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CHAPTER ]

INTRODUCTION

The graduate student's transformation from student to instructor can be a difficult one.
Having been a pupil for many years, the graduate student is very familiar with the roles,
responsibilities, and the full persona of the student. Then the scene changes and the
graduate student is thrust into a new role-- the role of the instructor. New graduate
teaching assistants (GTAs) must fulfill the obligations and expectations of the teacher's
persona. This student-turned-instructor is now responsible for knowing the content
expertly, establishing credibility, and motivating students. It is a character role that the
scholar has not had much experience, if any, portraying. Even so, the new GTA is called

upon to not only know the subject matter, but be able to communicate it effectively to

students in a learning environment (Worthen, 1992).

"Each fall large numbers of new GTAs are thrown into the classroom to teach . . .
many without even the limited experience of student teaching" (Connelly, 1982, p.3). Itis
not uncommon for graduate teaching assistants to be in this situation. Many universities
do not provide any type of instructional training to aid GTAs' leap from student to
teacher. In many cases, GTAs learn the role of the instructor only by the sink or swim
method--that is, they learn how to teach, facilitate discussion and manage their classrooms
on a day to day, trial and error, basis (Marting, 1987). It is for this reason that some
universities have developed an organized effort to enlighten these novice instructors in the

fundamental principles of pedagogy.



So why are some administrators and faculty now addressing the need for GTA
training? First, a large percentage of teaching assistants pursue careers in higher
education; therefore, training may enhance later instruction in the professoriate. Second,
faculty realize that graduate teachers want to be viewed by their students as credible but
find they do not have the resources to establish this credibility. "GTAs want to do well as
teachers, yet they feel they lack the knowledge and the experience to succeed. They need
to be prepared as teachers for their sake and for their students" (Worthen, 1992, p.10).
Preparation for the teaching situation may provide the necessary foundation for
confidence in their communication of the content as well as their perceived credibility.

The role of the GTA is often one of frustration and apprehension. These emotions can
come as a result of the lack of training or preparation for the GTA experience. Frequently,
GTAs rely on their own instructors as role models for teaching. Many teaching assistants
retain the memory and desire to emulate the professors that possessed that magical blend
of intellect, humor and enthusiasm (Croteau & Hoynes, 1991). However, since most
GTAs do not have the experience of the more seasoned instructors, the thought of
"performing as expert-educator-entertainer instills. . . anxiety " (Croteau & Hoynes, 1991,
p.28). GTAs need to feel equipped for these new responsibilities, and often they are not.
Worthen (1992) found that GTAs want to feel confident about their abilities and
competent in their role of teacher. Ultimately, they want to be seen as credible instructors
in the eyes of their students. By providing instructional training for GTAs, it is possible
that their level of confidence and competence will be positively affected. Once GTAs feel

comfortable with their own role as teacher, they may focus more on student learning. By




addressing their students' academic needs, GTAs may be more readily perceived as
credible instructors.
In addition to the possible increased credibility for the GTA, the credibility of the
department may rest on the quality of instruction.
The use of GTAs has at least one potential drawback: the quality of these basic
undergraduate courses so frequently taught by GTAs well may have a direct effect
on the health of the departments. If the quality is high, the departments' reputations
wil be strong and so may attract students to their programs. The converse,
however, also is true. Poor quality in the basic course may damage a program
severely. (Gray & Buekel-Rothfuss, 1989, p.2)
If the credibility of the teaching assistant directly affects the credibility of the departments,
it may be in the departments' best interest, and even the institutions' best interest, to have

GTAs adequately trained to be effective instructors. It is quite possible that GTAs', the

department's, and the institution's credibility could be affected by the quality of the

instruction. The amount and type of instructional training given to GTAs could produce
better, more credible instructors, and consequently, affect students' motivation to learn.

The primary aim of the current research is to determine the relationship between GTA
training and perceived teacher credibility, as well as how teacher credibility affects student
motivation. Initially, a brief preview of crucial concepts will be introduced.

