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Abstrart—On the basis of publications supporting the hypothesis that student ratings
of cducators depend largely on personality variables and not educational content, the
authors programmed an actor to teach charismatically and nonsubstantively on a
topic about which he knew nothing. The authors hypothesized that given a sufficiently
impressive lecture paradigm, even experienced educators participating in a new learning
experience can be seduced into feeling satisfied that they have learned despite irrelevant,
conflicting, and meaningless content conveyed by the lecturer. The hypothesis was
supported when 55 subjects responded favorably at the significant level to an cight-
item questionnairc concerning their attitudes toward the lecture. The study serves as
an example to educators that their effectiveness must be evaluated beyond the satisfac-
tion with which students view them and raises the possibility of training actors to give
“legitimate” lectures as an innovative approach toward effective education. The
authors conclude by emphasizing that student satisfaction with learning may represent
little more than the illusion of having learned.

with the proper combination of these
and other variables would be effective.
However, such a combination may re-
sult in little more than the educator’s

Teaching effectiveness is difficult to study
since so many variables must be con-
sidered in its evaluation. Among the
obvious are the education, social back-

ground, knowledge of subject matter,
experience, and personality of the edu-
cator. It would scem that an educator
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ability to satisfy students, but not nec-
essarily educate them.

Getzels and Jackson (1) have stated
that the personality of the teacher might
be the most significant variable in the
evaluation of teaching effectiveness. Wal-
Ien and Travers (1) also supported this
concept in stating that “we have tried to
demonstrate  that patterns of teacher
behavior and the teaching methods they
represent are mainly the products of
forces which have little to do with sci-
entific knowledge of learning.”

Similarly, Goffman (2) viewed audience
receptivity to a lecturer as highly in-
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fluenced by the person introducing him
as well as by the quality of the introduc-
tion. In addition, Goffman described an
audicnce as influenced by the speaker’s
“involuntary expressive behavior” as
much as by the expressed information he
wished to convey. This is especially so if
the audience has had little time to cvaluate
the information. Consequently, the
learner’s impression of the information
conveyer becomes a decisive factor in
how he responds to the information con-
veyed.

Rogers (3) stressed the importance of
humanizing our educational institutions
by bringing “together the cognitive and
the affective-experiential” aspects of learn-
ing. He also discussed the significance of
the educator’s genuineness. He feels that
the cducator who does not present a
facade is more likely to be effective. The
educator, states Rogers, must have a
“direct personal encounter with the
learner.”

In one study (4) in which student
perceptions of educators in 1,427 seventh
through 12th grade classes were factor
analyzed, it was reported that the students
regarded ““teacher charisma or popularity”
as the most important characteristic
when rating teachers. The article further
states that “students do not respond
directly to specific questions regarding
teacher effectiveness. Rather a kind of
halo effect on teacher charisma or pop-
ularity determines to a large extent how
students react to questions about their
teacher.”

If charisma or popularity have such an
effect on the rating of teachers by junior
high and high school students, the authors
wondered whether the ratings of a highly
trained group of professional educators in
a learning situation might be similarly
influenced. If that were the case, a demon-
stration of the personality factor in per-
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ceived learning might serve to arouse the
group members’ concern about the proper
combination of style and substance in
their own teaching.

Method

The hypothesis for this study was as
follows. Given a sufficiently impressive
lecture paradigm, an experienced group
of educators participating in a new learn-
ing situation can feel satisfied that they
havelearned despite irrelevant, conflicting,
and meaningless content conveyed by the
lecturer.

To test the hypothesis, the authors
selected a professional actor who looked
distinguished and sounded authoritative;
provided him with a sufficiently ambig-
uous title, Dr. Myron L. Fox, an authority
on the application of mathematics to
human behavior; dressed him up with a
fictitious but impressive curriculum vitae,
and presented him to a group of highly
trained educators.

The lecture method was the teaching
format selected since it is one used ex-
tensively in the professional educational
setting. It has been described as the one
teaching method during which most of
the time the instructor talks to the
students (1). Its acceptance as an effec-
tive teaching tool is attributable mainly
to its time-testedness.

Dr. Fox’s topic was to be “Math-
cmatical Game Theory as Applied to
Physician Education.” His source ma-
terial was derived from a complex but
sufficiently understandable scientific ar-
ticle geared to lay readers (5). One of
the authors, on two separate occasions,
coached the lecturer to present his topic
and conduct his question and answer
period with an excessive use of double
talk, neologisms, non sequiturs, and con-
tradictory statements. All this was to be
interspersed with parenthetical humor
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and meaningless references to unrelated
topics.

