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In recent years, evaluation and accountability have been 

gaining in importance for educators and administrators in all 

academic disciplines. Within the field of communication, oral 

competency and its assessment have become increasingly 

important (Backlund, 1990; Littlejohn & Jabusch, 1982; 

McCroskey, 1982(A); Morreale & Backlund, in press; Pearson 

& Daniels, 1988; Rubin, 1990; Speech Communication 

Association, 1993; Spitzberg, 1983; Spitzberg & Cupach, 

1989). That importance was highlighted recently by the con-

vening of SCA's Summer Conference on "Assessing College 

Student Competency in Speech Communication" (Morreale, 

Berko, Brooks, & Cooke, 1994). The increase in concern for 

assessing communication may be related in part to institu-

tional and administrative pressures to respond adequately to 

accreditation requirements (Cronin, 1992). A survey of 

regional requirements for oral communication in higher edu-

cation indicated that many colleges and universities seeking 

accreditation must ensure that their students achieve 

competence as oral communicators (Chesebro, 1991). Issues of 

accreditation and assessment of oral communication remain 

in the forefront as an increasing number of regional and state 

1

Morreale et al.: Predictors of Behavioral Competence and Self-Esteem: A Study Asse

Published by eCommons, 1995



126 Predictors of Behavioral Competence and Self Esteem 

BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 

agencies include oral communication in their standards for 

academic institutions (Allison, 1994; Litterst, Van Rheenen, 

and Casmir, 1994).  

Concomitant with the inclusion of oral communication in 

the curriculum is the necessity for satisfactory assessment 

methods, procedures, and instruments. According to 

McCroskey (1982), the development of accurate assessment 

methods is critical to the design of instructional and interven-

tional techniques. The National Commission on Excellence in 

Education (1984) stated that the creative use of assessment 

by college faculty and administrators is key to improving the 

quality of higher education. Therefore, it is imperative that 

speech communication professionals devote attention to the 

assessment of the impact of courses in oral communication 

instruction on students. That necessity was resoundingly 

articulated in a resolution passed at the SCA 1994 Summer 

Conference. The resolution called attention to participants' 

serious concerns that the conference seemed too focused on 

departmental/program outcomes or individual assignment 

assessment rather assessing the basic course as part of the 

general education curriculum or as a college-wide service 

course. An example is the public speaking course, which 

serves as one of the basic courses for many communication 

departments. One recent study did explore assessment in a 

public speaking course, examining students' self perceptions 

of apprehension and competency and their perceptions of the 

teacher's immediacy behaviors (Ellis, 1995).  

The present study describes an assessment process/ 

program for the public speaking course that could be useful 

when the course functions as a general education requirement 

or service course. This study is intended to:  

 1. underscore the importance and possible uses of 

assessment data in a public speaking course; 

 2. explore the use of existing assessment tools for 

responding to the assessment challenge; and 
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 3. provide an example of how those tools can be used and 

the kind of results they will generate in terms of 

assessment and accountability requirements. 

 

This article briefly describes the theoretical base and 

design of a laboratory-supported, basic public speaking course 

and then discusses results regarding the impact of the course 

on undergraduates' behavioral competence and self-esteem as 

a function of their level of communication apprehension, 

gender, age, and ethnicity. The following research questions 

guided this study: 

RQ1: What impact will communication apprehension, 

gender, age, and ethnicity have on changes in 

students' behavior? 

RQ2: What impact will communication apprehension, 

gender, age, and ethnicity have on changes in 

students' level of self-esteem? 

 

The predictor variables were selected for several reasons. 

For instance, communication apprehension has been found to 

impact on several communication outcomes, including self-

esteem (McCroskey, 1977). The remaining predictors were 

examined in order to determine whether the laboratory-

supported course described in the article impacted similarly 

on all students regardless of their biological sex, chronological 

age, or their ethnicity. Respondent age and ethnicity were 

particularly important to this study because the university 

where the data were collected enrolls a large percentage of 

non-traditional students. 