The first concept is credibility. Source credibility is "a set of attitudes toward a
source's expertise, trustworthiness, and dynamism which influence response to the
source's message" (Infante, Rancer, & Womack, 1993, p. 538). The GTAs', or sources'
credibility influences the receivers' (students') acceptance of the message. Accordingly,

credibility affects the students' perceptions of GTAs' effectiveness as instructors.



Previous research in the area of credibility has established its importance to the role of the
teacher ( Holdridge, 1972; McCroskey, 1966; and McCroskey, Holdridge & Toomb,
1974). 1t is the assumption of this study that the amount and type of instructional training
may increase TAs' perceived credibility as tenable educators .

Then what significance does GTAs' credibility have in relation to students' learning?
Research has shown that instructors can directly influence the students' state motivation in
the classroom (Christophel & Gorham, 1995; Frymier & Shulman, 1995; Richmond,
1990; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). The next factor to consider is what effect perceived
credibility has on students' motivation to learn. It is quite possible that students will be
more stimulated to learn the subject matter if they perceive their GTAs to be credible
sources of information. Therefore, measuring student incentive to master the content
could make the need for GTA credibility a significant issue. As a result, it is feasible that
the amount and type of GTA training could increase the GT As' perceived credibility, and
thus be more likely to expand students' motivation in the learning process.

It is understandable that in the transition from student to instructor, GT As feel
apprehensive and unprepared. Consequently, GTAs need a pedagogical foundation which
may prove to be constructive in enhancing their credibility. Hence, this investigation into
the effects of GTA training's influence on perceived credibility, as well as the effect of
credibility on student motivation is essential, as it can provide a meaningful contribution

to the instructional training literature and further establish the need for GTA training.




CHAPTER I

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In the last several years, GTAs have been used more and more to teach within college
institutions. With this increase of teaching assistants has come an interest in the
instructional training of these novice instructors (Parrett, 1987). Some colleges and
universities have developed detailed training programs while others have merely provided
a brief 1-2 day orientation, given GTAs a text, and hoped for the best. The interest in
GTA training, or, in some cases the lack thereof, has created a question of how credible
amateur instructors really are and how their perceived credibility affects students'
motivation to learn. In order to fully examine this issue, the following literature review

will explore GTA training, teacher credibility, and student motivation.

History of GTA Training

The use of teaching assistants in higher education began nearly 100 years ago. In the
late 1800's some universities began offering fellowships in order to attract graduate
students to the institution. These early fellowships, or stipends, were given to the
students to aid the financial burdens of attending graduate school (Allen & Rueter, 1990).
Several years later service to the university (grading, role-taking) was encouraged to
justify the payments to the graduate students. The first organized effort to provide
instructional training for GT As began in the 1930s at the University of Chicago's Institute

for Administrative Offices (Marting,1987). This program was spawned as a result of




grumbling about the inept instructors emerging from the graduate school who needed
further training in their content areas (Marting, 1987). It was then that the Institute's
members decided that content mastery alone was not enough to produce effective
teaching assistants-- pedagogical training was needed.

Then, with the end of World War II, came an influx of students attending school on
the newly formed GI bill. The GI bill gave financial support to veterans wanting to
reeducate themselves for post-war employment. This increase in undergraduate
enrollment allowed professors to use these graduate students as assistants to help with
grading that accomodated the rise in student population (Hendrix, 1995). Eventually,
graduate assistants were needed to teach basic courses independently to allow professors
to teach higher level classes.

