also saw improvements to 

students’ motivation for participating in the class, which supports the tenets of the ARCS model 

(Keller, 1987).  Students reported higher levels of intrinsic motivation and identification 

suggesting that they were more likely to report that the reason they are participating in the class 

was because they enjoyed the material, and because they deemed it personally important as 

compared to students in the pre-intervention condition.  It is interesting to note that although this 

course was required – which by definition affects perceptions of extrinsic motivation – students 

still reported lower levels of extrinsic motivation in the post-intervention condition.  That is, they 

were less likely than those in the pre-intervention condition to state that they were participating 

in the class to receive a reward or avoid punishment.  These results extend the tenets of the 

ARCS model by providing another strategy that can be used to enhance course relevance.  In 

addition to having instructors explicitly articulate course content relevance, perceptions of 

relevance can also be increased by enhancing the relevancy of course assignments.  Moreover, 

this study specifies the types of motivation that are influenced when relevant assignments are 

incorporated in required introductory courses.  

Although students in the post-intervention group found the course more relevant, they did 

not have higher levels of course satisfaction ratings.  Of course, there are multiple factors that 

may influence a students’ rating of a class.  Despite our efforts to control for several of these 

factors (e.g., final grades, instructor rating), others remain unmeasured, which may have 
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influenced the results.  One possible explanation is that the first iteration of a course redesign can 

be somewhat turbulent (Felder & Brent, 1996).  The larger the course overhaul, the more 

turbulent the implementation might be, especially when the execution of the implementation is in 

the hands of dozens of other instructors.  The fact that students in the intervention condition did 

not report lower levels of course satisfaction is encouraging.    

Contrary to the course satisfaction results, students in the intervention condition reported 

greater perceptions of learning.  These results support and extend those found by Roszkowski 

and Soven (2010).  While the authors found correlations between perceived usefulness of and 

perceptions of learning in a training program, this study specifically compared course sections 

and found that students reported greater learning gains in courses with relevant assignments.  As 

discussed previously, perceptions of learning is not the same as actual learning, and instead may 

be more indicative of course satisfaction and motivation to apply knowledge (Sitzmann et al., 

2010).  The current data support this supposition; statistically significant (p < .01) large 

correlations were found between perceptions of learning and course satisfaction (r = .65), 

intrinsic motivation (r = .53), integration (r = .47), and identification (r = .58).  Thus, while 

perceptions of learning may not necessarily represent actual knowledge gained in the course, it is 

still associated with desirable outcomes (i.e., course satisfaction, motivation) for an introductory 

public speaking course.  In order to test the effects that incorporating relevant course 

assignments has on actual learning, future research should test whether students in sections with 

more versus less relevant course assignments perform better on a summative presentation that 

has been evaluated by two experienced public speaking judges (to ensure consistency in 

grading).   
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 As with any research design, these results should be considered in light of the context in  

which they were studied.  As previously mentioned, the changes to the course were executed 

during the Fall semester.  Given that the introductory communication course under investigation 

in the current project is staffed largely by graduate teaching assistants, the Fall semester sections 

are taught mostly by instructors who are new to the university and are thus new to teaching or 

new to teaching this specific course.  In order to account for this fact, we only analyzed data 

associated with instructors who had previously taught the course.  Yet those who have already 

taught the course still had to adjust to the redesigned assignments, which affected things like the 

course schedule and previously utilized lesson plans, and created more opportunities for 

classroom turbulence.  Given that the course saw improvements across a variety of important 

variables despite the increased likelihood for a bumpy semester speaks to the strength of the 

intervention.  Future research could compare similar semesters (i.e., Spring 2015 versus Spring 

2016) to factor out any influence that differences in the time of year has while also allowing 

more time for the implementation of the intervention to be smoothed out.  

 Future research studies might also expand the conceptualization of course relevance.  In 

the current study, the course director met with faculty from other disciplines to identify skills 

they deem important for students to possess in order to make them successful in their major and 

career.  The degree to which skills are perceived to be useful in future coursework and 

professions is certainly an important component of perceived relevance; however, students might 

also be interested in applying these skills in other aspect of their lives.  Future research should 

explore other relevant contexts for which students might wish to apply their skills and tailor 

speaking assignments to those contexts.  In doing so, perhaps assignments can be created that 
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focus on non-public speaking contexts while still allowing students to practice oral 

communication skills necessary for the professional workplace and other aspects of their lives.  