 

THEORETICAL BASE AND COURSE DESIGN 

Previous research has shown that communication compe-

tence, in public speaking and other contexts, is necessary for 
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academic and professional success (Curtis, Winsor, & 

Stephens, 1989; Rubin & Graham, 1988; Rubin, Graham, & 

Mignerey, 1990; Vangelisti & Daly, 1989). To achieve that 

competence, the course described in this study is grounded in 

four domains of oral communication competency that empha-

size cognition, affect, behaviors/performance, and ethics 

(Morreale & Hackman, 1994). Some of the literature on com-

munication competency does suggest that a composite model 

of competence should focus on:  

 1. a cognitive domain subsuming knowledge and under-

standing of the communication process;  

 2. an affective domain subsuming the communicator's 

feelings, attitudes, motivation, and willingness to com-

municate;  

 3. a behavioral domain subsuming abilities possessed by 

the communicator and observable skills or behaviors; 

and  

 4. an ethical domain subsuming the communicator's 

ability and willingness to take responsibility for the 

outcome of the communication event (Littlejohn & 

Jabusch, 1982; McCroskey, 1982(B); Spitzberg, 1983).  

 

Achievement for students in the course described here is cen-

tered in these four domains by the articulation of specific 

objectives and required activities related to each domain. The 

present report describes the results of assessment in the 

affective and behavioral domains. Achievement in the cogni-

tive and ethical domains of competency are assessed in the 

course using traditional valuative methods such as speech 

outlines, paper and pencil tests, and other written assign-

ments.  

Instruction in the course detailed in this study is sup-

ported by a communication laboratory and the course is 

taught in a lecture/recitation format. One instructor delivers 

4
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all lectures in a large group setting and recitation/ 

performance sections are conducted by graduate teaching 

assistants (TAs). All speeches are videotaped and students are 

required to immediately view and critique each speech in the 

communication laboratory adjacent to the recitation class-

room. In addition, students are required to visit the labora-

tory for help with developing speech outlines and/or 

individual coaching prior to presenting speeches in class. 

Students are further required to participate in entrance 

(pretest) interviews at the beginning of the course and exit 

(posttest) interviews at its conclusion.  

 

METHOD  

Research Design   

The concern for course-specific assessment procedures 

expressed at the SCA 1994 Summer Conference, suggests a 

need to explore the use of various methodological designs for 

conducting assessment in the basic course. Therefore, this 

study examines the use of a pre-posttest research design, 

despite the inherent threats to internal validity raised by the 

use of such a design. Alternatively, the use of a control or 

comparison group design would have spoken to some threats 

to internal validity such as history, selection, and maturation 

(Cook & Campbell, 1979; Reinhard, 1994). However, using a 

control or comparison group of students would have pro-

hibited those students from the individual benefit of the self-

assessment process. Therefore, the purposeful use of the 

pre/post design permits an evaluation of the impact of the 

course on all students.  

The research questions related to changes in students' 

behavioral competence and self-esteem and were assessed 

with multiple regression. Predictor variables were communi-

cation apprehension, gender, age (17-23 = younger aged 

5
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students and 24-56 = older aged students), and ethnicity 

(Anglo, and non-Anglo). Measurement variables were com-

munication competence and self-esteem.  

 

Subjects 

Subjects were 128 students (Female = 77, Male = 51; 

Anglo = 101, non-Anglo = 27; Mean Age = 26.62) enrolled in a 

lower division public speaking course at a mid-sized univer-

sity in the western United States, from 1991-1995.  

