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Students’ Academic Orientation and Perceived Instructor 

Credibility in the College Classroom 

Stephen M. Kromka & Scott A. Myers 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine whether learner-oriented 

students rated their instructor higher in credibility (i.e., competence, 

character, and caring) than grade-oriented students. Participants were 

140 undergraduate students enrolled in communication studies courses 

at a large Mid-Atlantic university. The results obtained from self-report 

questionnaires indicate that no significant relationships exist between 

students’ academic orientation and their perceptions of instructor 

credibility. These findings imply that instructors do not need to worry 

about students’ academic orientation affecting their credibility in the 

college classroom. 

 

 

According to Eison (1981), students’ attitudes toward learning 

and grades are an important component in understanding how they 

evaluate instructors in the college classroom. These student attitudes are 

identified as academic orientation, which is conceptualized as either 

learning orientation or grade orientation (Eison et al., 1982). Learning-

oriented students view the classroom experience as a place of personal 

and professional growth, whereas grade-oriented students view the 

classroom experience as an obstacle that stands in the way of obtaining 

their college degrees and eventually beginning their professional careers 

(Eison et al., 1986). Furthermore, learning-oriented students have been 

found to rate their courses and their instructors more positively than 

grade-oriented students (Eison, 1982; Eison et al., 1986). It is important 

for instructional communication scholars to understand the two 

orientations because these orientations may have significant effects on 

student perceptions of instructor credibility. Instructor credibility has 

been conceptualized as the degree to which students perceive their 

instructors to be believable (McCroskey, 1998). Depending on their 

academic orientation, students may differ in their perceptions of 

instructor credibility. The purpose of this study is to examine whether 
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learning-oriented students rate their instructors higher in credibility (i.e., 

competence, character, and caring) than grade-oriented students. 

 

Instructor Credibility 

 

Instructor credibility has been described as “one of the most 

important variables affecting the teacher-student relationship” (Myers, 

2001, p. 354) and consists of three dimensions: competence, character, 

and caring (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Competence refers to 

instructors’ intelligence and expertise of the subject matter, character 

refers to instructors’ genuineness and trustworthiness, and caring refers 

to instructors’ sensitivity and concern for students’ best interests 

(McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Myers & Bryant, 2004). When instructors 

demonstrate all three dimensions, students generally perceive them as 

highly credible. 

In and out of the classroom, instructors may employ specific 

behaviors to enhance students’ perceptions of instructor credibility. 

Researchers have found that the use of affinity- seeking strategies 

(Frymier & Thompson, 1992), verbal and nonverbal immediacy 

behaviors (Andersen, 1979; Teven & Hanson, 2004), relevant and 

appropriate self-disclosure (Myers et al., 2009), and argumentative 

messages (Schrodt, 2003) increase students’ perceptions of instructor 

credibility. When students perceive their instructors as credible, they 

have a greater motivation to learn (Frymier & Thompson, 1992) and 

report higher levels of cognitive and affective learning (McCroskey et 

al., 2004). Highly credible instructors also allow students to feel better 

understood and feel more comfortable communicating, both in and out of 

the classroom (Myers, 2004; Schrodt, 2003). Because instructor 

credibility relies on student perceptions, it is possible that students’ 

academic orientation is related to their perceptions of their instructors. 

Academic orientation includes two types: learning orientation 

and grade orientation (Eison, 1981). Eison et al. (1982) described 

learning-oriented students as those students who “approach the college 

experience as an opportunity to acquire knowledge and to obtain 

educational and personal enlightenment” (p. 2). According to Alexitch 

and Page (2001), learning-oriented students reported that their main goal 

in life was “to succeed” and that their main reason for attending college 

was for the sole purpose of education (p. 6). Learning-oriented students 

are likely to help fellow classmates, possess strong study habits, rate 
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their instructors favorably, and participate in the classroom (Alexitch & 

Page, 2001; Eison, 1982). Learning- oriented students have been found 

to be more innovative, self-motivated, and autonomous when compared 

to grade-oriented students (Eison et al., 1986). Goodboy, Booth-

Butterfield, Bolkan, and Griffin (2015) discovered that learning-oriented 

students performed with extra effort in the classroom and engaged in out-

of-classroom communication more so than grade-oriented students. 

Conversely, grade-oriented students view the college experience 

“as a crucible in which they are tested and graded and which is endured 

as a necessary evil on the way to getting a degree or becoming certified 

in a profession” (Eison et al., 1986, p. 54). Grade-oriented students are 

more careful, conservative, and focused on grades compared to learning-

oriented students (Beck et al., 1991). They also possess poorer study 

methods, higher levels of test anxiety, and lower grade point average as 

compared to learning-oriented students (Beck et al., 1991; Eison et al., 

1986). Furthermore, Eison (1982) found that grade-oriented students 

score higher on competitive behavior tests and lower on collaborative 

behavior tests compared to learning-oriented students. Grade orientation 

also has been found to be negatively related to academic performance 

and affective learning (Page & Alexitch, 2003; Vallade et al., 2014). 

Communication researchers have found that grade-oriented students 

report high levels of class frustration, less in-class participation, low 

levels of out-of-classroom communication, and high levels of academic 

entitlement (Frymier & Weser, 2001; Goodboy et al., 2015; Vallade et 

al., 2014). 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine whether learning-

oriented students rate their instructors higher in credibility (i.e., 

competence, character, and caring) than grade-oriented students. 

Learning-oriented students should rate their instructors higher in 

competence, character, and caring for three reasons. First, Eison (1982) 

found that learning-oriented students rate both their courses and their 

instructors in a significantly more positive fashion than grade- oriented 

students. Conversely, grade-oriented students report lower scores 

compared to learning-oriented students on the Teacher Approval 

dimension, which measures a student’s opinions of behaviors and 

methods of teachers (Eison et al., 1986). If learning-oriented students are 
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forming more positive impressions of instructors than grade-oriented 

students, it is likely that they will perceive their instructors as more 

credible. 

Second, learning orientation is related positively to student use 

of the relational, functional, and participatory student motives to 

communicate with instructors (Goldman & Martin, 2014; Williams & 

Frymier, 2007). If learning-oriented students are utilizing these motives 

to develop an interpersonal relationship with their instructors, to learn 

more about the course materials and assignments, or to demonstrate 

understanding by contributing in class respectively, it is probable that 

they will perceive their instructors as more credible. Grade- oriented 

students have been found to use the excuse making motive to 

communicate (Williams & Frymier, 2007). If they are using this motive 

to make excuses about missing assignments, being tardy, or submitting 

late work in an attempt to argue for the best possible grade, grade-

oriented students may perceive their instructors as less credible 

compared to learning-oriented students. 

Third, Goodboy and Frisby (2014) found that learner-oriented 

students tend to practice rhetorical dissent when it comes to resolving 

any issues in the classroom. Learning-oriented students demonstrate 

rhetorical dissent because they feel a high level of affect towards the 

instructor; this direct approach “may be indicative of the respect and a 

desire to maintain a healthy relationship with the instructor characterized 

by a healthy learning experience” (Goodboy & Frisby, 2014, p. 105). 

Conversely, grade-oriented students tend to practice expressive and 

vengeful dissent. Grade-oriented students engage in expressive dissent to 

gain sympathy from other classmates about their issues and vengeful 

dissent to spread insults to other students as an act of revenge on the 

instructor (Goodboy & Frisby). These dissent behaviors suggest that 

grade-oriented students lack affect towards their instructors and do not 

value a respectful student-instructor relationship. Learning-oriented 

students’ direct approach towards instructors implies that they may rate 

their instructors more favorably than grade-oriented students. Based on 

these three collective reasons, then, the following hypothesis is posited:   

H: Learning-oriented students will rate their instructors 

higher in credibility (i.e., competence, character, and 

caring) than grade-oriented students. 
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Method 

 

Participants 

 

Participants were 140 undergraduate students enrolled in 

communication studies courses at a large Mid-Atlantic university. The 

participants consisted of 56 men, 81 women, and one student who 

identified as male to female transgender (two participants did not 

complete the demographic portion of the survey). The age of the 

participants ranged from 18 to 31 years (M = 20.1, SD = 1.8). There were 

110 participants who identified as Caucasian, four participants who 

identified as Asian/Asian-American, nine participants who identified as 

Black/African- American, two participants who identified as Hispanic, 

one participant who identified as Native American, eight participants 

who identified as Middle Eastern, and four participants who identified as 

mixed race.  Forty (n = 40) participants were first year students, 49 

participants were sophomores, 27 participants were juniors, and 22 

participants were seniors. The participants reported courses referencing 

37 different academic disciplines (e.g., Psychology, English, Business) 

taught by 80 male and 60 female instructors. On average, participants 

estimated that their referenced course had 96 students enrolled (M = 

96.69, SD = 81.71; range = 6-300). No other demographic data or course 

information were collected. 

 

Procedures 

 

After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval, instructors 

of communication courses directed students to a departmental bulletin 

board displaying announcements for participation in survey research 

projects. The announcement for this study provided students with one 

option for participation in which students could attend a data gathering 

session to complete a survey. Upon arrival at the session, students were 

given a cover letter and a survey containing two instruments and a set of 

demographic questions. They were instructed to complete the survey in 

reference to the instructor of the course they had attended immediately 

prior to receiving it (Plax et al., 1986). After completing the survey, 

students were then asked to place the survey in an envelope, seal the 

envelope, and return it directly to a research team member in order to 

assure anonymity. Participation was voluntary and those students who 
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participated in this study received a minimal amount of extra credit 

determined by their respective instructor. 

 

Measures 

 

The Measure of Source Credibility scale (McCroskey & Teven, 

1999) is an 18-item instrument that asks participants to report their 

perceptions of each of the three dimensions of instructor credibility: 

competence, character, and caring. Each dimension is measured using 6 

items, and responses are solicited using a seven-point bipolar semantic 

differential scale. Previous studies have reported Cronbach’s alpha 

reliability coefficients ranging from .86 to .95 for the three dimensions 

(Myers & Huebner, 2011; Sidelinger & Bolen, 2016; Zhang, 2009). In 

this study, Cronbach’s alpha for the competence dimension was .88 (M = 

34.07, SD = 8.00), Cronbach’s alpha for the character dimension was .82 

(M = 31.81, SD =7.56), and Cronbach’s alpha for the caring dimension 

was .90 (M = 32.03, SD = 8.37). 

The LOGO-II Scale (Eison et al., 1986) is a 32-item measure 

that asks participants to rate their attitudes and behaviors reflecting 

learning orientation and grade orientation. Participants were asked to 

complete the measure consisting of two subscales (16 items for each 

orientation) by responding to the items using a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). An example of a 

learning orientation item includes “easy classes that are not pertinent to 

my educational goals generally bore me.” An example of a grade 

orientation item includes “I dislike courses in which a lot of material is 

presented in class, or in readings, that does not appear on the exam.” 

Previously reported 

Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients have been found 

ranging from .68 to .79 for the learning orientation subscale and .65 to 

.81 for the grade orientation subscale (Alexitch, 1997; Goodboy & 

Frisby, 2014; Wright, 2012). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for the 

learning orientation subscale was .74 (M = 48.23, SD = 8.52) and 

Cronbach’s alpha for the grade orientation subscale was .67 (M = 51.61, 

SD = 8.12). 
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Data Analysis 

 

To address the hypothesis, a Pearson product-moment 

correlation was used to examine the relationships between students’ 

academic orientation (i.e., learning, grade) and perceived instructor 

credibility (i.e., competence, character, caring). 

 

Results 

 

Table 1 contains a correlation matrix of the variables examined 

in this study. The hypothesis predicted that learning-oriented students 

would rate their instructors higher in credibility (i.e., competence, 

character, and caring) than grade-oriented students. The hypothesis was 

not supported. The results of a Pearson product-moment correlation 

indicated that no significant relationships were obtained between 

learning orientation and instructor competence, r(137) = .04, p = .62; 

character, r(132) = .09, p = .30; or caring, r(132) = .14, p = .11. 

Furthermore, no significant relationships were obtained between grade 

orientation and instructor competence, r(133) = .03, p = .77; character, 

r(132) = -.03, p = .76; or caring, r(132) = -.04, p =.61. 

 

Discussion 

 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether learning-

oriented students would rate their instructors higher in credibility (i.e., 

competence, character, and caring) than grade-oriented students. The 

results of this study indicate that no significant relationships exist 

between students’ academic orientation and their perceptions of 

instructor credibility. What these important findings imply is that 

instructors do not need to be concerned about whether students’ 

academic orientation affects their credibility in the classroom. 

There may be three explanations for the findings obtained in this 

study. First, rather than directly affecting how students perceive 

instructors in general, academic orientation may affect how students 

interpret specific instructor behaviors. Frymier and Weser (2001) found 

that learning orientation was positively related to instructor verbal 

immediacy, whereas grade orientation was positively related to instructor 

clarity and humor behaviors. Based on their results, it is possible that 

there are specific instructor behaviors that tap into either learning or 
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grade orientation, which then may affect learning- or grade-oriented 

perceptions of instructor credibility. Future research should examine how 

academic orientation may mediate or moderate the relationships between 

specific instructor behaviors and perceptions of instructor credibility.  

Second, the original conceptualization of academic orientation 

may be an issue. Although Eison et al. (1986) conceptualized academic 

orientation as a stable trait characteristic, Houser and Frymier (2009) 

suggested that learning orientation and grade orientation may fluctuate 

from class to class, which would make it a state orientation rather than a 

trait orientation. If their suggestion were true, future researchers should 

examine academic orientation in the context of a particular instructor 

rather than in general as it was in this study. 

Third, the current conceptualization of academic orientation does 

not address specific student goals related to the classroom subject. For 

example, a student may identify as learning- oriented when reporting 

about an instructor who teaches a subject that the student wishes to 

“master,” whereas the same student may identify as grade-oriented when 

reporting about an instructor who teaches a subject that the student 

simply wants to “perform” well enough to receive a passing grade 

(Ames, 1992). Future research should account for student goals and other 

motivational variables when examining academic orientation. 

In sum, this study contributes to furthering understanding of both 

instructor credibility and academic orientation. The findings of this study 

suggest that whether students are learning- or grade-oriented, this 

particular student disposition does not differentially affect how students 

perceive instructor credibility in the college classroom. 
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Table 1 

 

Correlation Matrix 

 

 1 2 3 4 

 

1. Learning Orientation 

 

− 

   

2. Grade Orientation .15 − 
  

3. Competence .04 .03 − 
 

4. Character .09 -.03 .81* − 

5. Caring .14 -.04 .75* .83* 

Note. * p <.01. 
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Let’s Roll Flight 93 through a Fantasy Chain of Remediation 

Eric Morris 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Narratives may “chain out” as fantasy themes, but in doing so may be 

modified for the purposes of those extending the chain. These 

translations may re-mediate as they cross over media, but also as the 

purpose evolves. This essay explores six different re-tellings of the Flight 

93 story: (1) Todd Beamer’s “Let’s Roll” leadership as the first act in 

the new war on terror, (2) Mark Bingham’s heroism as a demand for 

equality, (3) the film United 93’s focus on the decision-making under 

conditions of uncertainty, (4) the individualization of nationalism at the 

Shanksville Flight 93 Memorial, (5) The Thunder on the Mountain 

Chapel’s religious vision of nationalism, and (6) Flight 93 as a moral 

demand for Trump’s 2016 campaign. In these instances, chaining out 

included re-mediation placing retellings from the same fantasy theme 

into competition with each other, creating the possibility that chains 

might engage in Symbolic Divergence (instead of Convergence). 

 

 

Twenty years ago, terrorists chose a random group of 

Americans, on a routine flight, to be collateral damage in a 

spectacular act of terror. The 33 passengers and 7 crew of Flight 

93 could have been any group of citizens selected by fate. In that 

sense, they stood in for us all. 

The terrorists soon discovered that a random group of Americans 

is an exceptional group of people. Facing an impossible 

circumstance, they comforted their loved ones by phone, braced 

each other for action, and defeated the designs of evil. 