GROUP 1

Eleven psychiatrists, psychologists, and
social-worker educators who were gathered
for a teacher training conference in con-
tinuing education comprised the learner
group. The purpose of the conference
was to help this group be more effective
educators of other health professionals
by providing them various instructional
goals, media, and expericnces. Dr. Fox
was introduced as “the real McCoy” to
this unsuspecting group; and he presented
his one-hour lecture in the manner de-
scribed, followed by a half hour discussion
period which was hardly more substan-
tive.

At the end of his performance an au-
thentic looking satisfaction questionnaire
was distributed to which all 11 mental
health educators were asked to respond
anonymously (Table 1). The introduction
of the lecturer as well as his lecture and
discussion were videotaped for use with
other groups.

Significantly, more favorable than un-
favorable responses to the questionnaire
were obtained (chi-square = 35.96, p
< .001). The one item with most favor-
able responses was the first, “Did he
dwell upon the obvious?” It was the
feeling of half the group that he did.
The remaining items received a majority
of favorable responses. No respondent
reported having read Dr. Fox’s publica-
tions. Subjective responses included the
following:

Excellent presentation, enjoyed listening.

Has warm manner. Good flow, scems

enthusiastic. What about the two types

of games, zero-sum and non-zero sum?

Too intellectual a presentation. My

orientation is more pragmatic.

Because the first group was few in
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number and quite select, the authors
sought other subjects with similar ex-
perience and professional identity who
might provide further data to test the
hypothesis.

GROUP 11

The second group consisted of 11
subjects who were psychiatrists, psychol-
ogists, and psychiatric social workers, all
identified as mental health educators. A
videotape of the previously described
lecture and discussion period as well as
the preparatory introduction was shown
to the group. After the presentation
group members responded to it using
the same questionnaire as did the first
group (Table 1). Favorable responses far
outweighed unfavorable responses, and
the difference between the two was (chi-
square = 64.53, p < .001). All responded
favorably to the first item, which means
that they felt he did not “dwell upon the
obvious.” There were also significantly
more favorable than unfavorable re-
sponses to the other items and one re-
spondent reported having read the lec-
turer’s publications. Some subjective
statements were:

Did not carry it far enough. Lack of visual
materials to relate it to psychiatry. Too
much gesturing. Left out relevant ex-
amples. He misses the last few phrases
which I believe would have tied together
his ideas for me.

Still more subjects were sought to
further test the hypothesis.

GROUP 11

The third group was different in that
it consisted of 33 educators and adminis-
trators enrolled in a graduate level uni-
versity educational philosophy course.
Of the 33 subjects in this group, 21 held
master’s degrees, cight had bachelor’s
degrees, and four had other degrees
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TABLE 1
ExampLEs OF QUESTIONS USED AND PERCENTAGE OF RESPONSES* FOR THREE GROUPS

Questions

Did he dwell upon the obvious?

Did he seem interested in his subject?

Did he use enough examples to clarify his
material?

Did he present his material in a well or-
ganized form?

Did he stimulate your thinking?

Did he put his material across in an inter-
esting way?

Have you read any of this speaker’s pub-
lications?

Specify any other important characteris-
tics of his presentation.

Group I Group 1T Group 111
Yes No Yes Neo Yes No
50 50 0 100 28 72
100 0 9 9 97 3
90 10 o 3 9 9
% 0 8 18 70 30
100 0 9 9 87 13
90 10 8 18 8t 19
0 100 9 91 0 100

* “Yes”’ responses to all but item one are considered favorable.

which were not specified. Most of these
educators were not specifically mental
health professionals but had been iden-
tified as having counseling experience in
their respective schools. The videotape
of the lecture was again presented to
this group, after which the educators
responded to it by using the same ques-
tionnaire as the first two groups (Table
1).

Again the number of favorable re-
sponses was significantly greater than the
number of unfavorable responses (chi-
square = 102.83, p < .001). The majority
of respondents from Group Il also did
not feel the lecturer dwelt upon the ob-
vious, and they also responded favorably
for the most part to the other items. Sub-
Jjective responses, when given, were again
interesting. Some were:

Lively examples. His relaxed manner of

presentation was a large factor in holding

my interest. Extremely articulate. Inter-
esting, wish he dwelled more on back-
ground. Good analysis of subject that
has been personally studied before. Very
dramatic presentation. He was certainly
captivating. Somewhat  disorganized.

Frustratingly boring. Unorganized and

incffective. Articulate. Knowledgeable.

Given the responses of these three
groups of educators to the lecture par-
adigm, the authors believe that the study
hypothesis has been supported.