 

Data Collection and Interview Process  

During the students' entrance and exit interviews, demo-

graphic and assessment data are gathered for advising and 

assessment purposes. The same assessment measures are 

administered in both interviews. The one-hour interviews are 

conducted by TAs who are trained to administer the selected 

assessment instruments to students. TAs attend pre-semester 

training and weekly meetings during the semester focusing 

on the administration and interpretation of the assessment 

tools. For purposes of consistency, the same TA conducts the 

pre- and post-interviews with each student. Pretest scores are 

used to indicate strengths and weaknesses the student should 

consider during the course. If any pretest score indicates the 

student has deficiencies in any area diagnosed, the TA coordi-

nates a laboratory-based individual assistance program 

related to that problematic area. Individual assistance pro-

grams containing videos, cognitive information, and experi-

ential exercises are conducted in the laboratory. The TA is 

trained to administer these standardized materials to stu-

dents. Also, several non-labor-intensive, interactive modules 

can provide individual instruction to students. In the post-

interview at the conclusion of the course, based on pre/post 
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differences in scores, progress and plans for the student's 

future development are discussed. Students also set two per-

sonal goals in the pre-interview and review their degree of 

goal attainment in the post-interview. A student's goal might 

relate to presenting a speech more confidently, using non-

verbal behaviors more effectively, or presenting a speech 

before the student government or some other organization 

(Hackman, 1989).  

 

Measurement Instruments 

The following instruments are administered to students in 

both the pre- and post-interviews: the Personal Report of 

Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24; McCroskey, 1970), 

the Communication Competency Assessment Instrument 

(CCAI; Rubin, 1982), and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(RSE; Rosenberg, 1965). These three instruments were 

selected for use in the public speaking course for several 

reasons. First, they are recognized assessment tools that have 

been previously tested for their psychometric properties. Also, 

when used collaboratively in the course, they examine, in 

part, the two domains of competency in public speaking of 

interest in this study, affective and behavioral competence. 

These domains are what faculty teaching the course expect to 

impact.  Finally, these three tools were selected given their 

demonstrated reliability as evidenced in other studies.   

Communication Apprehension. Traitlike communica-

tion apprehension was measured with McCroskey's Personal 

Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24). This 24-

item, 5-step Likert-type scale has been used extensively in 

apprehension research and has consistently demonstrated 

high reliability and predictive validity (McCroskey, 1978, 

1984). The PRCA-24 measures self-perceived levels of com-

munication apprehension in four contexts: conversations, 
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group discussions, meetings, and public speeches. The PRCA 

yielded the following descriptive statistics (Mean = 66.47, SD 

= 15.49, Range = 25-111, Median = 64.00, Alpha =.89). The 

PRCA was recast as a range level variable (low, moderate, 

and high) based on mean deviation for the purpose of conduct-

ing analysis of variance tests.  

Behavioral Competence. Observed performance of 

behavioral competence was measured using Rubin's (1982) 

Communication Competency Assessment Instrument. The 

CCAI is a 19-item behavioral assessment instrument that is 

administered individually to the student by a TA. It assesses 

the student's actual performance of public speaking, listening, 

and interpersonal communication skills, as opposed to their 

intentions to perform or their perceptions of self as a per-

former. The CCAI demonstrated reliability of .82 and .78 with 

pre- and post- measurement.  

Self-Esteem. Self-report of esteem was measured with 

Rosenberg's Self-Esteem Scale (1965). This 10-item, 4-step 

Likert-type scale has been used extensively in psychological 

research. In this study, the RSE scale revealed an alpha co-

efficient of .73 with both the pre- and post- administration. 

Speech performance grades and test scores were con-

sidered as candidates for dependent measures. However, the 

focus of this study rested with selecting standardized tests 

that may make the most persuasive case when demonstrating 

the impact of the basic course to university administrators. 