Thus, the need for more instructors rose and the graduate student assumed the role of
instructor for some courses (Hendrix, 1995). It may have been this movement from
assistant to actual teacher that amplified the call for GT As to be trained in the area of
pedagogy. Of course, not all universities felt the need to spend the time or resources on
instructional education for the teaching assistants. Many universities' initial focus was
research, rather than instruction (Butler, Laumer, & Moore, 1993). However, between
the 1930s and 1960s, the idea of GTA educational instruction became more acceptable as
more institutions began focusing on the need for their graduate instructors to be able to
function successfully in the college classroom. By the mid-1950s, more universities were
developing GTA instruction with a combination of both subject knowledge and

educational fundamentals; therefore, the 1950s and early 1960s produced a more




concerted effort in creating both knowledgeable and competent teaching assistants
(Butler, Laumer, & Moore, 1993; Hendrix, 1995; Marting,1987). Theoretically,
administrators felt that teaching assistants should not only show content mastery, but be
able to teach the content effectively. At some universities, instructional competence was
becoming as important as research competence (Butler, Laumer, & Moore, 1993).
Initially, graduate schools had provided most of the GTA instruction. Then, in the
1960s, GTA training responsibilities were given to the various departments within

universities. ". . . From the 1960s call to prepare future college teachers to 1970, more
talk than action had been given to training. . . Despite the call for individual departments
to be responsible for training their graduate students to teach, less than full and active
commitment was being given to preparing prospective college teachers for their new role"
(Parrett, 1987, p.1). The whole idea of organized instructional training for teaching
assistants was gaining force; the need for this instruction was considered vital to the
institutions.

The 1970s produced a change of emphasis to the formal "training programs"--
primarily with each department responsible for training its own GTAs. Regardless of
growing consideration for GTA training at this time, such training was still not accepted
by all universities. Only in the last two decades has there been a renewed interest in GTA
training (Caskey, 1989), as shown in the influx of published articles concerning both the

analysis of some programs to addressing the need for more and better programs

nationwide. Although the mission of some universities still lies heavily on research, many




other universities may be realizing the need for instuctors who can communicate the
information in the classroom (Butler, Laumer, & Moore, 1993).

With this increased interest, the number of organized GTA training programs
mushroomed during the late 1970s and early 1980s (Parrett, 1987). Obviously,
universities were seeing the need for better trained novice instructors as training
supporters encouraged colleges and universities to place less emphasis on scholarly
research and more on instruction for their GTAs (Slevin, 1992). More recently, the need
for GTA training has resurfaced and the call for overall content and instructional training
programs for GT As has been voiced (Caskey, 1989, Parrett, 1987 ). This call has come in
the form of program descriptions and articles addressing the need for better prepared
teaching assistants ( Butler, Laumer, & Moore, 1993; Caskey, 1989, Croteau & Hoynes,
1991; Fernis, 1992, Gray & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1989; Nyquist & Wulff, 1987, Roach &
Jensen, 1995; Ronowski, 1989; Ruiz, 1987; Slevin, 1992; Williams & Schaller, 1994;

Worthen, 1992).

Current GTA Training

Today teaching assistants are still commonly used to teach basic courses in a variety of
fields (Buerkel-Rothfuss & Fink, 1993; DeBoer, 1979, Marting, 1987). The reasons for
the present employment in GTAs are primarily twofold. First, as with early fellowships,
GTAs benefit by means of financing their own graduate education (DeBoer, 1979;
Garland, 1983; Gray & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1989). Second, institutions continue to profit

financially by allowing the lower-paid GTAs to teach more sections of undergraduate




basic courses, freeing the professors to teach higher level classes (Carroll, 1980; Garland,
1983). With the influx of the apprentice-like instructors comes the responsibility of
preparing them for instructional responsibilities.

Because of the contemporary tendency to employ GTAs, the issue of how to properly
train them for instructional duties continues. Much of the prevailing literature concerning
GTA training consists of program descriptions at assorted institutions. Subject-specific
training literature has been abundant since the late1970s; specifically for liberal arts and
science departments (Connelly,1982; Croteau & Hoynes, 1991, Donahue 1980, Garland,
1983; Horan & Sampson, 1977, Marting, 1987, Ruiz, 1987) with their training focused
primarily on knowledge of subject matter. University-wide programs, centered around
general instructional methods, have been described for institutions such as Pennsylvania
State University (DeBoer, 1979), University of Nebraska-Lincoln (Wright, 1981),
University of Texas-Austin (Donahue, 1980), and the University of Washington (Nyquist
& Wulff, 1987).