Implications  

 Course directors struggle with creating a consistently positive learning experience for 

students across all sections of a given course.  This study provides one viable and relatively easy-

to-implement solution to help address this challenge commonly found in large multi-section 

introductory communication courses.  Course directors can enhance the degree to which students 

perceive a course to be relevant by simply implementing assignments that will allow students to 

develop and practice skills that they will more likely use in their future classes and careers.  

Rather than relying solely on instructor behaviors, course directors can create more relevant 

assignments that improve (a) perceived course relevance, (b) motivation for participating in the 

course, and (c) perceptions of learning.  In turn, these improvements may lead to more positive 

perceptions of the discipline and provides a more inviting door for future communication 

scholars to enter.  
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Endnotes 

1 In order to remove possible confounds, we omitted specialty sections of the public speaking 

course (e.g., honors, online, learning communities, etc.) from analyses. 

2 We omitted students under the age of 18 from analyses.   
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Appendix A: Tables 

 

Table 1 

Comparison of Pre- and Post-Intervention Assignments 

Pre-Intervention Assignments Post-Intervention Assignments 

 Individual Informative Presentation 1 

 3-5 minutes 

 Innovative and unknown person 

 Individual Informative Presentation 2 

 4-6 minutes 

 New Discovery 

 Individual Persuasive Presentation 

 5-7 minutes  

 Question of fact, value or policy 

 Group Persuasive Presentation 

 Approximately 30 minutes 

 Committee grant to fix problem on 

campus 

 Individual Narrative Presentation 

 2-3 minutes 

 Formative assessment to be used in 

Persuasive Presentation (in a 

shortened form) 

 Individual Simple Quasi-Scientific 

Process Explanation Presentation 

 1-2 minutes 

 Formative assessment to be used in 

Asynchronous Presentation 

 Individual Asynchronous Presentation 

 3-5 minutes 

 Instructional narrated PowerPoint  

 Individual Persuasive Presentation 

 3-5 minutes 

 Join/participate in local nonprofit 

organization/event 

 Group Persuasive Presentation 

 Approximately 15 minutes 

 Committee grant to fix problem on 

campus 

 Includes 2 official status reports to be 

delivered throughout semester 

 

 

Table 2 

Results of ANCOVAs for Pre-Intervention (Spring 2015) vs. Post-Intervention (Fall 2015)  
 Pre-Intervention 

M (SE)† 

Post-Intervention 

M (SE)† 

F (dfs) 

Relevance    

 PKTS 5.08 (.06) 5.34 (.08) 7.38 (1, 704)** 

 Course evaluation item 3.60 (.03) 3.73 (.04) 7.07 (1, 1855)** 

Motivation    

 Intrinsic 3.67 (.07) 3.93 (.09) 4.93 (1, 724)* 

 Integration 4.69 (.06) 4.83 (.08) 2.43 (1, 724) 

 Identification 4.62 (.06) 4.89 (.08) 7.86 (1, 724)** 

 Introjection 3.33 (.07) 3.20 (.09) 1.36 (1, 724) 

 Extrinsic 5.34 (.06) 5.10 (.08) 5.84 (1, 724)* 

 Amotivation 3.02 (.06) 2.89 (.08) 1.50 (1, 724) 

Course satisfaction 3.59 (.02) 3.65 (.03) 2.48 (1, 1870) 

Perceptions of learning 3.47 (.02) 3.56 (.04) 4.74 (1, 1863)* 

Note. The range of possible values for all variables is from 1-7, with the exception of the course 

evaluation relevance item, course satisfaction, and perceptions of learning (values range from 1-
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5). PKTS = Perceived knowledge transfer scale. †Estimated marginal means and standard errors 

are reported with age, sex, international student status, underrepresented minority status, final 

grade, and instructor rating as covariates. *p < .05, **p < .01 
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