We do not wish to minimize the importance of these other 

course indicators, because they are central to a departments's 

internal assessment. Our purpose in not offering course per-

formance indicators as evidence to administrators is simply to 

avoid a potential counterargument on their part that perfor-

mance indicators are subject to scoring variability when a 

course is instructed by several different instructors. 
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RESULTS 

Overview of Findings 

Findings in this study generally confirmed the instruc-

tional value of a laboratory-supported basic course in raising 

both the level of behavioral competence and level of self-

esteem of students. Behavioral competence, as measured by 

the CCAI, revealed a significant mean difference of nearly 10 

points (Paired t-value = -13.36, df = 135, p<.01, r = .56) from 

the pretest (Mean = 71.94, SD = 9.35) to the posttest adminis-

tration (Mean = 81.42, SD = 7.15). Significant mean dif-

ferences (Paired t-value = -6.76, df = 135, p<.01, r = .64) also 

were observed between the pretest administration (Mean = 

32.05, SD = 4.78) and the posttest administration (Mean = 

34.26, SD = 3.96) of the self-esteem scale. 

Test of Research Questions  

The research questions were examined with stepwise 

multiple regression. Regression models were run with the 

four predictors entered as either raw score composites 

(communication apprehension and age) or dummy-coded 

dichotomous variables (gender and ethnicity). Multiple 

regression was considered an appropriate test since 

multicolinearity was not observed among the predictors. Two 

regression models were defined as tests of the research 

questions. One model regressed the four predictors against 

self-esteem and the other model regressed the same 

predictors against the CCAI. 

Findings for RQ1 revealed that the CCAI gain score 

(i.e.,pretest minus posttest) was singularly predicted by 

respondent gender (zero-order correlation = -.20, df = 1.126, F 

= 5.37, p<.02). Regression demonstrated that female respon-
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dents scored a larger gain in communication competence than 

male respondents. RQ2 examined which of the predictors 

would best impact on gains in self-esteem. Regression 

revealed that ethnicity functioned as the single predictor of 

gains in esteem. That is, non-Anglo respondents reported 

larger gain in esteem than Anglo students (zero-order correla-

tion = .18, df = 1.126, F = 4.26, p<.04). 

Failure to observe significant findings with all four pre-

dictors should not be interpreted as an indicator that signifi-

cant increases did not occur in the dependent measures. Table 

1 reports pretest and posttest scores for the two measurement 

variables with all four predictors. Mean scores indicate that 

all four predictors resulted in significant within-group gain  

 

Table 1 

Mean Scores for Self-Esteem and Communication 

Competence 

 SELF-ESTEEM CCAI 

 Pre Post Pre Post 

PRCA     

Low 33.21 35.65 69.69 80.65 

Medium 32.52 34.57 73.39 81.73 

High 29.53 32.11 69.25 81.11 

AGE     

Younger 31.43 33.96 72.38 81.72 

Older 32.58 34.51 71.58 81.17 

SEX     

Male 33.14 34.78 74.50 82.03 

Female 31.21 33.91 70.21 81.01 

ETHNICITY     

Anglo 33.14 33.71 68.33 79.52 

Non-Anglo 31.86 34.36 72.60 81.77 

10
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scores. For instance, both low and high apprehensives 

realized an average increase in CCAI scores of approximately 

10 points while registering an average increase in self-esteem 

of just over 2.0 points. Thus, gain scores only indicate that 

within-group increases among the four predictors were 

approximately the same, thereby nullifying significant 

between-group scores. 

 

Relationship Among Test Variables 

A final set of correlations investigated the relationships 

among all six test variables. The analysis was conducted to  

 

 

Table 2 

Correlation Among Test Variables 

 A G E  P  E1  GE  C1 GC 

A — .07 –.11  .06  .02  .04  –.06  .01 

S — — —  .15  –.20  –.13  –.22  –.20 

E — — —  –.05  –.10  –.18  .18  .10 

P — — — —  –.34  –.04  .04  –.01 

E1 — — — — —  .60  .05  .13 

GE — — — — — —  .07  .14 

C1 — — — — — — —  .68 

GC — — — — — — — — 

Keys: A = Age 

 S = Gender 

 E = Ethnicity 

 P = PRCA 

 E1 = Pre-Esteem 

 GE -= Gain/Esteem 

 C1 = Pre-CCAI 

 GC = Gain CCAI 

Notes: Correlations above .18 (p<.05) and Correlations above .34 (p<.01) 
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determine the relationship between the dependent measures 

and whether entrance level of self-esteem and behavioral 

competence influenced exit levels of esteem and competence. 