In addition to program descriptions, research has also been conducted on the effects of
this instructional training both on the GT As and the students they teach. For instance,
Carroll (1980) and Gray and Buerkel-Rothfuss (1989) tested the effects of training on the
GTAs themselves. Variables studied were knowledge, attitudes and teaching behaviors.
Their findings showed that GTAs desired training in order to feel more confident and
prepared for the college classroom teaching experience. Gray and Buerkel-Rothfuss
(1989) also measured student variables and found that students responded favorably to

positive teacher behaviors. In their study, the behaviors found to be most important were




teacher-student interaction ( friendliness, immediacy), as well as training in presentation,
and preparation (concern for abilities, preparation for class, creativity).

These studies show positive associations among GTA instructional training, teacher
effectiveness and favorable student perceptions. It is possible that these measured
increases in teacher effectiveness and positive student perceptions may intensify GTAs'
perceived credibility. Hence, GTAs may be perceived as more credibile by students if the
GTAs employ more effective behaviors. Novice instructors ability to transmit knowledge
and conduct a classroom could directly affect students' attitudes. Instructional training to
encourage GTAs' effectiveness in the classroom could foster more approving student
attitudes, thereby increasing GTAs' perceived credibility as instructors. To date, however,
no research has specifically analyzed the effects of GTA training on perceived teacher

credibility.

Credibility

Over the last twenty-four hundred years there have been few subjects that rhetoricans
have studied more than the concept of ethos, or credibility (McCroskey & Young, 1981).
Aristotle, possibly the first rhetorician to analyze this concept, viewed ethos as a speaker's
intelligence, character and good will (Aristotle, trans. 1954). Hovland, Janis, and Kelly
(1953) chose to describe ethos as "communicator credibility” and "expertness and
trustworthiness" (p.19). More current studies of ethos have proposed that source
credibility, or the "attitude toward a source of communication held at a given time by a

receiver" is a vital part of the communication process (McCroskey & Young, 1981, p.
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24). If so, then credibility of the source is determined by the receivers' perceptions of the

communication. The intelligence, character and goodwill of the communicator is judged
by those responding to the communication. As a result, the source should be deemed
intelligent, of good character and goodwill to be considered credible.

The classroom could be one of the most important contexts demanding source
credibility. Instructors need to be viewed by the students as expert and trustworthy for
the transmission of knowledge to be effective. It is this concern for perceived teacher

credibility that possibly promoted the instructional interest in communicator credibility in

the classroom.

Teacher Credibility

McCroskey (1963) extended the concept of credibility to "source credibility." Then
McCroskey (1966) initiated the most current instructional perspective of teacher
credibility with the development of a Likert-type and semantic differential-type scale for
measuring his two dimensions of credibility: authoritativeness and character. Holdridge
(1972) further explained instructional source credibility and enlarged the concept into five
dimensions: sociability, extrovertism, character, composure and competence.
McCroskey, Holdridge, and Toomb (1974) then connected teacher credibility to teacher
effectiveness. These authors formed an instrument for measuring instructor source
credibility consisting of Holdridge's (1972) five dimensions. Their study and reliability

testing found the scale was a reliable instrument and had adequate construct validity.
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Based on their findings, the measure became the basis for future communication
researchers' studies of teacher credibility.

Several years later, Burgoon (1983 ) reexamined the McCroskey et al. ( 1974) source
credibility scale and studied the impact of the five dimensions on credibility. Burgoon
found that these five dimensions' (sociability, character, composure, extrovertism and
competence) effect on teacher's credibility was relative to the individual student.
Interestingly, her study found that sociability and extrovertism of the teacher were
effective with some students, but not with all. Additionally, McCroskey and Young
(1981) found in their study that these five elements (sociability, extrovertism, composure,
character and competence) were effective teacher behaviors that increased teacher
credibility. Nonetheless, another study by Frymier and Thompson (1992) confirmed that
these five components were the foundations for teacher credibility and effectiveness.
According to their research, students gave the instructors that produced these positive
behaviors high ratings. Power, Nitcavic, and Koerner (1990) applied the five dimensions
of the McCroskey et al. (1974) teacher credibility scale to college teachers and found a
significant relationship between the five dimensions and teacher credibility. Therefore,
these five components have become the basis for measuring teachers' perceived credibility
in the area of instructional communication. Although the literature has largely defined
credibility as a combination of these five elements, other research on the effects of these
behaviors on teacher credibility has focused primarily on the element of competence.