These Americans were brave, strong, and united in ways that 

shocked the terrorists – but should not surprise any of us. This is 

the nation we know. And whenever we need hope and 

inspiration, we can look to the skies and remember. 

- George W. Bush, 9/11/2021, Flight 93 National Memorial 
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While former President Bush’s words on the 20th anniversary of 

United Flight 93 bear considerable resemblance to his remarks on that 

flight during his presidency, there are important differences. His remarks 

make no specific reference to Todd Beamer, the slogan “Let’s Roll,” or 

his invocation of either to justify his policies over the “war on terrorism” 

which defined the rest of his presidency. On the latter topic, he praised 

veterans and stated that “military measures taken over the last 20 years to 

pursue dangers at their source have led to debate.” While the complexity 

of political transitions in Iraq and the recent loss of life during the 

withdraw from Kabul may have influenced this choice, his words also 

demonstrate that contingency constrains narrative.  

Any attempt to translate the meaning of the events on Flight 93 

could be viewed as an act of “remediation” – the representation of one 

medium into another (Edkins, 2003). Weber (2008)’s analysis comparing 

the remediation of Flight 93 into three texts (Bush’s Joint Address on 9-

20-2001, the 9/11 Commission Report, and the movie United 93) argues 

that only the latter was successful, primarily for visual reasons. However, 

a more robust inquiry may require consideration of questions beyond 

effectiveness, and the passage of time may mitigate Weber’s concern that 

“making the past so present, so hyper-immediate, remediation obliterates 

altogether the time between past and present.” (p.152). This analysis will 

consider multiple attempts at remediation, framed as fantasy themes 

which enable both the chaining out of Flight 93 narratives and evolving 

them through narrative linkages. Many of these narratives could be 

viewed as competing counter-narratives but may be complementary in 

their acclaim of Flight 93 heroism. 

 

Narrative and Fantasy Theme 

 

Fisher’s (1984) argument that narrative constitutes the 

fundamental paradigm of human reasoning has generated controversy. 

Fisher argues that humans are homo narrans; narrative is fundamental to 

human thought, perception, and communication. Fisher claims that we 

reason through stories, using narrative fidelity and narrative probability 

as our primary tests of reality. Furthermore, Fisher argues that a narrative 

view of communication is normatively superior to the “rational world 

paradigm,” since it locates narrative rationality in each individual instead 

of privileging elites trained in the technique of formal reasoning.  
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The ensuing controversy has conceded the power of individual 

narratives but taken issue with Fisher’s explication of narrative as a 

paradigm. Rowland (1987) argues that narrative should not be viewed 

paradigmatically, since many types of rhetoric appear to function in non-

narrative forms. He instead suggests restricting narrative analysis to 

artifacts which are clearly narrative in form. Furthermore, Rowland 

claims that narrative probability and fidelity do not fully explain how 

individuals interact with stories. Not only are the standards too loose for 

critical analysis, but critics (and perhaps most individuals) tend to extract 

the theme from the story, and may test that theme against the real world 

using the standards of informal logic:   

Perhaps the answer is to treat the evaluation of a work of 

fantasy, allegory, or science fiction as a two-step process in 

which the critic first identifies the theme or message in the 

work and then tests that theme or message against the real 

world, using the standards of informal logic. It is the theme 

and not the plot or characterization which the critic tests. 

(Rowland, 1989, p273) 

Since Rowland’s primary purpose is to explore the boundary conditions 

of any narrative paradigm, this useful suggestion remains 

underdeveloped. Such a two-step process may be particularly useful in 

exploring stories that are ostensibly “real” stories, since the perception 

that the story is actual, not fictional, may lead to suspension of the tools 

(narrative fidelity and probability) which narrative rationality would 

normally use to assess truth value. Furthermore, it is likely that narrative 

users (in particular, those experienced in storytelling), and not just 

narrative critics, would understand at some level this two-step process - 

otherwise, the story would probably serve no function at all.

 Another reaction to Fisher’s narrative paradigm, offered by 

Bormann (1985), is to suggest that Symbolic Convergence Theory can 

account for homo narrans. Bormann’s research began with the 

dramatizing activities of small groups, and postulates that references 

away from the immediate situation can be studied at three levels of 

abstraction: fantasy themes, fantasy types, and rhetorical visions. 

Regardless of whether the search for the “master metaphor” is useful or 

whether the three levels are sufficiently distinct, Bormann’s argument 

implies that narratives are not uniform in their power, and the narratives 

which do effectively chain out to affect the larger social reality are 

particularly fertile for investigation.  
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However, Bormann refers to a “rhetorical vision” in the singular 

tense, describing it as a “unified putting together of various scripts.” The 

process of a fantasy theme chaining out, however, involves not a single 

unified media source, but a complex social process of re-explanation and 

re-interpretation as the story is transmitted to others. Weber’s (2008) 

examples of remediation suggest that chaining out will offer differences 

in framing, details, and implications. The question of how the chaining 

process interacts with the fantasy theme itself remains under-explored.  

Unlike many narratives, there is no primary text available for 

narrative analysis of the events aboard Flight 93. All that we know about 

the events on board stems from snippets of cell phone conversation and 

interviews with individuals close to those whose lives were lost. Many of 

these details were clarified in stories running Sept. 17-19, 2001, but the 

intensity of discussion continued after the critical information had been 

shared. Beyond popular press accounted cited below, Quinn’s (2008) 

analysis of narratives aboard the flight argues that three more general 

narratives (personal, duress, and action) converged to enable the 

collective action to take back the plane. But this essay is not focused on 

finding greater truths about the events on board, but instead the 

narratives about Flight 93 which emerged in the days and years 

following September 11, 2001. 

 

Chains of Contestation 

 

Each of the six remediated retellings of Flight 93 could be 

viewed as an attempt to remediate the events aboard the flight. Weber 

suggests Flight 93 was uniquely more vulnerable to remediation than 

other events of the day because it occurred in “trauma time” which 

“destabilizes the narration of history through a linear, unitary temporality 

because trauma itself has no language in such a temporality” (2008. 

p.140). Since the crash itself was in a remote location, and all witnesses 

to the actions on the plane perished that morning, this vulnerability is 

accentuated by the limited potential for counter-evidence to constrain the 

remediators.  

This ambiguity has made the story more malleable, but there are 

several elements of the “stock” story about the flight which are widely 

accepted. United Flight 93 left Newark 40 minutes late, bound for San 

Francisco, at 8:41am (Kagan, 2001). At about 9:30am, Cleveland air 

traffic controllers hear screams from the cockpit, and then lose contact. 
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The plane performs a dangerously tight turn, and heads east toward 

Washington D.C. Passengers quickly begin making 23 GTE airphone 

calls (Barker, Kieran & Mills, 2021), providing some details about the 

situation and informing other passengers about the other attacks. They 

reported that hijackers had taken over the plane, killing the pilots. After 

several minutes of discussions (Beamer, 2001), a group organizes to 

storm the cockpit and regain control of the plane. The cockpit voice 

recorder indicates some kind of struggle, and the plane crashes about 10 

minutes later.  

Four individuals are usually identified as having been part of the 

struggle (Callahan, 2001), based upon their phone messages: Todd 

Beamer, Mark Bingham, Tom Burnett, and Jeremy Glick. All four were 

past or current athletes in their 30's. Two flight attendants, Sandy 

Bradshaw and CeeCee Lyles, were also recognized for their role, which 

included boiling water to use as a weapon. There is some question about 

whether the struggle was led by Todd Beamer, who recited the Lord’s 

Prayer and then said “Are you guys ready? Let’s Roll!”, or whether it 

began at the front of the plane, where Bingham and Burnett were seated. 

Each of the four communicated over phones prior to the attack, and each 

has been mentioned hundreds of times in various press stories. 

There is overwhelming evidence that, despite some ambiguity 

about the details, the story of Flight 93 chained out to the public. In 

addition to thousands of press stories over the months after September 

11, 2001, the credo of Let’s Roll (Sweet, 2002) was voted the “most 

inspirational phrase” (Scott, 2002), generated millions of dollars in sales 

(Cockle, 2002; Harte, 2002) of bumper stickers and t-shirts, a tribute 

song by Neil Young (Reinhard, 2002) a tribute album (King, 2002), a 

best-selling book (Beamer & Abraham, 2002), a made-for-TV movie, 

and hundreds of visitors to the crash site (Kozleski, 2002) before there 

was a formal memorial. The incident was cited as a precedent for the 

heroism of those who stopped the “shoe bomber”, and an organization 

was formed to encourage passengers to act in any future hijackings 

(D’Alene, 2002). Each of the six remediated retellings below has reached 

thousands or millions. 

 

Let’s Roll!: Todd Beamer & the War on Terror 

 

The most widely discussed participant in the efforts to take back 

Flight 93 was Todd Beamer. Beamer was a successful baseball player 
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(Shiflett, 2001) at Wheaton high school and Wheaton college (both 

Christian schools). His mother was a Christian counselor, and his wife 

has continually emphasized the importance of his faith in his decision to 

act (Rogers, 2002). In his last known conversation with GTA Airfone 

supervisor Lisa Jefferson, Todd Beamer recited the Lord’s Prayer and 

23rd Psalm and made a reference to “going out on faith” before his now-

famous line “Let’s Roll.” (Barker, Kiernan and Mills, 2002). Clearly, 

Beamer’s religious beliefs were significant in motivating his actions, and 

those beliefs have been emphasized by many sources discussing the 

Flight 93 story.  

The slogan “Let’s Roll” has often served to represent the story of 

Flight 93, but it frequently appears with a reference to Beamer and no 

one else. Such could be interpreted as intended to signify the 

contributions of all or as intended to single out Beamer as a model hero. 

Given Beamer’s representation of the religious element in the story, 

singling him out (just like singling Bingham out) provides insight into 

the strategy of the narrator. Compared to Bingham, narratives that focus 

on Beamer or the phrase “Let’s Roll” appear to have a wide range of 

meanings and functions. First, “Let’s Roll” has been portrayed not 

merely as a general call to action (the stock version of the story is also a 

call to action), but as a specific slogan to rally the war on terrorism. The 

United States Air Force has new nose art for selected planes which 

features the slogan; this is the first time in US history that the words of a 

private civilian have been authorized for such use (Bengali, 2002). A 

particularly powerful deployment of the theme was the suggestion that 

passenger revolt on Flight 93 had started the comeback; that it was the 

very first battle raged in the name of the American people in the new war 

on terrorism (Callahan, 2002). Bush extended this meaning to internal 

culture in his 2002 State of the Union address:   

For too long our culture has said, "If it feels good, do it." 

Now America is embracing a new ethic and a new creed: 

"Let's roll." In the sacrifice of soldiers, the fierce 

brotherhood of firefighters, and the bravery and generosity 

of ordinary citizens, we have glimpsed what a new culture of 

responsibility could look like. We want to be a nation that 

serves goals larger than self. We have been offered a unique 

opportunity, and we must not let this moment pass. (Bush, 

2002) 
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The phrase “Let’s Roll” functioned as a condensation symbol 

embodying the power of the Flight 93 story but was often used without 

explicit reference to the flight (Marinucci, 2002) or the passengers (as 

with the State of the Union speech). Thus, narrators were able to invoke 

a narrative by enthymeme instead of actually using a narrative mode of 

communication. Such truncation of the narrative may diminish its effect, 

but it also increases its flexibility. 

 

Full citizenship for Heroes: Mark Bingham & equal rights 

 

On September 13, 2001, Jerry Falwell suggested that God might 

have allowed the September 11 attack to succeed because of America’s 

declining morality (Thomasson, 2001). Falwell specifically blamed gays 

and lesbians as well as anyone who promoted secularism. Falwell’s 

comments generated a great deal of outrage, and several writers used 

Flight 93 hero Mark Bingham, who was gay, to refute Falwell. A friend 

of Bingham said Falwell’s comments “verge on traitorous” (Wiley, 2001, 

p22A). Another author referred to Falwell and Robertson as “American 

ayatollahs” who comments were “an insult to the memory of the gay men 

and lesbians who died” in the attacks (Lind, 2001). An open letter to 

Falwell denounced his comments, with reference to Bingham, and found 

his later apologies to be insincere (Winfield, 2001).  

Bingham received substantial attention. The Gay and Lesbian 

magazine The Advocate named his their “person of the year,” (Barrett, 

2002; Skeaff, 2002) although he was not a traditional activist. Although 

he expressed hope his rugby team would change social attitudes, he was 

known more for being a business entrepreneur, helping to improve his 

gay rugby team, intervening to stop a street robbery, or running with the 

bulls at Pamplona (Ostler, 2002). Bingham’s mother, Alice Hoagland, 

celebrated his legacy, including the internally famous Bingham Cup, 

noting the dramatic shifts in social attitudes on marriage equality in the 

decade following Flight 93 (Hoagland, 2012). The clearest evidence of 

chaining out may be the reluctant testimony of those whose attitudes 

have been changed. One wrote:   

The new reality may also affect conservatives, if I may judge 

by my own reactions… But do I feel differently about … 

About the gay rugby player on Flight 93? I do. I haven't 

changed my opinions on immigration and gay marriage, 

because my opinions did not deny the humanity of the 
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people involved. But I am more willing to look for common 

ground where it exists. Death gets our attention. (Brookhiser, 

2002, p.54) 

 

Senator John McCain delivered a eulogy for Bingham, stated:   

I love my country, and I take pride in serving her. But I 

cannot say that I love her more or as well as Mark Bingham 

did, or the other heroes on United Flight 93 who gave their 

lives to prevent our enemies from inflicting an even greater 

injury on our country. (Harris, 2001, p15A) 

 

Using Bingham’s legacy to advance equality remained 

controversial. While some directly attacked the tactic, a less visible 

technique emerged - deleting references to Bingham’s sexuality (Nieves, 

2002). Such reports might be intentional deletions, but they could also 

reflect a lack of knowledge or the belief that his sexual orientation is not 

relevant. Another approach is to delete references to Bingham entirely, 

and instead list Beamer, Glick, and Burnett as the three heroes of Flight 

93. Several stories which mention the other three (but not Bingham), and 

two are particularly interesting. Mark Steyn refers negatively to the 

politicization of a Bingham memorial in one article (2001a), but deleted 

him entirely (2001b) from another article in which he uses Flight 93 to 

denounce a feminized culture and passivity. Former drug czar William 

Bennett also deletes Bingham from his list of Flight 93 heroes, and then 

used Flight 93 to denounce moral relativism (Bennett, 2002). Such 

deletions may have indicated the rhetorical challenges of contesting 

Bingham’s story directly. 

 

United 93: Heroism without Aftermath 

 

The 2006 film United 93 drew from the 9/11 Commission report 

and cooperated with families of many passengers on the flight to retell 

the story with veracity, although some details were speculative by 

necessity. It was written and directed by Paul Greengrass, who is also 

known for directing some of the Jason Bourne movies as well as Captain 

Phillips. It chained out in the sense of reaching #1 in May 2026, and sold 

over $75 million in tickets (Box Office Mojo, 2024).  

The film inverts the selectivity of the previous retellings by 

avoiding settling on a primary protagonist (Cameron, 2012). Although 
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most of the film takes place inside Flight 93, it helps narrate the story 

with air traffic controllers experiencing confusion from the diversion of 

other planes before they crash into the World Trade Center and the 

Pentagon. Lower-level government employees at NEADS (Northeast Air 

Defense Sector) respond with similar confusion and indecision. Because 

of the late departure, passengers are able to find out about the other 

attacks through the use of air phones. They conclude the mission is a 

suicidal attack and find out that the passengers aboard include a pilot and 

a former air traffic controller, and decide to attempt to retake the plane, 

which is still at least 20 minutes from its Washington D.C. target 

(assumed to be the U.S. Capitol). Although the film shows Todd Beamer 

yelling “Let’s Roll,” the film does not center that phrase in the manner 

that the Bush/War on Terror retelling does. The film shows the passenger 

kill the two hijackers outside the cabin and then use a snack cart as a 

battering ram to enter the main cabin, but the other hijackers are able to 

put the plane into a steep drive before they can retake the controls. The 

film ends with the crash, leaving discussion of the aftermath to the 

audience.  