The correlation matrix reported in Table 2 provides a fuller 

understanding of the process leading to gains in esteem and 

competence. Two sets of correlations are most instructive. 

One, communication apprehension initially impacts nega-

tively on self-esteem but by the end of the semester yields a 

negligible correlation with self-esteem. And two, both be-

havioral competence and self-esteem function as their own 

best predictors over the course of the semester. That is, initial 

level of self-esteem best explains gains in esteem while initial 

level of behavioral competence best explains gains in compe-

tence. 

 

DISCUSSION  

The results of the present study suggest that students 

demonstrated significant positive changes related to the 

behavioral and affective domains of communication compe-

tency. These findings are generally consistent across levels of 

commuication apprehension, gender, age, and ethnicity in the 

reported sample.  

The results of this study are of value to communication 

educators seeking support for the impact of any basic public 

speaking course that is well structured and effectively taught. 

The assessment process, and its results, can be used to indi-

cate the impact of the course on students when addressing 

departmental and institutional accountability. And, despite 

an acknowledged concern for the internal validity of a pre- 

posttest only design, significant improvements between pre- 

and posttest scores can present a strong argument for the 

impact of any good public speaking course on students.  

The course described in this study was conceived to pro-

vide students with as much help as they may need both prior 
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to and after the required assignments they must complete. 

The ongoing interaction between student and teacher serves 

as the focus of the learning experience so that students learn 

how to use course concepts and principles under the watchful 

eye of the instructor. Students are not simply turned loose to 

view their videotaped speeches; they review and critique the 

speeches with the consultation of their instructor who first 

reassures students about the quality of their performance 

while also recommending how they may improve upon their 

performance in a spirit that does not arouse performance 

anxiety. 

University administrators are less concerned with peda-

gogical design and more concerned with the big picture which 

convinces them that their dollars are well spent on a course 

that produces statistical documentation. However, as com-

munication researchers, our ongoing concern rests with 

identifying factors that may impact the learning experience. 

We therefore believe research is needed to examine other 

results of student participation in the public speaking course. 

For instance, over time, do students retain the degree of 

improvement evidenced at the conclusion of the course? 

Further studies might examine students' ability to retain exit 

levels of behavioral competence and increased self-esteem 

beyond the public speaking classroom. And, in an attempt to 

identify mediators of the learning experience, future research 

might satisfy the lack of rigor of the pretest-posttest design by 

controlling for the effects of videotaping. Beatty (1988) has 

previously shown that having high apprehensives view model 

speeches actually increases their speech anxiety. Thus, other 

researchers might retain the features inherent in the labora-

tory-assisted course but amend the design in this study by 

controlling for the effects of videotaping on high apprehen-

sives' subsequent communication competence and self-esteem. 

This study opted not to control for the effects of videotaping 

because of the close, individualized attention provided to 

students in the form of instructor feedback and laboratory 
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activities that were designed to alleviate rather than elevate 

anxiety associated with videotaping of speeches. In addition to 

controlling for the effects of videotaping, future studies will 

need to directly assess the effects of the laboratory-supported 

basic course on state anxiety levels.  

The results of the present study also have implications for 

communication in professional settings. The need for commu-

nication competence and related communication skills beyond 

the classroom is well documented. The Secretary of Labor's 

highly visible SCANS report (1993), along with several 

reports in the communication discipline (see for example: 

Curtis, Winsor and Stephens, 1989), have documented the 

need for communication training in oral competence in the 

workplace. The present study may have raised as many ques-

tions as it has answered; yet this study has demonstrated that 

the helping nature of a laboratory-assisted basic course can 

provide students with communication skills that can be useful 

in the workplace.  
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