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The Relationships Among Secondary Students’ Perceptions of their

Mathematics and Science Learning And Their

Teachers’ Immediacy and Creativity

(a summary)

By Denise Tabasco


Teacher creativity and immediacy have been studied independently for decades. This is the first time these two fields will be merged into one study. Both areas discuss the importance of teachers giving up traditional control tendencies by allowing the students to take center stage. Numerous creativity experts expressed the need for teachers to increase student-teacher communication to better understand their students. With communication being at the core of immediacy, it seemed natural to this researcher to study the relationships between teacher creativity and immediacy and its impact on student perceived learning.

The world is changing at a rapid pace, and the importance of creativity in our everyday lives is likely to escalate (Sternberg and Lubart, 1996). As Simplicio (2000) points out, traditional teaching is no longer sufficient in the 21st Century classroom. The creativity of teachers is becoming more and more important as educators attempt to capture and maintain students’ attention. The learning process of America’s children has changed dramatically, and now teachers are being challenged to change as well (Simplicio, 2000). Good, creative teachers are never satisfied with the status quo. These teachers accept, act, and react to the fact that they are not the sole disseminators of knowledge (Simplicio, 2000). The communicative student-teacher relationship is critical to the learning-teaching process, and an important variable of this relationship is immediacy (Andersen, 1978, 1979; Richmond, Gorham, & McCroskey, 1987). 

Torrance’s definition of creativity flows perfectly when describing creative teachers. Creative teachers are willing to change and welcome new experiences; they aren’t afraid to go off the main track or step into the unknown (Simplicio, 2000). As Amabile (1996) explains, there is a motivation that drives teacher creativity. Creative teachers recognize difficult behavior, incorporate positive and constructive evaluations, support and encourage their students, and help their students resist peer pressure and conformity (Amabile, 1996). Simplicio adds that teachers must make an effort to better understand their students. And, by increasing skills and awareness, teachers can move toward more effective communication with their students. In a study focusing on teachers and students in Connecticut, Fleith (2000) found that teachers and students believe that the classroom environment most inviting of creativity is one that provides students with choices, accepts different ideas, boosts self-confidence, and focuses on students’ strengths and circumvents their weaknesses. The environment that hinders creativity includes classrooms where ideas are ignored, teachers are controlling, and excessive structure exists.

Mehrabian defined immediacy over 30 years ago as communication behaviors that diminish the physical and psychological distance between people. Teacher immediacy was defined and recognized in 1982 as verbal and nonverbal behaviors generating perceptions of closeness with students. Teacher immediacy experts identified “a difference between knowing and teaching, and that difference is communication in the classroom” (Hurt, Scottland, and McCroskey, 1978, p. 3). With the creativity experts also noting the importance of communication between students and teachers, the researcher’s desire to merge the two fields emerged. This is the first time the relationships between teacher creativity and teacher immediacy will be studied.

Andersen (1979) defined nonverbal immediacy as eye-contact, gestures, relaxed body position, directing a body position toward students, smiling, vocal expressiveness, movement, and proximity. After extensive research spanning over three decades, Richmond, Gorham, and McCroskey (1987), all experts in teacher immediacy, identified the specific nonverbal teacher behaviors that have the greatest effect on learning. The seven items that emerged from their research are as follows: proximity, smiling, face-to-face interaction, touching, eye contact, body movement, and vocal expressiveness. This work is the foundation for the Nonverbal Teacher Immediacy Scale. 

Verbal teacher immediacy was unveiled in the mid 1980’s as award winning college instructors were studied and found to use three similar verbal behaviors: humor, self-disclosure, and narratives (Naussbaum, Comadena, and Holladay, 1987; Downs, Javidi, and Nussbaum, 1988). The Verbal Immediacy Behavior Scale was the result of work done by Gorhman (1988) who held small brainstorming sessions with undergraduates and identified characteristics and behaviors of their ‘best teachers’. These behaviors include: humor, conversing with students outside of class, praise, self-disclosure, asking questions that encourage students to talk and/or solicit different points of view, follow-up on student initiated topics, and encouraging communication through phone calls. This Verbal Immediacy Behaviors Scale, coupled with the Nonverbal Teacher Immediacy Scale unveiled by Richmond, Gorham, and McCroskey make up the Teacher Immediacy Inventory, one of the instruments used in this study.