McCroskey, Holdridge, and Toomb (1974) stated that the most prominent factor of

teacher credibility is competence. Competence has been defined as " impressions of one's
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own or another's communication effectiveness and appropriateness" (Rubin & Freezel,
1986, p.254). Communication competence is vital in the classroom in order for teachers
to be effective oral communicators (Rubin & Freezel, 1986). Rubin and Freezel (1986)
also measured teachers' knowledge, motivation of students, and communication skill as
factors of teacher competence. Clearly, their study showed that the combination of both
the teachers' knowledge and communication skill directly influenced students' level of
state motivation. Competency is also described as overall effective teacher behaviors,
which are " those in-class behaviors of the teacher that are related directly either to
positive student outcomes or positive evaluations of teachers" (Nussbaum, 1992, p.167).
Rubin and Freezel (1986) listed five effective teacher behaviors that establish competency.
They are: mastery of subject matter and instruction, classroom management, human
relations, and professionalism. Other studies of instructional communication competence
focus on a broader perspective. For example, Rubin, Martin, Bruning and Powers (1993)
found that interpersonal communication competence produced more effective teacher
behaviors, which in Rubin and Freezel's (1985) research, were directly related to increased
perceived teacher credibility. With confidence and competence in all these areas,
credibility is increased. It is very likely that instructional training could be effective in
bolstering the GTAs' confidence and competence, thereby increasing their cedibility as
teachers. Instructors' content knowledge and skill in instruction (effective behaviors) are
all aspects of competence, and ultimately, perceived credibility (Richmond, 1990).

For this current study, credibility will be defined as a "set of attitudes toward a

source's expertise, trustworthiness, and dynamism which influence response to the
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source's message" (Infante, Rancer, & Womack, 1993, p. 538). Once teacher credibility
is established, the effects of this credibility may increase students' motivation to learn.

The impact of this combination of GTA training and teacher credibility is only important if
it incites students to be motivated in the classroom. Brophy and Good (1986) examined
the consequences of teacher credibility and effective behaviors on students and found that
effective teachers motivate their students by implementing enthusiasm into their teaching.
Hence, perceived teacher credibility and effective teacher behaviors may have a direct
impact on teachers' ability to communicate in the classroom. Ultimately, teachers'

communication competence could bolster student motivation.

Student Motivation

"When we do something because we prefer to do that thing, we are motivated to do it"
(Richmond, 1990, p.182). Consequently, motivation can be defined, in a classroom
context, as the students' willingness to learn (Hancock, 1995). Contemporary research
shows that motivation is not a single concept but a dichotomy. Brophy (1987) reports
that "student motivation to learn can be conceptionalized either as a general trait or a
situation specific state" (p. 40). Other literature defines these two types of motivation as
intrinsic (trait), and extrinsic (state) (Brophy, 1987, Christophel, 1990, Strong, Silver, &
Robinson, 1995). To fully understand the impact of motivation on learning, both
categories of motivation must be analyzed individually.

Trait (intrinsic) motivation has been defined as the desire to learn that comes from

within the person (Strong, Silver & Robinson, 1995) and "a concept that exists only in the
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context of the individual" (Kohn, 1993, p. 13). Hence, trait motivation does not depend
on external factors; the motivation already abides within the individual. Brophy's (1987)
analysis of intrinsic motivation ties it with affective aspects --the "liking for or enjoyment
of an activity" (p. 41). Further study of trait motivation directs it toward the student's
overall desire to study or learn (Frymier & Shulman, 1995). For example, students who
are intrinsically motivated may want to learn just for the sake of gaining knowledge. This
type of motivation requires no incentives by the teacher. Trait motivated students learn
because of their inherent aspirations.