United 93 written to foreground the religious motivations of both 

the hijackers and the passengers who seek to retake the plane, framing 

the conflict as primarily religious even though the director was not. The 

film focused exclusively on those on the plane and two ground locations 

(ATC & NEADS), without involving decisions from any officials higher 

up the chain of command (Doherty, 2006). Its narrative captures the 

drama of the decision-making by ordinary people, placing an event five 

years distant at release time with a present sense of urgency (Cameron, 

2012). The effect might be to invite audience members to identify with 

the passengers collectively, not individually, and provoke consideration 

of how we might have acted in such a situation (Doherty, 2006). Of 

course, the aftermath of a film includes film criticism, which is best 

summarized elsewhere (Jordan, 2008), but for this essay’s purposes the 

absence of aftermath and the centrality of decision-making distinguish it 

from other retellings. 

 

Shanksville Flight 93 Memorial: Withdrawal as Nationalism? 

 

Although there were temporary memorials at the site of the 

Flight 93 crash soon after completion of the clean-up and investigation, 

the formal memorial was not dedicated until 2011, with a visitor’s center 
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not open until 2015. Due to significant criticism from families tied to 

Flight 93, the original design resembling a crescent was modified to a 

circle due to the crescent’s association with Islam (Doss, 2011). The final 

memorial makes significant use of the pastoral setting (Haliliuc & 

Conners, 2024), but focuses repeatedly on the number 40 (the number 

passengers who perished). This began with a 40-foot fence as the 

temporary memorial, and includes 40 memorial groves, a wall of 40 

names (with more details on each in the visitor’s center), and the “Tower 

of Voices” with 40 wind chimes (Bass, 2022). After all investigations 

were completed, the remaining wreckage was transported back to the 

memorial site and buried in 2018.  

Although Shanksville is not the only example, the movement 

from war memorials celebrating leaders individually but those lost as a 

collective - to memorializing the individual is a significant and recent 

change (Bass, 2022). This included detailed consultation with the 

surviving family members of those lost in Flight 93, and the development 

of a design for the purpose of being acceptable to all. The memorial 

service receives daily visitors but holds several events on or near 

September 11 each year, including virtual events intended for 

classrooms, major speeches, and a National Day of Learning, including a 

national writing project for remembrance. The programming for children 

who visit has evolved from research grounded in the comments of past 

visiting children (Kerr, 2017), with a Crayon drawn card from the child 

of a Flight 93 passenger getting particular attention. The card reads “To 

Daddy, I hope you are having a great time in heaven. I Love You.” 

(p.90).  

Although former President Bush’s speech (above) is but one of 

his appearances there, most living presidents have attended some of these 

events. Former President Clinton’s address in 2011 received significant 

attention (Langerwerf, 2016) for drawing a parallel between the 

passengers fighting to retake the plane and the 300 Spartans who 

defended Thermopylae against the Persians in 480 B.C. – as well as 

those who fought to the Battle of the Alamo in 1836. Although both of 

those groups were organized as a military, Clinton argued that Flight 93 

was the heroic sacrifice by citizens whose actions enabled others to live. 

Haliliuc & Conners (2024) argue that the memorial as a whole, including 

its pastoral framing, define citizenship in nearly opposite terms, implying 

that visitors are safety-seeking citizens, not heroically sacrificing 

citizens, and who can perfect their citizenship by accepting the 
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unquestioned militarization of the nation-state. Their argument focuses 

on how the monument treats the events leading up to the 9/11 attacks (or 

the consequences of our policy responses) as separate from the actions 

and losses which are memorialized. This argument is certainly consistent 

with the way Bush’s 2021 address sidesteps controversies about the 

response from the meaning of Flight 93. 

 

Thunder on the Mountain Chapel: Christian nationalism 

 

About 8 miles from the official memorial, the Thunder of the 

Mountain Chapel memorizes those lost in Flight 93 with a more 

explicitly Christian frame. The name “Thunder of the Mountain” refers 

to the sound from Flight 93’s impact, which was heard miles away. 

Alphonse Mascherino, a Catholic priest, opened the chapel within a year 

after the crash. It predates both the official memorial (which was 

anticipated at the time) and the film, and contemporaneous with the 

public framing about Beamer and Bingham.  

Riley (2014) argues that the chapel treats the American flag as a 

religious totem and invites a partial merger of nationalism and 

Christianity. Over five years, Riley conducted ethnographic research 

through repeated visits to the site as well as Sunday masses both near 

September 11 and other weeks. These masses merged freedom and 

democracy with faith, renouncing the separation of church and state. 

Services began with a Pledge of Allegiance and the Star Sprangled 

Banner, included patriotic music as hymns (“God Bless the USA” and 

“There She Stands”), a sermon implying the Chapel’s unlikely origins 

imply divide blessing, concluding with the song “God Bless the USA.” 

The Chapel is replete with American flags and Flight 93 memorabilia, 

displayed reverently. Some services have included 40 flags, lined up as 

tombstones, in a virtual church “cemetery.” The Chapel does not run 

from Mark Bingham, but instead displays a Rugby Ball donated by his 

parents. 

 

The “Flight 93 Election”: National identity as partisan diatribe 

 

An essay by Publius Decius Mus (later identified as Michael 

Anton) was published on September 5, 2016. This essay argued for the 

election of Donald Trump, and castigated “never-Trump” conservatives 

through explicit appeals to the heroism of Flight 93 passengers:   



  STAM Journal, 54, Fall 2024 

Morris 

 

26 

2016 is the Flight 93 election: charge the cockpit or you die. 

You may die anyway. You—or the leader of your party—

may make it into the cockpit and not know how to fly or land 

the plane. There are no guarantees. 

Except one: if you don’t try, death is certain. To compound 

the metaphor: a Hillary Clinton presidency is Russian 

Roulette with a semi-auto. With Trump, at least you can spin 

the cylinder and take your chances. 

To ordinary conservative ears, this sounds histrionic. The 

stakes can’t be that high because they are never that high—

except perhaps in the pages of Gibbon. Conservative 

intellectuals will insist that there has been no “end of 

history” and that all human outcomes are still possible. They 

will even—as Charles Kesler does—admit that America is in 

“crisis.” But how great is the crisis? Can things really be so 

bad if eight years of Obama can be followed by eight more 

of Hillary, and yet Constitutionalist conservatives can still 

reasonably hope for a restoration of our cherished ideals? 

Cruz in 2024! (Decius, 2016) 

 

This publication was poorly received in many quarters (Gilbert, 2020).  

Although the vulgarity of subordinating the narrative of Flight 

93 to a brazenly partisan appeal was treated as comedically absurd by 

many observers, Gilbert (2020) argues this form of “humor” had 

authoritarian implications, with humor functioning not as an opportunity 

for self-awareness and reflexive action, but as reassurance in a form of 

detachment from civic life. The themes that America itself will end if 

(Clinton, Biden, Harris, etc.) wins the election (Drum, 2021) have 

become regular fare in the past three presidential elections, but 

candidates prior to that point needed only to recall Goldwater to be 

deterred from such extreme public framing. Decius’ essay invokes the 

heroism Flight 93 to lead into a bitter cultural diatribe but does not return 

to that topic after the section quoted above. Not all invocations of the 

“stock story” are meaningfully “about” that story. Anton’s punishment 

for his approach to the memory of Flight 93 included his assignment to 

the National Security Council (Chait, 2020) during the Trump 

Administration. 
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Wither Heroism? 

 

Bush’s speech on September 11, 2021, could be viewed as a 

retreat from political criticism of his war on terror, but the generous 

might view it as an implicit rebuke to certain remediated retellings of the 

Flight 93 story. This essay does not, because the former president both 

participated in and authorized a remediation strategy closely tied to his 

strategy in the early years after the 9/11 attacks. Although it is tempting 

to foreground the ethics for each of these retellings, this essay seeks 

primarily to demonstrate that the process of chaining out the fantasy 

theme of Flight 93 involves elements beyond mere replication. With 

immense rhetorical power, we might anticipate immense rhetorical 

possibility. There are many ways to argue for heroism, for sacrifice, for 

inclusive citizenship, for subservience in citizenship, or for partisan 

objectives, but the exigence of public narratives such as Flight 93 creates 

a potential vehicle for amplification.  

Chaining out through addition or deletion is remediation, even 

when the media form does not change. Each of these retellings reached 

audiences of thousands or millions, but each of them amplified 

perspectives related to (yet not equivalent to) the “stock story.” Those 

perspectives may have served as motives for the amplification, or 

perhaps a more balanced attempt to reckon with the implications but 

chaining different implications from the same basic narrative could be 

viewed as a form of contestation, even though some contestations (such 

as the Chapel’s display of Bingham’s rugby ball) may also participate in 

integration. Might the same fantasy theme process symbolically 

converge through different fantasy types (including each of the six 

retellings) to form a singular rhetorical vision? Probably not in these 

instances. 
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“Super” Fans?: How Invested Female Audiences of  

Superhero Films Perceive Female Characters 

Hillary Pennell, Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz & Wendy Geiger 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Superhero films have enjoyed enormous popularity and a dedicated fan 

community. Thus, this study seeks to add to the understanding of how 

female fans of superhero films respond to them. Female undergraduates 

in the U.S. were surveyed to explore the relationship between fan 

identification and enjoyment, gender role beliefs, and perceived 

character attributes of women in superhero films. Cultivation theory and 

gender role literature was used to explain the cumulative effects of 

superhero films on women who are invested viewers. Findings suggest 

that participant enjoyment and increased superhero movie viewership is 

associated with more egalitarian gender role beliefs about women in 

society. Here, we see a potential prosocial influence of superhero films 

on a particular type of audience – invested viewers. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Superhero films have enjoyed enormous popularity and a 

dedicated fan community. The intensely loyal, invested, and active 

community of superhero fans (Lopes, 2009) has a long history of 

reenacting the gender roles communicated through superhero stories 

through fan activities, such as role-playing and fan fiction. Female 

audience members, in particular, may find superheroines to be appealing 

because they offer up a rare image of the mediated female – a woman 

with superhuman strength who is powerful and capable of doing the 

rescuing – instead of being rescued. Research has examined the short-

term effects of viewing sexualized-victim and sexualized-heroine images 

of women in superhero films (Pennell & Behm-Morawitz, 2015), but it 

does not lend insight into invested audiences of women who particularly 

enjoy these films. As Harrington and Biebly (2007) suggest, fans are 

distinguished primarily by their degree of investment in media texts 

and/or their active engagement with media texts.  
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This study was conducted to offer a better understanding of (a) 

the longer term, cumulative influence of superhero films on female 

audiences and (b) how invested female audiences of superhero films 

perceive the female characters as empowering or stereotyped in these 

films. This study offers insight into how fans of the genre may be 

impacted differently due to higher investment with the text as it is 

reasonable to assume that women who watch superhero films have 

varying degrees of investment in the films/film characters. We examine 

“audience investment” to illuminate any differences in the way women 

perceive the female characters within the superhero genre of films. Two 

separate variables were utilized to have a better understanding of 

individuals’ investments in superhero films: (1) fan identification and (2) 

enjoyment of the films.  

 Thus, this study applies cultivation theory (Gerbner, Gross, 

Morgan, Signorielli, 1994) and gender role literature to examine the 

cumulative influence of superhero films on invested female audiences of 

superhero films. Female undergraduates in the U.S. were surveyed to 

explore the relationship between fan identification and enjoyment, 

gender role beliefs, and perceived character attributes of women in 

superhero films. 

 

Cultivating Fans 

 

Cultivation theory posits that media, specifically television, has 

gained such a central place in our daily life that it dominates our 

symbolic environment, substituting its message about reality for personal 

experience and other means of knowing about the world (Gerbner, Gross, 

Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994). Cultivation theory is guided by the 

hypothesis that those individuals who spend more time watching 

television are more likely to observe the real world in ways that reflect 

the most common and recurring messages of the television world 

(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994). However, there is 

precedence set for studying cultivation theory in the context of other 

media (e.g., Beullens, Roe, & Van den Bulck, 2011; Tanes & Cemalcilar, 

2010; Van Mierlo & Van den Bulck, 2004). In addition, rather than 

focusing on a direct stimulus-response effect, cultivation offers insight 

into the gradual and cumulative effects of film viewership. Specifically, 

this study seeks to explore individuals’ investments with superhero texts 

including their fan identification and enjoyment levels to provide a 
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foundation for understanding how cumulative consumption of superhero 

films may affect how individuals perceive character attributes of women 

in superhero films. 

 

Gendered Superheroes 

 

Along with cultivation theory, gender role theory was used to 

explicate gender-related attitudes and perceptions of the women in 

superhero films. According to Signorella (1999), gender schema is 

multidimensional, consisting of evaluations of female and male 

activities, roles, and traits (e.g., appearance, abilities, and dispositions). 

These schemata or gender stereotypic expectancies are dynamic, 

meaning perceptions of women shift over time as gender roles change 

(Diekman & Eagly, 2000).  

Based on gender role theory, categories were constructed to 

examine the characteristics of women in superhero films. From this 

gender psychology research, three basic categories of gender 

stereotyping emerged distinguishing between masculine and feminine 

based traits. These categories consisted of trait stereotyping based on 

women’s roles in society, cognitive abilities, and physical abilities. In 

terms of roles, women are perceived to hold positions of less power in 

hierarchies of status and authority, holding lower-level positions in the 

workplace than men (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). In relation to women’s’ 

cognitive abilities, women are stereotypically judged to be less 

intellectual and more emotional than their male counterparts (Deaux & 

Lewis, 1983). Also, women are seen as more easily influenced than men 

(Eagly & Wood, 1982).  

In terms of women’s physical abilities, women are seen as 

physically weaker and less aggressive than males; for men, the focus of 

their physicality is centered on strength and athleticism (Deaux & Lewis, 

1983).  

Prior U.S. media effects research (e.g., Behm-Morawitz & 

Mastro, 2009; Simon & Hoyt, 2013) supports the idea that media 

contribute to the dynamic nature of gender stereotypes. For example, 

exposure to stereotypic portrayals of women in the media results in more 

traditional gender role beliefs, whereas exposure to counter-stereotypic 

gender portrayals results in more progressive gender expectancies among 

viewers. Superhero films present individuals with both traditional (e.g., 

sexualized and submissive) and counter-stereotypical (e.g., aggressive 
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and dominant) roles for women in the films. Thus, superhero films 

represent an interesting cultural repository for gender portrayals that 

reflect the multidimensional and dynamic nature of stereotypic beliefs.  

This study also examined how fan identification and enjoyment 

of superhero films relates to their descriptive observations of women in 

superhero films in terms of their appearance, roles, and traits. 

Ramasubramanian and Korrnfield (2012) studied how fans create 

relationships with media characters, specifically superheroines. Their 

findings suggest that liking a heroine’s positive traits leads to greater 

wishful identification and a stronger para-social relationship with the 

heroine. Additionally, previous media effects research has examined 

enjoyment as an outcome variable (Shafer, 2012; Sherry et al., 2006; 

Vorderer et al., 2004) or as a covariate (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 

2009), but fewer studies have explored enjoyment as a predictor variable. 

Thus, the following hypotheses were predicted:   

H1: Participants’ investment in superhero films is related to 

their perceptions of women in these films?  

H1a: Level of fan identification is related to perceptions 

of female characters’ roles, cognitive abilities, and 

physical abilities in superhero films. 

H1b: Level of enjoyment is related to perceptions of 

female characters’ roles, cognitive abilities, and physical 

abilities in superhero films. 

 

Because superhero stories are entertaining, they can trigger 

positive experiences for fans and appeal to the imagination in a way that 

can be understood in terms of real gendered experiences (Behm-

Morawitz & Pennell, 2013). Female fans in particular may find female 

superheroes to be appealing because they offer up an uncommon image 

of the mediated female; a woman with extraordinary strength and is 

powerful as well as intelligent. At the same time, they may also find 

these female characters appealing because they do not deviate too far 

from traditional gender norms by keeping a focus on their bodies and 

sexuality (Behm-Morawitz & Pennell, 2013). In an experiment 

investigating the short-term effects of exposure to sexualized female 

video game characters on gender stereotyping, Behm-Morawitz and 

Mastro (2009) found that playing a sexualized video game heroine can 

unfavorably influenced people’s beliefs about women in the real world. 

