A Measure of Agriculture Majors Public Speaking Apprehension

Introduction
Most communication apprehension (CA) is probably better conceptualized as fear or fright than as anxiety (Wheeless, 1975). This fear or anxiety, known as stage fright or nervousness, can cause shaking knees, a quivering voice, the inability to speak, nausea, or may lead a person to completely avoid communication situations (Beatty, 1988). Apprehensive individuals are less likely to receive job interviews, and when they are hired they are less likely to seek career advancements (Daly & Leth 1976). Delia Costa (2000) stated in a former study that "high CA had a negative impact on both academic achievement and retention" (p. 60). In a competitive world, where jobs are harder to find, it is vital that teachers and researchers alike see where students stand when it comes to public speaking. Communicating effectively is a primary skill necessary to be successful in the workforce. A previous study by Kagay and Simonsen (2012) found that the level comfort within public speaking was considered a large barrier to leadership and success. 

The ability to speak efficiently in public is a skill acquired through experiential learning. The National FFA Organization provides experiential learning opportunities, regarding public speaking, in their Career Development Events (CDE’s) that could possibly have a positive impact on student’s abilities to communicate effectively. However, not enough research has been conducted on agriculture majors to support such theories. Agricultural extension services, agricultural communications, and agricultural leadership are just some, of many, careers in the agriculture field that require excellent public speaking skills. Young and Shaw state in a previous study that “effective communication” may relate to the effectiveness of the instructors involved in the fields mentioned above. This study is important considering that students majoring in the agriculture field need to have an effective use of communication in order for them to succeed. To that end, this study addresses Research Priority Three of the American Association for Agriculture Education (AAAE) National Research Agenda – Sufficient Scientific and Professional Workforce That Addresses the Challenges of the 21st Century (Doerfert, 2011). 

Conceptual Framework
Communication apprehension is defined as, “an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons” (McCroskey, 1986). McCroskey (1986) also states that the dropout pattern for students with high communication apprehension is more severe than for those with low communication apprehension, illustrating that public speaking is imperative to a student’s future and vital if they are to succeed in college at all. This study is important to the success rate of students currently enrolled in college and vital for current and future undergraduates who wish to receive the preparation necessary for success in their careers after graduation. 

Methodology
[bookmark: _GoBack]The target population for this study was post-secondary students majoring in agriculture. The Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA), developed by James McCroskey (1976) was used for data compilation. The PRPSA is a survey consisting of 34 statements, based on a 5 point likert-type scale, (1 being strongly disagree through 5 being strongly agree), along with demographic questions that sought to determine gender, grade level, ethnicity, the participants intended major, and his or her involvement in FFA. The participants were chosen strictly on the basis that they were enrolled in collegiate agriculture courses. The study tested the levels of anxiety that the students had towards public speaking and it calculated their individual scores. These scores fluctuated anywhere between 30 and 170. The closer the score was to 170, the greater the level of anxiety the individual was experiencing.

	Table 1
	

	Interpreting Average PRPSA Scores
	

	Anxiety Levels
	Average Range of Scores

	High Anxiety 
	131 to 170

	Moderate Anxiety
	98 to 131

	Low Anxiety
	0 to 98



After receiving IRB approval, the researchers administered the surveys to the undergraduates and received a total of 135 responses. The instrument’s reliability resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha score of 0.69.

Findings
The researchers found that students enrolled in agriculture courses had a moderate level of public speaking anxiety. The National Average for the PRPSA is 114.6. Participants of this study, on average, were found to have an anxiety score of 103.04 and a standard deviation of 27.09, scoring below the national average. In further review of the PRPSA, researchers found that participants had the highest mean averages on the following statements regarding public speaking anxiety: my heart beats very fast just as I start a speech (M = 3.70, SD = 1.11) and While preparing a speech, I feel tense and nervous (M = 3.51, SD = 1.25). However, undergraduates had the lowest mean averages in regards to the statements: I have trouble falling asleep the night before giving a speech (M = 2.32, SD = 1.18) and I look forward to giving a speech (M = 2.40, SD = 1.27).
    

Conclusions/Implications
The results of this study suggested that undergraduates majoring in agriculture suffered from moderate anxiety, suggesting that some improvements could be made in classroom curriculums to aid students in their public speaking skills. However, the results also implied that the students’ public speaking anxiety levels were not high enough to make the undergraduates entirely unconfident with their abilities to communicate in public. After further analysis of the data collected the researchers found that even though undergraduates majoring in agriculture did suffer from moderate anxiety, their scores were lower than the national public speaking average. 

Research could answer deeper questions about direct relationships between an undergraduate’s demographic information and his or her public speaking abilities. Researchers could analyze if demographics (gender, grade level, involvement in FFA, and ethnicity) of students, majoring in agriculture, had a direct relationship with their public speaking skills. Researchers could also administer the PRPSA to non-agriculture majors and determine if there was a direct correlation between a students’ major and their average public speaking anxiety scores. 
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