State, or extrinsic motivation is converse to trait motivation. It fluctuates in students
according to the particular task, class, or subject at a specific time (Brophy, 1986, 1987,
Keller,1983; Strong et al.,1995). State motivation tends to be more variant; it often
changes depending on the situation and the passing of time (Frymier & Shulman, 1995).
For example, state motivated students may succeed in one course that they feel is
meaningful, but may not succeed in one that they find useless. It is only at the instructor's
invitation that motivation to learn can be accomplished. However, because of the
vacillating nature of extrinsic motivation, it can be a challenge for instructors to create
and maintain it in students (Christophel & Gorham,1995). Current research shows that
both trait and state motivation can be fostered in the classroom (Brophy, 1987,
Christophel & Gorham, 1995; Richmond,1990; Skinner & Belmont,1993; Strong et al.,
1995).

Ultimately, the link between motivation and learning is strong (Richmond, 1990). It is

for this reason that motivation becomes important to educators. Although teachers
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should encourage those students who are intrinsically motivated, it is frequently more
difficult to foster high levels of state motivation in the classroom. The teachers' goal of
increasing students' level of state motivation continues to be a primary focus of
instructional research. Christophel and Gorham (1995) studied student motivation along
with verbal and nonverbal immediacy and student- perceived sources of motivation and
demonstration. They found that "state motivation levels are modifiable by teacher
behavior within the classroom environment" (p. 301). Their study also found a reasonable
relationship between positive teacher behaviors and state motivation. More specifically,
the research determined that (1) verbal behaviors influenced state motivation more than
nonverbal behaviors, and (2) negative teacher behaviors may have strong, adverse effects
on students' state motivation.

Frymier and Shulman (1995) discovered that how teachers communicate with their
students affects the students' state motivation in the classroom. This study showed that
positive verbal and nonverbal communication, such as showing the subjects' relevance to
other areas and use of clear concrete examples, augmented students' level of motivation.
Further study by Richmond (1990) focused on both positive and negative teacher
Behavior Alteration Techniques (BATSs) and their effects on motivation. Richmond found
that negative behaviors (coercion, threats, etc.) did not increase motivation. However,
the relationship between positive behaviors (encouragement, praise, etc.) was critical for
increasing state motivation levels, and consequently, both cognitive and affective learning
were increased. Clearly, teacher behaviors can modify students' level of motivation

(Christophel & Gorham, 1990; Hancock, 1995; Richmond, 1990) and, as a result,
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students are more apt to gain cognitively by being motivated (Skinner & Belmont, 1993).
Skinner and Belmont (1993) also found reciprocal effects of students' motivation on
teacher behavior. Their study showed that by implementing effective teacher behaviors of
knowledge and skill, students' motivation is increased. If instructors are able to
accomplish the task of motivating students to want to learn, then the instructors need be
to trained to exercise the effective behaviors described above, that will promote
motivation.

What is the connection between teachers' perceived credibility and student motivation?
It is quite possible that teachers who are perceived as credible are better able to motivate
their students to learn. Studies have shown that state motivation levels of students can be
influenced in the classrooom. Teachers have the responsibility to motivate students to
learn. However, the teacher must be viewed as competent and credible before students'
state motivation levels are positively affected. What students want to learn from an
instructor who is not sociable, extroverted, composed, and competent?

The purpose of GTA training is to provide novice instructors with skills that allow
them to produce effective teacher behaviors. With this pedagogical training comes the
competence to be effective teachers, and with competence comes credibility. Ultimately,
a teacher who is viewed as credible is more likely to motivate students to learn. If
training affects instructors' crediblity, and increased credibility leads to motivation, then it

is imperative that GTA instructional training be encouraged for student learning to occur.
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