This effects study demonstrates a relationship between media use and 
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gender stereotyping. Thus, it stands to reason that an individuals’ 

relationship and experience with superhero films and the characters 

within them may influence the way they view women in the real world. 

Because little research has looked specifically at the cumulative effects 

of invested female audiences with superhero films and gender 

stereotyping, research questions rather than hypotheses were appropriate. 

The following research questions were formulated: 

RQ1: Does investment in superhero films relate to gender 

role beliefs?  

RQ1a: Does identification as a fan of superhero films 

predict gender role beliefs? 

RQ1b: Does enjoyment of superhero films predict 

gender role beliefs? 

 

Methodology 

 

Participants 

 

One hundred forty-six female undergraduate students from an 

introductory communication course at a large U.S. Midwestern 

university participated in the study. Their ages ranged from 18 to 24 (M 

= 19.46, SD = 1.62). Eighty-three percent of the participants were White 

(n = 121), 5.5 % were Hispanic (n = 8), 6.2% were African American (n 

= 9), 4.8% were Asian (n = 7), and 0.7% were American Indian or 

Alaska Native (n = 1). 

 

Coding 

 

Two open-ended questions in the survey were coded: “How 

would you describe the women you see in superhero films?” and “Do 

you see any empowering characteristics of the female characters in 

superhero films?” Two female students were used to code the responses 

and calculate intercoder reliability. The coders were trained for 

approximately 3 hours. Each coder was responsible for independently 

coding data. The data (N=146 participant responses) were coded based 

on absence or presences of six characteristics based out of gender 

stereotyping literature (Deaux & Lewis, 1983; Eagly & Steffen, 1984; 

Eagly & Wood, 1982). The coding categories are as follows: (1) positive 

role in which participants made statements about the female characters 
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such as, “The superheroine saves the day”; 2) negative role in which 

participants made statements such as, “They are always the damsel in 

distress”; 3) positive cognitive abilities in which participants made 

statements such as, “They have some power of course and are very 

strong-willed”; 4) negative cognitive abilities in which participants made 

statements such as, “Most of the time it’s just dumb women”; 5) positive 

physical abilities in which participants made statements such as, “They 

are usually very strong”; and negative physical abilities in which 

participants made statements such as, “Not as physically strong as the 

male superheroes”. Judgments were made by reading written responses, 

looking for key words, and then determining if each category was absent 

or present in the responses. Intercoder reliability was calculated based on 

a 12% (n = 17 cases) overlap of the sample. All variables were found to 

be of acceptable reliability according to Krippendorff’s alpha (α ≥ .80) 

(Krippendorff, 2004). See Table 1 for additional description of categories 

and intercoder reliability. 

 

Measures 

 

Female Character Evaluations 

 

The coded responses from the open-ended questions were used 

to examine female audiences’ perceptions of how women are portrayed 

in superhero films. The above stated categories were examined in 

analyses. 

 

Fan Identification 

 

To determine how participants identify themselves as superhero 

film fans, they were asked to report a description of their fandom on a 

four-item scale ranging from “I am a superhero film fan” (1) to “I 

strongly dislike superhero films – I am an anti-fan” (4); (M = 2.20, SD = 

.691). 

 

Enjoyment 

 

To evaluate how much participants enjoy viewing superhero 

films, participants were asked to respond to seven items assessing how 

much the like or dislike superhero films. The items were measured on a 
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7-point scale (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree). Participants 

responded to items like “I do not enjoy watching superhero films” and 

“Superhero films are appealing to me.” Higher numbers indicate greater 

enjoyment; (α = .909, M = 3.59, SD = 1.17). 

 

Gender Roles 

 

To measure participant levels of gender stereotyping (α = .815, 

M = 3.18, SD = 0.74), an adaptation of the Attitudes toward Women 

Scale. The four dimensions of the scale included: career and domestic 

labor, appearance, cognitive capabilities, and physical capabilities 

(Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2009). These 17-items were measured on a 

seven-point scale (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree) with low 

numbers demonstrating egalitarian attitudes toward women and high 

numbers demonstrating more traditional, less egalitarian attitudes toward 

women. Participants responded to statements about men’s and women’s 

responsibilities related to household and career duties, women’s attire 

and appearance in public, men’s and women’s rationality and problem-

solving skills, and men’s and women’s physical strength and ability to 

handle physical challenges. 

 

Results 

 

Hypothesis 1a proposed that participants’ level of fan 

identification relates to their perceptions of female characters in 

superhero films. In order to test Hypothesis 1a, binary logistic regression 

analysis revealed significant findings for some character perception 

categories. Some support was found for this hypothesis. A higher level of 

fan identification predicted the likelihood that participants would 

perceive women in superhero films in more negative roles (See Table 2).  

Hypothesis 1b proposed that participants’ level of enjoyment is 

related to their perceptions of female characters in superhero films. In 

order to test Hypothesis 1b, binary logistic regression analysis revealed 

significant findings for some character perception categories. Some 

support was also found for this hypothesis. Greater enjoyment of 

superhero films predicted the perception of women in superhero films as 

possessing positive cognitive abilities (See Table 2). All other tested 

relationships were non-significant.  
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Research Question 1 asked if participants’ investments of 

superhero films (i.e. fan identification and enjoyment) would predict the 

likelihood of having increased egalitarian gender role beliefs about 

women in society. First, Research Question 1a asked if participants that 

identify as fans of superhero films have more egalitarian gender role 

beliefs. No significant result was found, F (1, 145) 2.85, p < .09. Fan 

identification did not significantly predict gender roles beliefs. Similarly, 

Research Question 1b asked if participants that enjoy superhero films 

have more egalitarian gender role beliefs. Linear regression analysis 

revealed a significant prediction of participant enjoyment of superhero 

films on participants’ gender role beliefs, F (1, 145) 6.33, p = .013, R² = 

.04. Specifically, the more participants enjoyed superhero films, the more 

likely they are to hold egalitarian beliefs about women’s roles in society 

(ß = -.205, t = -2.52). 

 

Discussion 

 

The present study utilized a sample of U.S. female 

undergraduates to explore the cumulative influence of audience 

investment in superhero films on perceived character attributes of 

women in superhero films and gender-related beliefs. Because little 

research has examined audience investment (e.g. fan identification and 

enjoyment) as a predictor of the dependent variables, this study offers 

insight into how fans of the genre may be impacted differently than 

individuals who are less invested in the superhero genre. Superhero 

narratives present well-established characters and storylines that 

audiences can connect with, often generating enormous popularity and a 

dedicated fan community. Superhero stories are exceptional because of 

the contrasting nature of the women portrayed: highly sexualized 

representations of women as victims (i.e. damsels in distress) and women 

as sexualized, powerful heroes (i.e. superheroines). This study furthers 

our understanding of how an audiences’ investment with a text may 

impact the way they view the gender representations in the real world 

and their perceptions of the women within the films they love. The 

results of this study demonstrate that female audience investment in 

superhero films is related to gender-related perceptions.  

First, this study sought to provide a better understanding about 

the influence of audience investment on perceived character attributes of 

women in superhero films. Responses were coded into 6 categories based 
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on gender stereotyping literature: positive role; negative role; positive 

cognitive abilities; negative cognitive abilities; positive physical abilities; 

and negative physical abilities. Tests were run to assess how level of 

audience investment was related to these different response categories. 

For example, would a woman who identifies as being a superhero fan be 

more likely to cite positive abilities of the female characters in superhero 

films, in comparison to non-fans or anti-fans? A few significant 

differences in perceptions of female superhero film characters emerged 

based on audience investment. Greater fan identification predicted the 

perception of women in superhero films as appearing in negative roles 

(e.g., damsel in distress). As Fiske (1992) argues, fans tend to criticize 

their text of choice because they enjoy the text and want it to be the best 

that it can be; fans point out the flaws in the hope of improvement from 

mistakes, rather than pretending the flaws do not exist. This suggests that 

female fans of superhero films may be dissatisfied with the range of roles 

given to female characters, and thus more critical of the characters in 

these films. Because fans have a higher investment and dedication 

(Harrington & Bielby, 2007) to the superhero genre than most other 

women, they may be more attuned to the disparity in which women are 

cast in roles in comparison to men, both in frequency and type of role. 

Female fans’ ready recognition of the tendency for women in superhero 

films to appear in negative roles demonstrates that invested audiences are 

able to critique and challenge the popular media texts they love.  

Conversely, enjoyment of superhero films predicted the 

likelihood that participants would perceive women in superhero films as 

possessing positive cognitive abilities. Thus, the more individuals 

enjoyed the films, the more likely they were to characterize women in 

superhero films as being smart, intelligent, strong-willed, and brave. 

Here, we see that investment, specifically in terms of amount of 

enjoyment, relates to a woman’s likelihood to focus on positive aspects 

of female characters in superhero films. Perhaps not surprisingly given 

the relationship between fan identification and the perception of the 

negative roles for women in superhero films, female fans were not 

particularly predisposed to citing the cognitive strengths of female 

characters in these films. Instead, the positive cognitive traits of women 

in superhero films were more salient to those who we might “enjoy” the 

films rather than self-identified “fans” of superhero films. These female 

audience members may enjoy these positive aspects of the women in 
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superhero films and focus less on critiquing the negative aspects of the 

characters than the self-identified fans.  

Additionally, this study found when examining the relationship 

between investment in superhero films and gender role beliefs, the more 

participants enjoyed superhero films, the more likely they are to hold 

egalitarian beliefs about women’s roles in society. From a cultivation 

perspective, invested audiences, over time, form mental models 

consistent with traditional gender stereotypes in films, and these 

cognitive representations may become habitually accessible and 

consequently applied when making real-world evaluations of men and 

women. Despite the problematic representation of women as sexualized 

beings and victims in superhero films (Behm-Morawitz & Pennell, 

2013), greater investment in and exposure to these films is linked to 

more progressive views of women’s roles in society. Pennell and Behm-

Morawitz (2015) demonstrated that viewing clips of women in 

sexualized-victim roles in superhero films resulted in less egalitarian 

gender role beliefs. Additionally, viewing sexualized-heroine characters 

did not result in more egalitarian beliefs. This suggests that there may be 

some short-term negative effects of superhero films on women’s gender 

role beliefs and that the positive roles of women (i.e. the superheroines) 

in these films do not elicit more positive attitudes toward women for 

female viewers. Taking this into consideration, we might conclude that 

there are differential long-term effects for women who are regular 

viewers of superhero films. It is also possible that the type of woman 

who is drawn to the superhero film genre is different from other women 

in that she is more progressive in her gender role beliefs. 

Taking together the influence of audience investment (e.g. fan 

identification and level of enjoyment) on female character perception and 

gender stereotyping an interesting and novel picture emerges. Having a 

higher enjoyment level and watching a greater number of superhero films 

influences the way female characters are viewed, mostly in a positive 

way through the observation of the mental capabilities of women (most 

likely the superheroines) in superhero films. Here, we see a potential 

positive influence of superhero films on a particular type of audience – 

invested female viewers. The present study emphasizes its significance in 

the cultivation of character perception and gender stereotyping. The 

findings from this study have implications for cultivation, gender 

literature, as well as fan scholarship, and are relevant to the 

understanding of the impact of women in film.  
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However, a limitation of this study was our inability to examine 

female viewers’ perceptions of specific types of female characters in 

superhero films (i.e. a victim vs. heroine role). Questions were 

administered to the participants assessing their perceptions of 

superheroine characters however, this data was lost due to a technical 

failure. The data would have allowed us to determine how women 

perceive positive and negative aspects of the victim versus superheroine 

roles in these films. In future work, such examination should be done to 

provide more context for the character perceptions of women in 

superhero films. One other limitation of the study was the homogeneity 

of the sample population. Future studies should aim for a more diverse 

population to make for more generalizable findings.  

The results of this study suggest that there may be differential 

effects of the gendered representations of women in superhero films 

when examining cumulative effects, and when investigating general 

audiences versus invested audiences. This research suggests that it may 

be important for media effects and media psychology studies to account 

for an audience’s relationship with a text when examining effects. 

Although this is commonly done when conducting cultural and 

qualitative media research, audience positions are less often accounted 

for in quantitative studies. An audience member’s level of investment 

and dedication may color their perceptions of the character 

representations in a popular media text. More invested audiences may 

also have different characteristics from general audiences. In the present 

case, this study indicates that regular viewers of superhero films may 

have more progressive views toward gender roles in society. This unique 

perspective of invested superhero audiences, then, would be important to 

account for when conducting research examining experimental effects of 

cultural representations in film. 
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Table 1 

Description and Intercoder Reliability for Coded Variables  

* Participant responses (N=146) were coded such that “0” indicated no 

presence of the category in their response, and “1” indicated that their response 

fit into the category. Each participant response could have multiple categories 

present (e.g., smart, but not cool superpower). Analyses were conducted for 

each category individually, accounting for percentages not equally 100%.  

Variable 

Categories 

Example 

Responses 

Percent 

Agreement 

Cohen’s 

Kappa (α) 

*Presence of 

variable n 

(%) 

Positive Role 

Superheroine 

saves the 

day, 

100% 1.00 6 (4%) 

Negative Role 

Damsel in 

distress, 

girlfriend, 

sidekick 

93.8% .875 75 (51%) 

Positive 

Cognitive       

Ability                          

Smart, 

strong-willed 
100% 1.00 24 (16%) 

Negative 

Cognitive      

Ability                          

Dumb, can’t 

think for 

herself 

100% 1.00 4 (3%) 

Positive 

Physical         

Ability                          

Strong, can 

kick butt 
100% 1.00 41 (28%) 

Negative 

Physical        

Ability                           

Weak, less 

cool 

superpowers 

93.8% .875 20 (14%) 
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Table 2 

Participants’ Fan Identification and Enjoyment on  

Perception of Female Characters 

 

Character Attribute Β (SE) Exp(B) p Value % Correctly 

Fit By 

 

Positive Role 

  Fan Identification 

  Enjoyment 

 

Negative Role 

  Fan Identification* 

  Enjoyment 

 

Positive Cog. Ability 

  Fan Identification 

  Enjoyment* 

 

Negative Cog. Ability 

  Fan Identification 

  Enjoyment 

 

Positive Physical 

Ability 

  Fan Identification 

  Enjoyment 

 

Negative Physical 

Ability 

  Fan Identification 

  Enjoyment 

 

 

 

 

-.460 (.638) 

.674 (.431) 

 

 

-.531 (.253) 

.218 (.145) 

 

 

-.654 (.354) 

.555 (.226) 

 

 

.110 (727) 

-.222 (.418) 

 

 

-.010 (.268) 

.006 (.158) 

 

 

-.120 (.354) 

-.090 (.204) 

 

 

 

 

 

.631 

1.96 

 

 

.588 

1.24 

 

 

.520 

1.74 

 

 

1.12 

.801 

 

 

.990 

1.01 

 

 

.887 

.914 

 

 

 

 

 

.471 

.118 

 

 

.035 

.133 

 

 

.065 

.014 

 

 

.880 

.595 

 

 

.734 

.967 

 

 

.734 

.659 

 

 

 

 

95.9 

95.9 

 

 

58.2 

55.5 

 

 

83.6 

83.6 

 

 

97.3 

97.3 

 

 

71.9 

71.0 

 

 

86.3 

86.3 

 

 

* indicates significant results at p<.05. For all items’ degrees of freedom = 1.  
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Quality in Numbers: The Pedagogy of Teams in  

Communication and Performance Learning Spaces 

Scott Jensen 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Communication and performance thrive on group collaboration—

particularly groups that function as teams that nurture, shape, and lift 

individual voice and effort that are inherent in any teaching and learning 

experience. At the same time, research points to a significant void in 

comfort and ability to work in groups and teams in many of our 

professional contexts. This is a reflection on the pedagogy of teams, 

arguing that teams greatly facilitate impactful teaching and learning 

within communication and performance spaces. The disciplines of 

communication and performance are unique in equipping students for 

citizenship and personal success, largely because of the interdependent 

collaboration inherent in their pedagogy and practice. Theory and 

practice are explored through a review of research, critical examination 

of a variety of contexts, and sharing of best practices. 