Discussion

The notion that students, even if they are
professional educators, can be effectively
“seduced” into an illusion of having
learned if the lecturer simulates a style of
authority and wit is certainly not new.
In a terse but appropriate statement on
educators, Postman and Weingartner
(6) emphasized that “it is the sign of a
competent crap detector that he is not
completely captivated by the arbitrary
abstractions of the community in which he
happened to grow up.” The three groups
of learners in this study, all of whom had
grown up in the academic community
and were experienced educators, ob-
viously failed as ‘“competent crap de-
tectors” and were seduced by the style of
Dr. Fox’s presentation. Considering the
educational sophistication of the sub-
jects, it is striking that none of them
detected the lecture for what it was.

In addition to testing the hypothesis,
the paradigm was to provide these pro-
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fessional educators with an example of
being cducationally seduced and to
demonstrate that there is much more to
teaching than making students happy. A
balanced combination of knowledge and
personality are needed for effective teach-
ing cven il the student does not require
the former to sustain the illusion that he
has learned. It is hoped that this experi-
ence has helped respondents from thesc
three groups to question their cducational
effectiveness more meaningfully.

To the authors’ knowledge a simulated
teaching paradigm such as this with
student responses to subsequently per-
ceived learning has not been reported.
Despite the usual reservations about
generalizing data from only 55 subjects,
the results of the study raise some in-
teresting questions. The first involves the
content of the lecture. Does a topic scem-
ingly short on content and long on am-
biguity or abstraction lend itself more
readily to such a lecture paradigm than a
content-based factual presentation from a
more concrete topic arca? The answer is
an equivocal “yes,” as a subject in Group
1 noted after being told of the study’s
design. He said he felt that the lecturer
might have had a tougher time talking
nonsense about a more concrete topic but
even under those circumstances a fake
lecture could be “pulled off” with an
unsuspecting group. This raises the next
question.

If the group were more sophisticated
about a more concrete aspect of the
lecturer’s subject matter, in this case
mathematics, would he have been as
successful in seducing the respondents
into an illusion of having learned? Prob-
ably not. Or at least the lecturer would
have to be extremely skillful to be suc-
cessful. The study also raises the larger
issue of what mix of style and substance
in the lecturc method is optimal for not
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just integrating information in a meaning-
ful way but for providing lcarning motiva-
tion as well. Although the study was not
specifically addressed to this question, the
fact that no respondents saw through the
hoax of the lecture, that all respondents
had significantly more favorable than
unfavorable responses, and that one
even believed he read Dr. Fox's pub-
lications suggests that for these learncrs
“style” was more influential than ‘“con-
tent” in providing learner satisfaction.

A more ideal assessment of the relative
value of content and style in determining
learner-reporter satisfaction might con-
sist of programming the same “lecturer”
to systematically alter the content of his
presentation before three equivalent groups
of learners. Simultancously, his “in-
voluntary expressive behavior” would
remain constant for each of the three
groups; for example, Group A would
reccive sufficient content conveyed with
sufficient “involuntary expressive be-
havior,” Group B moderately insufficicnt
content accompanied by the same “in-
voluntary expressive behavior’” as was
displayed with Group A, and Group C
totally inadequate content delivered in
the same manner as to the first two
groups; the three groups of learners
could then be more systematically com-
pared as to learmer perceived satisfac-
tion.

After the respondents in the actual
study were informed of its purpose,
numerous subjects from each group
requested the article from which the
lecturer was programmed. Reported in-
tent of these requests ranged from curi-
osity to disbelief, but the authors were
told by some respondents that Dr. Fox
did stimulate interest in the subject area
even after the respondents were told of
the study’s purpose. Despite having been
misinformed, the motivation of some
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respondents to learn more about the
subject matter persisted. Consequently,
it is the authors’ impression that the
“arbitrary abstractions” suggested by
Postman and Weingartner have some
initial pump-priming effect on educational
motivation.

The relationship of the illusion of
having learned to motivation for learn-
ing more has not been fully addressed
here, but should a positive relationship
exist, this study supports the possibility of
training actors to give legitimate lectures
as an innovative educational approach
toward student-perceived satisfaction with
the learning process. The corollary would
be to provide the scholar-educator with a
more dramatic stage presence to enhance
student satisfaction with thc learning
process. Either extreme has a soap-selling
quality not likely to lather the enthusiasm
of the pure scholar. However, this paper
is not addressed to him but rather to
student-perceived satisfaction with how

well he has shared his information. More
important, as has been noted, it suggests
to the educator that the extent to which
his students arc satisfied with his teach-
ing, and even the degree to which they
feel they have learned, reflects little more
than their illusions of having learned.
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