Teacher immediacy has been linked to affective learning (Christophel, 1990; Frymier, 1994; Kelley and Gorham, 1988) and cognitive learning (Richmond, McCroskey, Kearney, and Plax, 1987; Richmond, Gorham, and McCroskey, 1987; Comstock, Rowell, and Bowers, 1995). For over a decade the relationship between teacher immediacy and cognitive learning remained unclear for numerous reasons, so this gap was filled by the development of the Learning Loss Scale. This scale, which was introduced in 1987, is completed by the students and consists of two questions with a 9-point semantic differential. This scale is highly accurate (85% to 93%), and easy to obtain. It has a test-retest reliability of .85 and .88 respectively, and a reported reliability of .94. While the use and results of this scale in previous immediacy research referred to student cognitive learning, this study will interpret the Learning Loss Scale results as ‘students perceived learning’.


After a review of literature of creativity and teacher immediacy, the following research questions emerged:
1. Is there a relationship between teachers’ immediacy and creativity as measured by the Teacher Immediacy Scale and the TTCT?

2. Is there a relationship between teacher immediacy and their perspective students’ mathematics learning loss: science learning loss?

3. Is there a relationship between teacher creativity and their perspective students’ mathematics learning loss: science learning loss?

4. Is there a relationship between teachers’ self report as measured by the NIS-S and their students’ scores on immediacy?

5. After completing the TTCT, can teachers self report on their strengths: verbal and/or figural?

6. Are teacher immediacy and creativity content specific?

All participants, teachers and students alike, will be contributing to the research by completing surveys shown below in the Table 1.

Table 1. Participant Instruments

______________________________________________________________________

Teachers



Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT)






Creativity Survey






Nonverbal Immediacy Scale – Self Report (NIS-S)

Students



Revised Nonverbal Immediacy Measure (RNIM)






Verbal Immediacy Behavior Scale (VIB)






Learning Loss Scale

________________________________________________________________________

This study will be conducted in a suburban high school in the Mid-Atlantic area. Volunteers from the mathematics and science departments will be the teacher sample, and their perspective students will make up the student sample. To study the relationships between teacher creativity and immediacy, the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking will measure teacher creativity; the Teacher Immediacy Inventory (a combination of the Revised Nonverbal Immediacy Measure and the Verbal Immediacy Behavior Scale), will measure teacher immediacy. Also investigated are the abilities of teachers to self-report on their creative strengths and immediacy behaviors. Teachers and students will be reminded that their participation is voluntary and they can withdraw from the study at any time.

The students’ role in this study is critical as they are the ones who score their teachers’ immediacy. The students also complete the Learning Loss Scale, which measures the students’ perceived learning from their perspective teacher. After the students’ parents/guardians sign permission slips, all surveys will be distributed to the entire student population (over 600 students) simultaneously. 

While the Learning Loss Scale has become the popular choice among immediacy researchers, this will be the first time it is utilized in a creativity study. The teachers’ immediacy scores and students’ learning loss scores will be correlated for the first time at the secondary level. Teacher creativity and students’ learning loss scores will also be correlated, and this will be new to creativity research. The results of the students’ responses to the Learning Loss Scale may warrant additional investigation in creativity research.

In this quantitative study, numerous instruments (identified on page 4) will be utilized. All of these measures have already been deemed reliable and valid in previous research, thus allowing for a unique pilot study. Since the majority of teacher immediacy research has been conducted at the college level, the researcher will personally distribute the student immediacy survey to a high school class in a different town. The researcher will record the time in which the students begin the survey as well as the time they complete it. After all students finish, they will be asked to write any comments, suggestions, and recommendations on the back of the survey on areas and/or questions that were unclear. This will provide the researcher with the time necessary for survey completion as well as target any unforeseen difficulties. All instruments will be administered in late March, after the pilot is completed the first week in March.

It is obvious to those associated with education that there is not one perfect recipe for effective teaching, just as unveiling a global definition of creativity is practically impossible. This dissertation is designed to identify a few key ingredients and introduce secondary school teachers to creativity and immediacy. The results will contribute to the field of education and hopefully add to the current curriculum of teaching majors nationwide. Research has shown that creativity can be cultivated and taught (Csikszentmilhalyi, 1996; Torrance, 1994) and through awareness and training, teacher non-verbal behaviors can increase (Nussbaum, 1984). After completion of this dissertation, the researcher will develop pre-service and in-service teacher professional developmental programs designed to teach the skills needed to be creative and immediate. 