 

 

Among the myriad strategies for teaching any given concept in 

any given learning space is the group project. While not every 

assignment is conducive to completing it as a group, finding 

opportunities for students to work in groups, and using group projects as 

both formative and summative assessment is worth the effort. Much of 

personal and professional life happens in groups—ranging from task 

groups in professional settings to families at home. Understanding 

competent approaches to working with others is invaluable, making it an 

important addition to teaching. Groups are commonplace in our lives, but 

the interdependence and functioning of teams is rarer…and more special 

when we are part of them. We may think of sports when we contemplate 

the nature of teams and measures of what effective teams can 

accomplish. Sports clubs with a collection of gifted players or effective 

coaches don’t always win championships, or even earn the right to 

compete for championships in post-seasons. That collection of players 

and coaches becomes a championship team when their talents and 

motivation come together as more than a group. This dynamic we see in 



  STAM Journal, 54, Fall 2024 

Jensen 

 

53 

sport context is no different from the groups that evolve into teams in 

professional and social settings.  

This paper argues for the intentional nurturing of teams in 

communication and performance learning spaces. The paper examines 

the need for both groups and teams in our pedagogy, measures of when 

groups evolve into teams, and suggestions for incorporating a pedagogy 

of teamwork in our teaching. 

 

Understanding Teams 

 

Teams and groups are clearly similar in a variety of ways. They 

are groups of people. They interact with one another with a goal of 

influencing one another and shared goals. An important difference is that 

groups don’t always evolve into teams. Edwards et al (2020) discuss 

teams and groups, noting several differentiating characteristics between 

the two. Among differences they note are accountability, effectiveness, 

roles, and task completion. For these (and other characteristics included 

in their discussion), differences between groups and teams are generally 

represented in members being adaptive to contexts and circumstances, as 

well as interdependent with one another. Group make-up tends to be 

more rigid with less expectation of adaptation when necessary (p. 173). 

Essentially, sharedness is a critical defining characteristic that helps 

measure when groups evolve into teams. 

Sharedness within effective teams is often represented by 

balancing group and individual interests. This is an obvious measure of 

team success, but not an easy outcome to achieve. The important thing to 

note about striking this balance is the communication competence 

necessary to achieve it. A number of realities of a typical group make-up 

are what groups must navigate in order to become a team. First, teams 

are often not self-selected peers. In any group, members are brought 

together in a variety of ways, often into a collection of individuals 

without shared immediacy or even common interests. Second, and 

similar to members not always being peers with one another, is the 

coming together of both congruent and incongruent fields of experience. 

The differences and similarities come together by necessity in groups, 

but become shared experiences as groups evolve into teams. Third, teams 

find ways to share goals that co-exist both individually and at a team 

level, and both congruently and incongruently. An other-centered 
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orientation becomes part of a team’s culture when its members are able 

to strike this balance in goals. 

As is written in any group communication text and illustrated in 

countless examples, successful teams embrace a culture that celebrates 

each team member while portraying a collective identity made up of each 

team member’s individuality. This does not mean all team members are 

clones of one another. It does mean that identities become dynamic as 

fields of experience connect with one another and reflect greater 

commonality, often evolving into greater sharedness of identity. This 

does not mean individuals disregard personal goals. It does mean 

interdependence is created through embracing the defining 

characteristics of the team, resulting in an increased sharedness of 

purpose. 

 

Teaching Teams 

 

Collaboration in both groups and teams are realities in the worlds 

inside and outside teaching and learning spaces. Teaching that 

incorporates groups and teams is important preparation for student 

success. Our students will find themselves in need of skills to collaborate 

at best and co-exist at worst with others in both professional and personal 

settings. This has always been a reality of life. For many, it is often a 

challenge. Today’s young people are likely more challenged by 

successfully assimilating into groups and teams than past generations. 

Our students and teaching spaces have been shaped by a pandemic-

inspired departure from collaborative learning. Doubet (2022) describes 

the new realities to which educators and students adapt. “We are now 

experiencing some of the fallout of our retreat from collaboration as we 

try to help students work together again in face-to-face settings. Teachers 

and administrators are facing discipline issues on levels not seen before” 

(p. 25). 

Teams as a teaching strategy provide epistemic learning; the 

experience has pedagogical value beyond the skills of group 

communication. We also learn through the actual interaction that groups 

can become teams. Experientially, assigning students to learn about 

group dynamics and then complete work within group assignments 

extends the opportunity for those students to learn organically. The 

inherent characteristics of groups already noted in this paper create the 

need for choices that become learning opportunities. Negotiating 



  STAM Journal, 54, Fall 2024 

Jensen 

 

55 

schedules, finding compromise in disagreements, identifying strengths 

and how group members can best contribute to the process, and countless 

other challenges provide students with learning that equips them for the 

next group experience. When their good choices combine with good 

choices from fellow group members, these students are able to 

understand how groups can evolve into teams. These experiences 

become invaluable contributors to a lifetime of success. As Doubet 

(2022) notes, “Keeping our eye on long-term goals of equipping students 

to be (1) successful in their workplaces and (2) successful in shaping our 

world would suggest we keep in mind the African proverb, ‘If you want 

to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together” (p. 26). 

 

Communication and Performance Learning Spaces—Ideal for Team-

Based Experiences 

 

Communication and performance courses are ideally suited for 

group projects and the development of teams. Assignments and activities 

in these contexts are often team-based, such as forensic and debate 

activities, developing stage productions, and completing media 

production projects. It is the communication classroom that is most 

appropriate for learning group dynamics and relational concepts that 

contribute to the shaping of teams. Similarly, characteristics of 

successful teams are communication-centered, such as listening, conflict 

resolution, persuasion and reasoning, and presentational skills. 

Successful teams necessitate a breadth of skills and roles that are often 

shaped in communication and performance learning spaces. 

 

Competition, Teams, and Learning 

 

Not all teams function in competitive contexts, and not all teams 

are shaped through competitive encounters. At the same time, there are 

examples in which competition is part of the learning process happening 

within teams. Gamified classrooms, forensics, performance contests, or 

assignments in which teams compete with one another are examples of 

how a pedagogy of teams may incorporate competition. Competition 

provides objective measures of success—if they are desired. Competition 

inherently demands comparison with other teams. These comparisons, 

and results of the team’s work, can motivate effort and attention to skill 

development and understanding that result in success. Similarly, we have 



  STAM Journal, 54, Fall 2024 

Jensen 

 

56 

heard the adage that “losing is learning, and learning is winning.” Within 

competition are opportunities to learn from success and shortcomings. 

When competition is present in learning involving teams, it is critical that 

the learning process deliberately balances competitive goals with equity 

in opportunity. It is equally important that the learning proactively 

defines and prioritizes competitive success in a way that helps students 

understand how and when they achieved it. 

 

Teaching Teams and Modelling the Pedagogy 

 

Much of the teaching of teams within communication and 

performance learning spaces happens in co-curricular contexts. Theatre 

programs and forensic teams are common settings for the development 

and growth of teamwork. Particularly within middle school and high 

school settings, these contexts generally have a director or coach who 

wears two hats—the director/coach and the educator. In reality, these 

educators will fill varying roles in team-based teaching and learning—

coach, teacher, director, team member, mentor, parental figure, 

counselor, etc. Teaching team dynamics includes modelling the role of 

leadership as a critical role in teams. This is particularly critical in co-

curricular contexts outside classrooms and with students who are team-

members beyond their inclusion on class rosters. Modelling the 

pedagogy of team dynamics means negotiating immediacy with students 

in ways that clarify appropriate relational choices in the varying contexts 

that connect the student and educator. The informality at a rehearsal is 

not likely appropriate in the traditional theatre history classroom. 

 

Activities to Teach Teams in Traditional Classrooms 

 

As has already been noted, there are countless options for 

activities that teach and promote skills development and knowledge 

regarding teams. While co-curricular contexts provide epistemic, 

laboratory-like opportunities for learning the pedagogy of teams, many 

students are not able to benefit from the learning in these settings. There 

are several options for teaching teams in traditional classrooms. 

Educators should consider utilizing group projects whenever possible--

and design them in ways that encourage a shaping of group and team 

identities 
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One general approach is to gamify classrooms, building a culture 

of low-threat, fun competition that motivates students to work together to 

succeed together. Similarly, teachers can create competitions, perhaps 

even with judges to determine winners. There are several group projects 

in communication classrooms that can be taught and assessed as team 

projects. Consider requiring teams to respond to a class RFP. Teams can 

create a new sports franchise with a proposal that meets outlined 

requirements. Teams can design marketing campaigns to promote a 

product, service, or even a person assigned to the entire class. Team 

projects in performance classrooms can include stage performances with 

individual and production competitions, or debates. Each of these 

suggestions can include judges or hypothetical clients who make 

decisions and provide feedback to explain their choices.  

Teachers can also design escape rooms or games based on course 

content, or assign critical analyses or discussions based on narratives that 

highlight both successful and unsuccessful teams. These narratives can 

be found in films or other texts. Students can also be asked to select their 

own examples that resemble noted qualities of effective or ineffective 

teams. 

 

The Value of Leadership and Shaping of Team Culture—An 

Illustration 

 

Steve Kerr began his prolific basketball coaching career in 2014 

with the assumption that strategies and schemes were the formulas for 

winning. After winning multiple championships as a player, he was 

given the opportunity to coach the Golden State Warriors. He visited 

with Pete Carroll—a successful and respected collegiate and professional 

football coach. When Kerr began to share ideas for plays and competitive 

strategies, Carroll offered unexpected advice: determine ‘What will it be 

like playing for you’. Kerr reflected on that advice and the question 

Carroll posed. He answered the question with his own ‘Culture of Team’: 

a combination of four things…joy, competitiveness, compassion, and 

mindfulness. When the Golden State Warriors were the worst team in the 

league, Kerr gave his blessing to his players for them to seek other 

opportunities. In a professional sports world of big contracts and 

championship rings, no player wanted to leave (Jenkins, 2023). 
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Channeling Kerr’s Culture of Team in Your Learning Spaces 

 

Educators can build similar cultures in their learning spaces that 

encourage and reinforce what characterizes effective teams. Specific to 

Kerr’s vision for what it would be like to play for him, teachers building 

successful teams within their learning spaces can seek 

• Joy that nurtures life-long friendships and empathy for one 

another…stories that bind, 

• Competitiveness that drives you to practice hard, push one 

another, and feel honor in being a member of this team’s legacy, 

• Compassion that celebrates one another beyond the competition, 

inspiring you to invest your heart in the team, and 

• Mindfulness that reflects being present and intrinsically 

motivated to contribute to the team. 

 

Obstacles to Effective Collaborative Learning 

 

While the benefits of teams in communication and performance 

learning spaces are significant, and despite the presence of groups and 

teams in all of our lives, it is not always easy to teach the skills and 

concepts of team communication. Ha Le (2018) notes four obstacles to 

effective collaborative learning. First, students do not always have the 

skills necessary to work collaboratively. Second, some students opt to 

‘free ride,’ or exist as much under the radar of group members as 

possible in order to avoid as much responsibility as possible. Third, Ha 

Le identifies competence status as an obstacle created when group 

members lack knowledge or competencies that enable them to effectively 

contribute to a particular group. The fourth obstacle in Ha Le’s list 

reinforces the need to balance immediacy in relationships with 

responsibilities within groups. Friendship can be an obstacle when 

relationships detract attention from fulfilling group tasks or pursuing 

group goals. 

 

Suggestions for Effective Team-Based Learning 

 

A number of suggestions can help promote positive and 

successful team-based learning. Like any communication context, groups 

have their own uniqueness, created by the combination of context and 
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individuals. Educators should strive to balance structure in team 

experiences between a framework for assessment and a context that 

allows for an organic evolution of the team. O’Neill et al (2020) advises 

defining the characteristics of teams and groups—such as CARE 

(communicate, adapt, relate, educate). Assignments and activities should 

be designed knowing that free-riders and other kinds of disengaged 

members will always be a threat to the effectiveness of teams. Educators 

should include accountability measures that incentivize student 

engagement with teams, such as peer assessments and individual grades 

to coincide with shared group grades. 

Students are busier than ever today, embracing co-curricular 

activities, working outside of school, and being involved in community 

or family activities. Teachers should consider allowing for class time to 

help accommodate student scheduling challenges. Similarly, assignments 

should require updates on team progress. While group activities include a 

variety of roles, including some that require more leadership and control 

than others, activities should value and assess all roles as equally as 

possible to emphasize equity in contributions. Ultimately, discussing 

models of team success and shortcomings can be invaluable in helping 

students better understand formulas for shaping competent and effective 

teams (Benavides, 2022). 

 

Final Thoughts 

 

Building and nurturing teams in communication and 

performance teaching and learning contexts requires a combination of 

intentional pedagogy and a well-directed organic evolution of groups that 

become teams. To strike this combination, educators should be deliberate 

about the team culture they want to endure. As teams take shape, 

members and their mentors should make note of stories that emerge from 

the growth of the team, tell those stories, and encourage the creation of 

new ones that highlight history and tradition. Stories are the records for 

teams and cultures that help retain identities and the journey. Those 

records become the blueprint for future team members to continue what 

is special about the team and help avoid what may threaten it. Teams 

should celebrate success in ways that celebrate all team members, 

remembering that education is the grounding for these team contexts. For 

the educator/coach/director/mentor…one final suggestion: resist calling 
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all the plays. Letting students call audibles when appropriate allows for 

an interdependence that extends to students and teachers. 
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In the Director’s Brain: A Mock Casting Project 

Lyndal Willis 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This teaching resource focuses on the skills of careful consideration and 

concessions that directors must make during the casting process. This 

resource can be used by high level theater students, high school to 

college, who already have a base knowledge of show production needs. 

Students will learn the depth of casting considerations, how to apply 

their own directing decisions to the casting process, and collaborative 

decision making. This resource may be used fully in the way that it is 

presented, either digitally or on paper. All necessary materials for the 

exercise are contained in this packet, save for copies or a recording of 

the play Arsenic and Old Lace. 

 

 

The Scenario 

 

Congratulations! You have been hired to direct a community 

production of Arsenic and Old Lace this summer. You will only have a 

month to put on this show and you are having auditions next week! The 

community theater is known for putting on pretty good productions, and 

often pays its actors and designers out of their box office sales after the 

conclusion of the show. You will walk through the steps leading up to 

auditions, look at some potential cast members, and make those 

important decisions around who will be in your show. Break a leg! 

 

Pre-Casting Work 

 

Things To Do: 

1) Watch/Read the Production 

2) Create a Character Description Page 

3) Determine Casting Consideration Priorities 
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Auditions 

 

Things To Do: 

1) Read through the profiles of those who auditioned 

 

Casting 

 

Things To Do: 

1) Solo Casting 

2) Group Casting 

 

Pre-casting Work 

 

Step 1: Watch/Read the Production 

 

Step 2: Create a Character Description Page 

 

As a director, it is important to know what characters you are 

casting for. As you watch/read the play, try to find the answers to these 

questions for each character you see onstage: 

1. Character Name 

2. Rough Age Range (if not mentioned specifically) 

3. Physical Description - Implied or directly stated by script 

4. Personality/Character Tone Description - Implied or directly 

stated by script 

5. Big Thing Character is known for in the show - What would 

make an actor interested in the role? 

6. Connection To Other Characters - Family, friends, partners, etc. 

7. Special Role Requirements - Physical, must have long hair, can 

do an accent, etc. 
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Take notes of those characteristics on the chart below as you meet 

each character in the script. 

 

Name Age Physical Personality Big 

Thing 

Connections Special 

Note 
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Write your final character descriptions in the table below. An example is 

provided for you. 

 

Arsenic and Old Lace Character Descriptions 

Character 

Name 

Description 

 

Abby 

Brewster 

(Female 50-70 years old or able to Play age) A darling lady, and 

the very model of Victorian charm and grace, who poisons elderly 

gentlemen, with her sister as an act of charity. She and her sister 

Martha seem to be the absolute embodiment of the values and 

polite society of a bygone age. More dominant, and a bit older than 

Martha, both ladies are happy, healthy, lucid, and spry. The Aunt to 

Teddy, Jonathan, and Mortimer.  
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Step 3: Determine Casting Consideration Priorities 

 

When casting a show, there are several overlapping ideas that all must be 

considered at once when deciding who to choose. While they all hold 

some importance, the order of importance is different from director to 

director. Take time to read the casting considerations below and then 

rank them on the table below from 1-10, 1 being most important and 10 

being least important. Keep in mind what considerations may be 

important for this specific show and this specific producing company. 

 

Consideration 
Ranking 

(1-10) 

Character Type - The role that they physically and vocally 

naturally fall into. This is an ongoing trait and often does 

not change over time. 

 

Talent/Professionalism - The specific physical and vocal 

choices that are brought to an audition that often determines 

their ability to perform well onstage. 

 

Range/Ability - The potential for an actor to make varied 

physical, vocal, musical choices across different shows, 

scenes, and sometimes characters. 

 

Age - Either physical age, or perceived age. 
 

Gender - Gender expressions that the actor feels 

comfortable portraying onstage. 

 

Preparation - The specific work that an actor has put into 

that audition that can determine their willingness and ability 

to put forth effort on a production. 

 

Schedule - When is the actor free for rehearsal, what 

conflicts are they willing to concede, and what compromises 

are they willing to make? 
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Consideration 
Ranking 

(1-10) 

Prior Experience - The shows an actor has been in or the 

theater/performing experiences they have in other areas. 

Also relates to what shows they have done with you and 

your experience with them in those shows. 

 

Ensemble Compatibility - How well an actor’s 

performance fits in with the other possible cast members. 

 

Character Preference - Actor’s preferences for roles and 

“deal breakers” outlined on audition form or during the 

audition. 

 

 

 

In 4-5 sentences, explain why you ranked the Casting Considerations in 

the way that you did.  

How does your ranking compare to your classmates? 
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Auditions 

 

One of the most daunting tasks of a director’s job is to choose a 

cast from a pool of auditionees. Take time to carefully read through the 

descriptions of the actors who came to audition. Be sure to keep the 

production needs, the character descriptions, and your casting 

considerations in mind as you read through them. 

 
1. Lena Frost: 

• Character Type: Femme Fatale with a seductive allure. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Lena effortlessly embodies characters 

with a mysterious edge, her sultry voice and captivating 

presence drawing audiences in. 

• Range/Ability: While she excels in roles requiring seduction 

and intrigue, Lena struggles to portray any roles beyond her 

actual age. 

• Age: Late 20s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying female characters. 

• Preparation: Comes to auditions with thorough research on the 

character and scene, demonstrating dedication to the role. 

• Schedule: Flexible with rehearsal times, willing to make 

compromises for the production. 

• Prior Experience: Known for her performances in noir dramas 

and Shakespearean tragedies, consistently praised for her 

professionalism and commitment. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Adaptable and collaborative, Lena 

seamlessly integrates into the ensemble, enhancing the 

dynamics of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Draws a line at roles that overly typecast 

her or lack depth in character development. 

2. Xavier Steele: 

• Character Type: Brooding Romantic Lead with a rugged 

charm. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Xavier possesses a deep, resonant 

voice and commanding presence, perfectly suited for leading 

roles that require intensity and emotional depth. 
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• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in his ability to portray 

both stoic heroes and complex, conflicted characters with 

equal finesse. 

• Age: Late 20s to mid-40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying male characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with meticulous attention to 

detail, making bold choices that showcase his range as an 

actor. 

• Schedule: Works a 9-5 job during the day, nothing at night 

except for a weekly pickleball game on Tuesdays that he 

cannot miss 

• Prior Experience: Known for his captivating performances in 

period dramas and contemporary plays, praised for his 

dedication to character development. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Doesn't seem to have any interest in 

interacting with other cast members 

• Character Preference: Prefers roles that challenge him 

emotionally and intellectually, with a preference for projects 

that push the boundaries of traditional storytelling. 

3. Mila Rivers: 

• Character Type: Girl Next Door with a quirky charm. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Mila brings infectious energy and 

natural charisma to her performances, effortlessly embodying 

roles that showcase her comedic timing and genuine warmth. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in her ability to 

transition seamlessly between comedic and dramatic roles, 

with a knack for bringing authenticity to every character she 

portrays. 

• Age: Early 20s to late 30s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying female characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with enthusiasm and 

creativity, infusing her performances with unique quirks and 

nuances that set her apart. Those nuances can at times seem 

wildly ill informed when it comes to researched character 

choices. 

• Schedule: Works as a drama teacher at a local high school. She 

has an open schedule right now, but they are starting 

production on their play in a month.  
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• Prior Experience: Known for her scene-stealing performances 

in comedies and musicals, praised for her professionalism and 

positive attitude. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of camaraderie and 

joy to the ensemble, fostering a supportive environment for her 

fellow cast members. 

• Character Preference: Open to a wide range of roles, with a 

preference for projects that allow her to showcase her comedic 

talents while also exploring deeper emotional layers. 

4. Elijah Stone: 

• Character Type: Sophisticated Gentleman with an old-world 

charm. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Elijah exudes elegance and refinement 

in his performances, possessing a commanding voice and 

magnetic presence that captivates audiences. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in his ability to portray 

characters ranging from suave sophisticates to tormented 

intellectuals, showcasing depth and complexity in every role. 

• Age: Mid-30s to mid-50s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying male characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a meticulous attention 

to detail, refining his physical and vocal choices to embody the 

essence of the character. When asked to do the audition in an 

accent he provided a passable German accent. 

• Schedule: Prioritizes rehearsals but remains flexible to 

accommodate conflicts, committed to delivering a polished 

performance. 

• Prior Experience: Known for his standout performances in 

period pieces and character-driven dramas, praised for his 

professionalism and dedication to his craft. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of refinement and 

sophistication to the ensemble, elevating the overall quality of 

the production. 

• Character Preference: Prefers roles that allow him to delve into 

the complexities of human nature, with a preference for 

projects that challenge conventional storytelling conventions. 
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5. Ava Knight: 

• Character Type: Femme Fatale with a hint of danger. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Ava possesses a magnetic presence 

and smoldering sensuality that command attention on stage, 

her sultry voice and enigmatic allure leaving audiences 

spellbound. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in her ability to 

portray both seductive sirens and fierce warriors, with a knack 

for infusing her performances with layers of complexity and 

depth. 

• Age: Late 20s to early 40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying female characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a fierce determination 

and meticulous attention to detail, fully immersing herself in 

the psyche of the character. 

• Schedule: Works a day job and often picks up night shifts as 

well, but assures that rehearsals come first 

• Prior Experience: Known for her captivating performances in 

noir thrillers and action-packed dramas, praised for her 

professionalism and dedication to her craft. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of intrigue and danger 

to the ensemble, adding depth and complexity to the dynamics 

of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow her to explore 

the darker aspects of human nature, with a preference for 

projects that push the boundaries of traditional storytelling. 

6. Nico Cruz: 

• Character Type: Tormented Rebel with a brooding intensity. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Nico possesses a raw intensity and 

smoldering charisma that make him a captivating presence on 

stage, his magnetic voice and emotional depth leaving a lasting 

impression. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in his ability to portray 

characters ranging from tortured souls to misunderstood 

outsiders, with a knack for tapping into complex emotions and 

inner turmoil. 

• Age: Late 20s to mid-40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying male characters. 
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• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a quiet intensity and 

deep emotional connection to the material, fully immersing 

himself in the psyche of the character. When asked to do the 

audition in an accent he provided a passable German accent. 

• Schedule: Works in retail and his schedule varies week to 

week. He can ask off for important rehearsals if he has 2 weeks 

notice. 

• Prior Experience: Known for his standout performances in 

gritty dramas and character-driven narratives, praised for his 

dedication to his craft and ability to convey depth and 

complexity. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of depth and 

vulnerability to the ensemble, adding layers of complexity to 

the dynamics of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow him to explore 

the complexities of the human condition, with a preference for 

projects that challenge conventional storytelling conventions. 

7. Sofia Vega: 

• Character Type: Ethereal Mystic with an otherworldly grace. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Sofia captivates audiences with their 

haunting presence and emotive expressiveness, their ethereal 

voice and graceful movements transporting viewers to another 

realm. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in their ability to 

portray mystical creatures and tragic characters, with a knack 

for infusing her performances with a sense of mystery and 

enchantment. 

• Age: Mid-20s to mid-30s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying any character. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of wonder and 

curiosity, fully immersing themselves in the fantastical 

elements of the character. 

• Schedule: Prioritizes rehearsals but remains flexible to 

accommodate conflicts, willing to collaborate with the 

production team to bring the character to life. 

• Prior Experience: Known for their captivating performances in 

fantasy epics and magical realism narratives, praised for their 

professionalism and ability to embody otherworldly characters 

with authenticity. 
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• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of enchantment and 

wonder to the ensemble, adding depth and dimension to the 

dynamics of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow them to 

explore themes of magic and mysticism, with a preference for 

projects that transport audiences to fantastical realms. 

8. Leo Storm: 

• Character Type: Charming Rogue with boundless charisma. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Leo commands the screen with his 

infectious energy and magnetic personality, his charismatic 

voice and playful demeanor making him a joy to watch on 

stage. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in his ability to portray 

charming scoundrels and lovable rogues, with a knack for 

infusing his performances with wit and charm. 

• Age: Late 20s to mid-40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying male characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of mischief 

and humor, fully embracing the roguish qualities of the 

character. 

• Schedule: Works with a youth camp at a church during the 

day, and runs the teenage program that meets Monday, 

Wednesday, and Friday evenings. 

• Prior Experience: Known for his scene-stealing performances 

in comedies and musicals, praised for his professionalism and 

ability to bring humor and levity to any production. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of levity and 

camaraderie to the ensemble, fostering a fun and collaborative 

atmosphere among cast members. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow him to 

showcase his comedic talents and playful charm, with a 

preference for projects that embrace the lighter side of 

storytelling. Also prefers less physical roles due to a past 

injury 

9. Aria Wilde: 

• Character Type: Seductive Siren with smoky allure. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Aria captivates audiences with her 

sultry voice and smoldering sensuality, her magnetic presence 

and alluring charisma leaving viewers spellbound. 
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• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in her ability to 

portray seductive sirens and cunning femme fatales, with a 

knack for infusing her performances with layers of complexity 

and depth. 

• Age: Late 20s to early 40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying female characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of confidence 

and allure, fully embracing the seductive qualities of the 

character. 

• Schedule: Has a pretty busy work schedule during the week, 

along with taking care of her family, so she prefers weekend 

rehearsals 

• Prior Experience: Known for her standout performances in 

noir thrillers and sultry dramas, praised for her professionalism 

and ability to command the stage with her magnetic presence. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of intrigue and allure 

to the ensemble, adding depth and complexity to the dynamics 

of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow her to explore 

themes of seduction and power dynamics, with a preference 

for projects that embrace the darker aspects of human nature. 

10. Ethan Frost: 

• Character Type: Suave Secret Agent with understated charm. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Ethan exudes confidence and poise in 

every role, his smooth voice and understated charisma making 

him a compelling presence on stage. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in his ability to portray 

suave operatives and brilliant masterminds, with a knack for 

infusing his performances with intelligence and sophistication. 

• Age: Late 20s to mid-40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying male characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of cool 

sophistication, fully embracing the suave qualities of the 

character. When asked to do the audition in an accent, he did 

not wish to do so. 

• Schedule: Prefers rehearsals that happen during the day 

because he acts as the caregiver to his father in the evenings. 
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• Prior Experience: Known for his standout performances in 

espionage thrillers and intellectual dramas, praised for his 

professionalism and ability to bring depth to complex 

characters. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of intrigue and 

intelligence to the ensemble, adding depth and complexity to 

the dynamics of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow him to explore 

themes of espionage and intrigue, with a preference for 

projects that challenge conventional storytelling conventions. 

11. Luna Black: 

• Character Type: Fearless Warrior with fiery passion. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Luna commands attention with her 

fierce determination and unwavering resolve, her powerful 

voice and dynamic presence making her a force to be reckoned 

with on stage. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in her ability to 

portray fearless warriors and reluctant heroes, with a knack for 

infusing her performances with strength and vulnerability. 

• Age: Late 20s to mid-30s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying any character. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of ferocity and 

intensity, fully embracing the warrior spirit of the character. 

• Schedule: Prefers early evening rehearsals 

• Prior Experience: Known for her standout performances in 

action-packed dramas and epic adventures, praised for her 

professionalism and ability to bring physicality to her roles. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of strength and 

determination to the ensemble, adding depth and complexity to 

the dynamics of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow her to explore 

themes of courage and resilience, with a preference for 

projects that embrace the epic scale of storytelling. 

12. Gabriel Cruz: 

• Character Type: Tortured Soul with brooding intensity. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Gabriel captivates audiences with his 

quiet intensity and emotional depth, his deep voice and 

nuanced performances leaving a lasting impression on stage. 
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• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in his ability to portray 

tortured souls and conflicted anti-heroes, with a knack for 

infusing his performances with complexity and vulnerability. 

• Age: Late 20s to mid-40s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying male characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of emotional 

depth and vulnerability, fully immersing himself in the inner 

turmoil of the character. 

• Schedule: Prioritizes rehearsals but remains flexible to 

accommodate conflicts, committed to delivering an authentic 

and emotionally resonant performance. 

• Prior Experience: Known for his standout performances in 

character-driven dramas and psychological thrillers, praised for 

his professionalism and ability to convey depth of emotion. 

You have worked with him before, and he sometimes 

struggled with his acting choices. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of vulnerability and 

depth to the ensemble, adding layers of complexity to the 

dynamics of the cast. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow him to explore 

the complexities of the human psyche, with a preference for 

projects that challenge conventional storytelling conventions. 

13. Violet Gray: 

• Character Type: Classic Leading Lady with old Hollywood 

glamor. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Violet radiates elegance and 

sophistication on stage, her timeless beauty and graceful 

presence evoking the glamor of a bygone era. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in her ability to 

portray classic leading ladies and modern-day femme fatales, 

with a knack for infusing her performances with grace and 

allure. 

• Age: Late 40s to mid-50s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying female characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of grace and 

poise, fully embracing the elegance of the character. 

• Schedule: Prioritizes rehearsals but also works at least 2-3 

shows at once and will be balancing this show with her other 

roles/rehearsals. 
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• Prior Experience: Known for her standout performances in 

romantic dramas and period pieces, praised for her 

professionalism and ability to embody the essence of classic 

Hollywood glamor. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of sophistication and 

elegance to the ensemble, elevating the overall quality of the 

production. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow her to embody 

the timeless allure of classic cinema, with a preference for 

projects that celebrate the artistry of storytelling. 

14. Evelyn Moore: 

• Character Type: Maternal Figure with warmth and wisdom. 

• Talent/Professionalism: Evelyn exudes maternal warmth and 

gentle wisdom on stage, her nurturing presence and comforting 

voice instantly endearing her to audiences. 

• Range/Ability: Demonstrates versatility in her ability to 

portray caring mothers and wise matriarchs, with a knack for 

infusing her performances with authenticity and depth. 

• Age: Late 40s to mid-60s. 

• Gender: Comfortable portraying female characters. 

• Preparation: Approaches auditions with a sense of compassion 

and empathy, fully embracing the nurturing qualities of the 

character. 

• Schedule: Prioritizes rehearsals but remains flexible to 

accommodate conflicts, committed to delivering a heartfelt and 

emotionally resonant performance. 

• Prior Experience: Known for her standout performances in 

family dramas and heartwarming comedies, praised for her 

professionalism and ability to connect with audiences on an 

emotional level. 

• Ensemble Compatibility: Brings a sense of warmth and 

stability to the ensemble, fostering a supportive environment 

for her fellow cast members. 

• Character Preference: Drawn to roles that allow her to explore 

themes of family and love, with a preference for projects that 

celebrate the bonds of kinship and community. 
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Casting 

 

Auditions have happened and it is now time to sit down and cast 

your show! For this hypothetical production, we are only going to worry 

about casting the main 7 roles in the show. 

 

Step 1: On the chart below, indicate up to 3 of your top choices for a role 

by placing an “x” in the box next to the number of the actor who you 

think could play that role. 

 
 

Abby 

B. 

Martha 

B. 

Elaine 

H. 

Mortimer 

B. 

Teddy 

B. 

Jonathan 

B. 

Dr. 

Einstein 

Actor 

#1 

       

Actor 

#2 

       

Actor 

#3 

       

Actor 

#4 

       

Actor 

#5 

       

Actor 

#6 

       

Actor 

#7 

       

Actor 

#8 

       

Actor 

#9 
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Abby 

B. 

Martha 

B. 

Elaine 

H. 

Mortimer 

B. 

Teddy 

B. 

Jonathan 

B. 

Dr. 

Einstein 

Actor 

#10 

       

Actor 

#11 

       

Actor 

#12 

       

Actor 

#13 

       

Actor 

#14 
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Step 2: Now that you have sorted out who could be the principal roles, 

it’s time to make some decisions. Some of these decisions might be easy! 

You may have selected only 1 actor for that role, but be sure to keep in 

mind all the other casting considerations before making your final 

decision. Place your semi-final decisions in the chart below. 

 

Character 
Actor Assigned 

Role 

Are there any hang ups in this casting?  

If so, explain 

Abby 
  

Martha 
  

Elaine 
  

Mortimer 
  

Teddy 
  

Jonathan 
  

Dr. Einstein 
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Step 3: Once you have taken those considerations into mind, create your 

final cast list below: 

 

Character Actor Assigned Role 

Abby 
 

Martha 
 

Elaine 
 

Mortimer 
 

Teddy 
 

Jonathan 
 

Dr. Einstein 
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Step 4: In 6-8 sentences, reflect on your casting choices. Are you 100% 

happy with your choices? Explain. What casting considerations did you 

find influenced your decisions the most? Why do you think you leaned 

on those considerations the most? 
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Uh oh! 

 

The production manager realized that a couple members of the 

community theater board, who are also directors, want to weigh in on the 

casting decisions. Find a group of 3-4 people to act as board members. 

You will walk through the same casting process that you did before, but 

this time, you will make decisions as a group! 

 

Step 1: On the chart below, indicate up to 3 of your top choices for a role 

by placing your initial in the box next to the name of the person who you 

think could play that role. There can be multiple initials in each box 

 
 

Abby 

B. 

Martha 

B. 

Elaine 

H. 

Mortimer 

B. 

Teddy 

B. 

Jonathan 

B. 

Dr. 

Einstein 

Actor 

#1 

       

Actor 

#2 

       

Actor 

#3 

       

Actor 

#4 

       

Actor 

#5 

       

Actor 

#6 

       

Actor 

#7 

       

Actor 

#8 

       

Actor 

#9 
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Abby 

B. 

Martha 

B. 

Elaine 

H. 

Mortimer 

B. 

Teddy 

B. 

Jonathan 

B. 

Dr. 

Einstein 

Actor 

#10 

       

Actor 

#11 

       

Actor 

#12 

       

Actor 

#13 

       

Actor 

#14 
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Step 2: As a group, look at the grouping of roles above and see if you can 

come to conclusion of who would be the best (or 2nd best) to fill that 

role 

 

Character 
Actor 

Assigned Role 

Potential 2nd 

choice 

Are there any hang ups in 

this casting?  

If so, explain 

Abby 
 

 
 

Martha 
 

 
 

Elaine 
 

 
 

Mortimer 
 

 
 

Teddy 
 

 
 

Jonathan 
 

 
 

Dr. Einstein 
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Step 3: Once you have taken those considerations into mind, create your 

final cast list below: 

 

Character Actor Assigned Role 

Abby 
 

Martha 
 

Elaine 
 

Mortimer 
 

Teddy 
 

Jonathan 
 

Dr. Einstein 
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Step 4: In 4-5 sentences, reflect on the act of casting as a group versus 

casting as an individual. What were some of the challenges and what 

were some of the benefits? What casting considerations were preferred 

by the group? Were they different from your own considerations? 
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Final Reflection 

 

In 2 brief paragraphs (4-5 sentences), answer the following 2 questions: 

1) How has your perception of the casting process changed from before to after 

this project? 

2) How might your casting considerations change if you were casting with 

school-age actors instead? 

 

 

 

Lyndal Willis (she/her) is an instructor and director of theater at 

Rockwood Summit High School in Fenton, MO. She earned a BFA in 

Theater and a master's degree in Education at Southwest Baptist 

University. Her theatrical interests range from directing, stage 

management, and costume construction and design.
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The Hot Seat: A Cross-Examination Focused Debate Activity 

Jason Edgar 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This article explores “The Hot Seat,” an adaptable debate activity 

designed to cultivate essential skills for high school and college debaters 

across various formats, including Lincoln-Douglas, Public Forum, and 

International Public Debate Association (IPDA). By integrating strategic 

case preparation, cross-examination, and rebuttal, “The Hot Seat” 

creates an immersive learning environment where students practice real-

time argumentation and critical thinking. The exercise challenges 

participants to develop persuasive speeches, defend their positions under 

pressure, and refine their cross-examination techniques. Through 

instructor moderation and peer engagement, students are encouraged to 

think on their feet, sharpen their reasoning skills, and apply theory to 

practice. This article highlights the activity's applications within 

different debate formats and its benefits for developing well-rounded 

debaters capable of thriving in competitive debate and beyond. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

One of the most undervalued aspects of high school and 

collegiate debate training is cross-examination, despite its critical 

importance for both practicing attorneys and politicians. In competitive 

debate, responses given during cross-examination are considered 

"binding," meaning that statements can be leveraged against the speaker 

in later speeches, highlighting the importance of this phase. “The Hot 

Seat” is a debate exercise designed to immerse students in these essential 

skills by integrating speech delivery, cross-examination, and rebuttal 

practice in a dynamic, student-focused format. While rooted in the 

International Public Debate Association (IPDA) framework, this activity 

can be adapted for use across various debate formats, many of which will 

be explored in this entry. 
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Activity Overview through IPDA format 

 

The activity begins with students selecting a resolution through 

the IPDA strike system, where both the student and either a coach or 

competitor alternately eliminate topics until a mutually agreed-upon 

resolution remains. Once the resolution is finalized, the student has 30 

minutes to research and prepare a five-minute constructive speech. This 

speech must include all the essential components: an introduction with 

acknowledgments, definitions of key terms, criteria for evaluation, and at 

least two to three contentions that support their position. Meanwhile, 

students not involved in case building can start crafting cross-

examination questions, either independently or collaboratively as a 

group, ensuring the exercise engages all participants from multiple 

angles. 

After the student delivers the constructive speech, the class 

engages in a cross-examination session where they ask questions, either 

from the prepared list or new ones that arise after hearing the case. 

Cross-examiners are encouraged to challenge key areas such as the 

speaker’s adherence to the resolution (topicality), the presence of 

inherent barriers preventing the problem from being solved, the efficacy 

of their plan (solvency), and the long-term feasibility or sustainability of 

the proposal (durability). They may also probe the credibility of the 

speaker's sources, the completeness of their argument, or scrutinize 

elements not addressed—such as insufficient evidence, weak or unclear 

judging criteria, or overlooked aspects of the plan's structure (plan 

planks). This roughly 40-45 minute activity can be done with the whole 

class vs. one debate student, or breakout sessions where a group of 

students elect a speaker and the others are the cross-examiners. 

 

Learning Objectives and Benefits 

 

Strategic Resolution Selection: 

 

By starting with the IPDA strike system, students learn to “strike 

smart,” carefully considering their comfort level with the topic, their 

knowledge base, and the audience when narrowing down resolutions. 

Instructors are encouraged to craft thought-provoking and challenging 

resolutions to optimize student performance and growth. 
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Research and Constructive Speech Skills: 

 

The 30-minute preparation period mirrors a typical IPDA prep 

session, offering students valuable practice in quickly constructing a 

coherent and persuasive five-minute speech. This exercise enables 

debaters to hone their argument structure under tight time constraints, 

ensuring that they learn to present their points clearly and effectively. 

 

Cross-Examination and Critical Engagement: 

 

During the cross-examination, all students actively engage in 

critical thinking. The speaker refines their ability to answer challenging 

questions, while the audience sharpens their questioning techniques, 

contributing to the intellectual depth of the discussion. This exchange 

strengthens both sides of the debate equation, which is essential for 

success in competitive formats. Additionally, students observe each 

other's speech delivery, question-asking, and answering techniques, 

which enhances the overall class or team's skill development. 

 

Flowing Practice for All Students: 

 

Flowing, a fundamental skill in any debate format, is reinforced 

during "The Hot Seat" as the audience flows the speaker’s constructive 

speech. This practice improves their ability to track arguments, identify 

potential weaknesses, and expose contradictions during cross-

examination. 

 

Rebuttal and Synthesis: 

 

The optional rebuttal allows the speaker to consolidate their 

argument, address questions, and clarify any ambiguities. For the 

audience, this offers another opportunity to practice flowing and engage 

in critical analysis, as they assess how effectively the speaker responds to 

the cross-examination. 
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Debate Formats and Adaptability 

 

Lincoln-Douglas Debate: 

 

The "Hot Seat" activity offers an excellent opportunity for 

Lincoln-Douglas debaters to present and refine their cases before 

entering the competitive arena. For high school and college students 

working on semester- or year-long resolutions, this exercise can serve as 

the first time they present their 1st Affirmative Constructive (1AC) in a 

structured, competitive-like environment. Once the student has finalized 

their case, they deliver it to the class in the same format and with the 

same timing constraints as they would at a tournament, emphasizing 

clarity, organization, and persuasive delivery. 

Following the presentation, an instructor-moderated cross-

examination allows the class—who has flowed the speech—to ask 

questions and challenge the speaker's positions. This not only mirrors the 

rigorous questioning they’ll face from a negative debater but also allows 

for a broader range of questions from multiple perspectives, encouraging 

more thorough preparation. The instructor can ensure that questions 

cover critical areas, such as philosophical frameworks (value/criterion), 

topicality, or the strength of specific contentions, mirroring the depth and 

nuance that Lincoln-Douglas debate demands. 

The "Hot Seat" in this context sharpens the debater’s ability to 

think on their feet and defend their arguments in real-time, while also 

providing classmates with valuable practice in flowing and cross-

examination. This type of active participation builds the analytical skills 

necessary for success in Lincoln-Douglas debate, where ethical 

reasoning and the strength of value-based argumentation are paramount. 

Furthermore, having the entire class involved in flowing and cross-

examining creates a collaborative learning environment where students 

can observe diverse strategies for framing and refuting arguments, a 

crucial aspect of LD debate. 

 

Public Forum Debate: 

 

In Public Forum debate, where teams of two argue over current 

event-based resolutions, the "Hot Seat" activity can be adapted to help 

debaters fine-tune their presentation and refutation skills in a setting that 

mirrors real competition. Typically, PF debaters are tasked with 
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presenting cases that are brief but persuasive, relying on clear, accessible 

argumentation aimed at a lay judge. The "Hot Seat" allows a debater or 

team to present their opening case (Pro or Con) to the class, simulating 

the structure and timing of an actual round. This initial presentation is 

followed by an instructor-led cross-examination session, providing a 

unique opportunity for the rest of the class to engage with the material 

from both sides of the argument. 

Once the case is delivered, classmates—who have flowed the 

speech—engage in cross-examination. In PF, cross-examination focuses 

on the clarity and logic of the arguments, potential contradictions, source 

reliability, and the implications of evidence. Debaters are expected to 

anticipate and address questions about the strength of their evidence, 

how well they have tied their contentions to the resolution, and whether 

they have sufficiently supported their warrants. The "Hot Seat" format 

allows students to hone these skills, helping them prepare for the real-

time exchanges that are critical in Public Forum rounds. 

For the debater in the "Hot Seat," this activity is a chance to 

practice handling challenging questions from multiple angles, building 

their ability to maintain composure and provide concise, effective 

answers. The exercise also allows them to practice adjusting their 

arguments to better appeal to a general audience—a key aspect of PF 

debate. Meanwhile, the cross-examiners, who represent the opposing 

side, sharpen their analytical skills by identifying gaps in reasoning, 

potential weaknesses in evidence, or areas where the debater’s case could 

be vulnerable to future attacks. 

As a whole, the "Hot Seat" fosters a collaborative environment 

where all students practice flowing, cross-examination, and real-time 

rebuttals. It gives debaters a chance to receive immediate feedback on 

their cases and improve their ability to respond to criticism under 

pressure, a vital skill in Public Forum, where adaptability and 

communication are essential for success. Additionally, it reinforces the 

importance of teamwork in PF, as students can take turns supporting 

each other’s arguments or providing constructive criticism during the 

cross-examination phase. 
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Conclusion 

 

The Hot Seat” is an adaptable, engaging, and intellectually 

rigorous exercise that fosters the development of critical debate skills. By 

emphasizing preparation, cross -examination, and rebuttal, it provides a 

comprehensive and immersive learning experience for all participants, 

sharpening their ability to think quickly, argue effectively, and respond 

under pressure. Whether applied to Lincoln-Douglas or Public Forum, 

this activity mirrors the real-time demands of competitive debate and 

prepares students to face them with confidence and skill. 

Beyond individual growth, “The Hot Seat” nurtures a 

collaborative learning environment where all students—whether building 

cases, flowing speeches, or crafting cross -examination questions—

actively contribute to the intellectual depth of the activity. The exercise 

reinforces not only the core principles of debate but also the broader 

skills of critical thinking, strategic planning, and public speaking, all of 

which are essential for academic and professional success. 

Just as a skilled debater must be ready to defend their position 

from every angle, “The Hot Seat” challenges students to engage with 

their arguments fully, leaving no stone unturned. And in the heat of the 

moment, when students are tested in the proverbial "hot seat," they learn 

not only to survive the scrutiny but to thrive in it—transforming the 

pressure of cross-examination into an opportunity for mastery. 

 

 

Jason Edgar is the Director of Forensics at Morton College, where he 

also serves as Chair of the Faculty Assembly. His coaching career in 

Missouri spanned Crowder College (2009-2015) and Missouri Western 

(2015-2017), during which he was named the Missouri Association of 

Forensics Activities (MAFA) Coach of the Year in 2016. 
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Influencer Group Outline Test 

Morgan LeBleu 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This activity is designed to test students' knowledge of speech 

construction and audience adaptation. Students are forced to think about 

what audience they will be speaking to as well as what construction 

methods are best to get their point across. This activity works best when 

the instructor provides a packet of travel brochures for the group’s 

assigned city. This ensures students do not have access to the internet or 

class notes and must know the parts of a speech to successfully complete 

this assignment. However, the assignment can be modified for both 

internet usage (if travel brochures are unavailable) and open notes 

depending on instructor’s preference. This assignment can be done in 

groups or solo. 

 

 

Activity: Influencer Group Outline Test  

Time: One entire class period (50 or 125 minutes) 

Skills taught: speech construction, audience analysis and 

adaptation, research skills, group work  

Level: High school and college 

 

 

Assignment Introduction: 

This is a group test designed to test your knowledge of speech 

construction. It is worth 25 points and is evaluated by the formal outline 

turned in, the responses to the questions, and how well your group 

performed. 

 

The Assignment: 

You are a social media influencer and a city’s tourism department has 

asked you to make a video sponsoring/promoting their city. For the sake 

of this assignment assume, all activities in your research packet are 

current and ignore any seasonal elements. You can pretend that you have 

been to this city and can make up a background as an influencer. (You 

may choose the platform.) 
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Your task is to create a formal outline for a speech designed to persuade 

your followers to consider visiting this city on their next vacation. That 

means you need to create an outline highlighting the benefits and 

pleasures of traveling to this city. Each group will receive several travel 

brochures highlighting attractions from different city locations. You can 

pretend that you have been to these attractions. You must take this 

information and create a formal outline for a speech you would present in 

a video promoting this city. 

 

You will have until the end of class to complete this assignment. A 

completed test will be comprised of:   

1. One formal outline from the entire group: 

a. All 5 parts of the introduction  

b. All necessary parts of the main body  

c. All 3 parts of the conclusion must be present  

d. The finished test should look like a formal outline 

sample previewed in class. All parts must be labeled. 

(Exception: no bibliography needed.) 

2. If you did this test in a group, answer the following question ON 

THE BACK of this page: 

Evaluate each of your group members in terms of their 

participation during the test. I want to know how much each 

person contributed to the success/failure of the group. 

(Example: if there are four people in the group, you ALL 

must write something about EACH OTHER member of the 

group. A comment like, “We all did a lot of work and it went 

well” is NOT a proper evaluation.) 

 

Additional rules:   

1. Once your group has started, nobody will be allowed to join you. 

2. This is a timed test. You only have this class period to finish. 

3. The test is designed to be done individually or in a group.  

4. Those who miss the test must present a valid UNIVERSITY 

APROVED EXCUSE or documentation of a serious situation in 

order to take a make-up exam for full points. Those failing to 

meet these standards will begin the make up with a 5-point 

deduction. 
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5. Students may use only pin/pencils, their group, and test materials 

while taking the test. All electronics, notes, books, handouts, etc. 

must be put away. 

6. Those who take the test as a group must complete the group 

evaluation on the back of this page. Those failing to follow this 

rule will have their individual grade (not the group grade) 

reduced by two points. 

 

 

Morgan LeBleu is an instructor and Assistant Director of Forensics at 

McNeese State University. She is interested in research regarding 

debate paradigms. Morgan teaches Introduction to Public Speaking. 

She also serves as a province governor for the Pi Kappa Delta 

organization. 
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Citizenship Starts at Home: Public Speaking on Local Issues 

LeAnn M. Brazeal 

 

  

Abstract 

 

While local issues can have significant impact on the lives of community 

members, public speaking courses do not typically address them. This is 

unfortunate, as local issues can have salience for students and speaking 

on them can help build much-needed skills of democratic participation. 

This teaching resource aims to help students develop these skills by 1) 

engaging them with local issues in their own communities, 2) connecting 

them with local sources of credible information concerning local issues, 

and 3) guiding them in creating effective, evidence-based speeches that 

consider a particular audience and set of limitations (i.e., brief time 

limits). In the process, students learn about the role of public speaking in 

democracy, particularly at the local level – including city councils, 

school boards, county commissions, and state legislatures, which all 

make decisions that affect them every day. Students also develop skills 

that will allow them to take an active part in democracy at any level. 

 

 

Rationale and Goals 

 

The communication discipline has long recognized the 

substantial role public speaking plays in American politics. Even today, 

in an environment where social media exercises considerable influence 

over the ways in which people communicate about politics, public 

speaking retains its importance (Charteris-Black, 2018). In election 

years, we can watch convention acceptance addresses and campaign 

debates. In non-election years, the State of the Union and presidential 

press conferences receive particular emphasis. Even if we miss these 

speeches when they go live, we can always catch the highlights through 

traditional media reports and see clips (usually with commentary) on 

social media.  

This centering of important speeches by well-known people may 

present the impression that only candidates and elected officials, 

especially those at the state and national level, participate in democratic 

public speaking. This couldn’t be further from the truth, as concerned 
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stakeholders regularly address local governmental organizations such as 

school boards, city councils, and county commissions (Brulliard, 2023). 

Public meetings are important because local governmental organizations 

make decisions that directly affect the daily lives of stakeholders - which 

businesses can set up shop near your home, whether cameras are 

installed at stoplights to issue more tickets, or which school your children 

attend and what policies those schools create. 

Public meetings are gaining increasing amounts of attention as 

national agendas have trickled down into local bodies such as school 

boards (Shah, 2023) and meetings have become more contentious 

(Brulliard, 2023; Woodruff, Carlson, & Weber, 2023). Name calling, 

personal attacks, and false information are not unusual. Unfortunately, as 

Tracy and Durfy (2007) point out, this type of communication may 

“wound others so much that a group’s ability to keep talking about 

matters that matter is seriously damaged” (p. 245). In these instances, our 

democratic processes are stalled or disrupted completely, to the 

community’s detriment. To participate effectively, our students need the 

skills to engage with issues and others productively, including the skills 

to research, analyze issues, and speak well.  

In today’s environment, however, students are exposed to 

political discourse that often boils down to hot takes, memes, and other 

types of short-cut discourse. Jovanovic, Damasceno, and Schwartzman 

(2021) explain that “though Generation Z’s interest in political 

engagement is keen, their knowledge and skills to participate are often 

lagging” (p. 130). As a result, they argue, Generation Z students are more 

likely to be skeptical of politics and those who engage in them. As a 

means of resisting such skepticism, the authors call for teaching 

strategies that guide students toward competency in skills such as 

becoming informed, debating ideas, and taking action. Indeed, as 

Brammer (2021) argues, the future of our democracy depends on citizens 

having and exercising these skills.  

The purpose of this assignment is to provide an opportunity for 

students to develop these skills while also learning about a local issue in 

their communities. It’s an assignment that can be adapted to both high 

school and college public speaking classes and has a variety of potential 

adaptations. 
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Student Learning Outcomes 

 

At the end of this activity, students should be able to:   

1. Understand the role of public speaking in local issue 

contexts. 

2. Demonstrate an understanding of a current issue in their 

community. 

3. Find and utilize information on local issues from local 

sources (television, newspapers, interviews, etc.). 

4. Argue persuasively for their position on the issue. 

5. Give an effective speech within a short timeframe (3-4 

minutes or less). 

 

Introducing the Assignment 

 

To offer a framing device for the assignment, it’s helpful to show 

students an example of citizens speaking to their local government. It’s 

possible that local media will have stories on controversial issues that 

can be shown in class. These kinds of videos offer context for the issue 

and often show excerpts from the citizen-speakers. If no local videos are 

available, it’s possible to find examples of speeches from other 

communities where community members are speaking on issues that 

might be relevant to your students - for example, students or parents 

speaking to a school board about banning library books. These videos 

demonstrate that public speaking does indeed happen in local 

government. 

After the video, the class can discuss topics such as: the 

importance of offering citizens opportunities to speak to their 

representatives, what an effective speech of this type should include, and 

the impact short time limits might have on how a speech is constructed 

and delivered. Then the assignment can be introduced. The assignment 

instructions appear below.  

To encourage students to do some initial thinking and 

information-gathering, a topic proposal assignment is also included 

below. Though the original speech assignment is written to focus on 

issues in a particular town or city, it may be necessary in some cases (due 

to a lack of local media sources) to broaden the scope so students can 

research their topics more easily. For instance, they could research law 

(or proposed legislation) at the state level that affects their community or 
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schools, such as minimum wage laws, four-day weeks for schools, or 

labor regulations for teens. Another option is for students to discuss 

current issues around the country that may also relate to their local 

community, including laws related to wildlife, banning cell phones in 

schools or laws permitting teachers to be armed. In these cases, it’s 

important for students to connect these larger topics to the specifics of 

their community or school. 

 

Directions 

 

Local Issue Speech Assignment 

 

Should our city install cameras to issue automatic tickets to 

drivers who run red lights? Should it use eminent domain to remove a 

popular Halloween “house of terror” from its location? Should high 

schools start school later in the day? Should our library remove a 

particular book from its shelves? In our everyday lives, we may 

encounter questions like these in our local communities – questions that 

we need or expect action upon. Perhaps we feel a school board policy is 

unfair, or that the city council has created a policy we feel is the wrong 

direction for our community. Or maybe there’s a hot-button topic on the 

agenda and we’d like to speak in support of the school board or city as 

they make their decision.  

These are issues that affect our lives every day, so they’re 

important! Because people have such strong opinions on these issues, 

countless numbers appear before local city councils, school boards, and 

other governmental organizations in hopes of swaying opinion. It’s pretty 

rare that people have the chance to speak directly to their elected 

decisionmakers in this way, and that’s part of what makes local issues 

and local government special. 

In these cases, there are sometimes many people who want to 

speak. To keep the meetings from running all night, there are usually 

time limits placed on speakers. As a speaker, you have to be able to get 

in, get out, and be clear and persuasive. 

This speech is a simulation of just such an environment! 

You’re going to choose an issue and an entity (the School Board, City 

Council, County Commission, MO State Legislature) to present to. Also 

choose WHO you are – a parent, an interested citizen, a spokesperson for 

an organization.  
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Your topic should address the issue as it relates to our 

community – for instance, speaking to the City Council about 

homelessness and using stats from California is probably not going to be 

relevant. You’ll need to do research using local sources, such as TV 

news, newspapers, or other kinds of local media. 

Your speech should be 3-4 minutes long, cite at least two 

relevant, credible outside sources. It should follow a basic topical format 

– introduction, main point one, main point two, main point three 

(optional), conclusion. 

 

Speech Minimum Requirements:   

• Time Limit: 3-4 minutes,  

• Speak extemporaneously.  

• Notes: one 4"x6" sized notecard, keywords only.  

• Planning outline. 

• Two sources, current (in the last 12 months), relevant and 

credible. Must be on the outline and cited aloud in the speech. 

 

Topic Proposal Assignment 

 

Our next speech is the Local Issue speech, which is described in 

the handout shared in class. We want to find the best possible topic for 

your speeches, so you’ll need to a) do a little pre-search, and b) create 

TWO proposals. I'll choose one to approve or reach out to you if we need 

to workshop them. 

 

For each topic, answer the following questions:   

1. What is the topic? Why are you interested in this topic? 

2. Who will be your audience? (city council, school board, county 

commission, state legislature, etc.) Why is this the appropriate 

body to hear your speech? 

3. And who will YOU represent? (individual citizen, advocacy 

group, business, etc.) 

4. Which side of the issue are you on? What is one argument you 

are thinking of making? 

5. Do some pre-search. Post an APA citation of a reference that you 

plan on using for this topic (from the last 12 months). 
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Time and Modifications 

 

The time allocated to the activity is highly dependent on the 

instructor’s goals. It could take a week or more in a high school setting to 

introduce the assignment, brainstorm topic ideas, research, prepare an 

outline, and deliver the speeches. In a college setting, a couple of weeks 

is certainly manageable, if not less. However, if there was a desire to 

spend more time discussing research and sources (perhaps conducting 

interviews with local citizens or experts) it could take longer. One other 

time consideration is the length of the speeches. Students often do not 

realize how short 3 minutes can be and find themselves going overtime 

(sometimes quite a bit overtime) if they’re not careful. Though they 

usually have a lot to say, it’s helpful if they limit themselves to their two 

best arguments and focus on making those the best they can be. 

 

There are several modifications that would tailor the assignment to 

different needs:   

1. Pair up students to present opposing sides of the same issue (or 

perhaps three, as there are often multiple sides of an issue). 

2. Bring in “celebrity judges” from the community to hear and offer 

feedback on the speeches. 

3. Require more in-depth sources or require a local expert interview 

on the topic. 

4. Extend the speech time – three to five minutes is not unusual for 

these speeches in “real life” – and use a problem-solution or 

problem-cause-solution format. 

5. Have students who are not speaking act as the organization 

hearing the speeches, and then ask them to deliberate on a 

decision. A talk-back format would give the speakers the 

opportunity to ask open-ended questions about what arguments 

stood out and/or made a difference in the decision. 

6. Have the class vote on their favorite speeches and arrange for 

those speakers to address the appropriate local body, perhaps 

with classmates in the audiences for moral support. That way 

everyone has an opportunity to participate in real life. 
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Appendix A: Sample Handout of Local Resources 

 

Media reporting on local issues in Springfield (all of these have 

websites):   

• TV: KY3 News, KSPR News, KOLR 10 News 

• Newspapers: Springfield News-Leader (our library has a 

subscription), Springfield Daily Citizen 

• Radio: KSMU, KTTS  

 

The city also maintains a list with local links: 

https://www.springfieldmo.gov/1167/Local-Media 

 

Local Governmental entities:   

• Springfield City Council: 

https://www.springfieldmo.gov/145/City-Council 

• Greene County Commission: 

https://greenecountymo.gov/commission/ 

• Springfield Public Schools Board of Education: 

https://www.sps.org/domain/102  
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Storytelling as an Academic Resource for Public  

Speaking and Interpersonal Skills 

Melissa Joy Benton 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The storytelling assignment is a versatile academic tool that fosters both 

public speaking and interpersonal skills. By showcasing students' 

abilities to engage and connect with an audience, storytelling promotes 

public speaking proficiency. Additionally, this resource provides 

opportunities for students to become comfortable learning from one 

another in a supportive environment, thereby enhancing interpersonal 

skills. As an ancient art form practiced globally, storytelling resonates 

with both native and non-native English speakers, as noted by the 

International House World Organization. The concept of storytelling is 

grounded in its ability to build empathy among listeners and foster a 

sense of identity in the speaker. The storytelling assignment is a 

straightforward activity that can serve as an effective introductory 

speech. Its appeal to diverse learning styles and personalities ensures 

that all students can participate in a meaningful way. This academic 

resource can be adopted in various classrooms to promote engagement, 

connection, and rhetorical skills. Given its broad appeal, the storytelling 

assignment is adaptable to many performance and communication 

courses. 

 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of the assignment is for students to practice presenting 

their self to others. Students will be utilizing the information about 

self-concept, self-awareness, values, and image management from 

the chapter on The Self and Perception. 

 

Learning Outcomes: 

• Presentation of an introductory, demonstration/informative, 

persuasive, and oral interpretation speech. 

• Utilize knowledge of how self-perception, culture, and 

gender impact communication dynamics. 
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Rationale 

Presentation: 

Storytelling is a powerful tool for teaching, business training, and 

for entertainment purposes. According to K12Together, in every 

culture and especially those rich in oral traditions shares 

motivational and life changing moments through storytelling. 

Teachers are taught to use storytelling to introduce themselves to 

their students. These stories provide students with a hook that 

keeps them engaged. I remember my child coming home talking 

about the many frog stories that her teacher shared. At the end of 

the semester, we and other students brought her frog themed gifts. 

A few professors use storytelling to teach lessons. Storytelling is 

also used in business. Companies have seen an increase in 

customers and customer loyalty through developing stories around 

their brand. A few examples of great storytelling brands are Olay, 

Progressive Insurance, and the infamous Nike. According to 

Professor of Communication Arts, Stephen E. Lucas, storytelling is 

an effective way to communicate on a worldview level. In fact, 

National Geographic provides a list of rich storytelling cultures 

such as Western Africa, Ireland, and Native Americans to name a 

few. So, let’s start the course with the best way to capture and keep 

the attention of your audience, as well as introduce yourself so that 

you are remembered through the art of storytelling, which is also 

known as personal narrative. 

 

Collage 

A collage is a picture or design created by adhering flat elements to 

a flat surface. The word “collage” comes from the French word 

coller, meaning literally “to glue”. Collages provide students a way 

to express their thoughts, ideas, and feelings about experiences and 

subjects in which they are interested. Rather than just a single 

image, collage provides an opportunity to include many images 

within one composition. 

 

Objective 

Students will deliver a 3–5-minute personal narrative about 

themselves to their classmates. 
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Details 

The speech presentation has two (2) parts.  

Part 1: The presentation 

Part 2: The collages 

A. Students will make one collage for their potential classroom 

using any electronic technology of their choosing. 

B. Students will make another collage for their classmates 

using any electronic technology of their choosing 

Example technology: Canva, Prezi, PowerPoint, or Google 

Slides (be sure to download the slide to your computer for 

submission purposes) 

 

Instructions 

A. Choose a personal narrative that changed your life or made an 

impact on the way you live. This could be an event, book, 

movie, or a folktale/fable. You can choose any topic of your 

choice. Usually, stories with a lesson learned are fun to hear. 

The story could be emotional or funny. Making an audience 

laugh is the best way to be memorable. 

B. Make a collage using any electronic software or technology 

tool that provides some insight into your unique personality 

and experiences. When designing this collage consider the 

audience. Students should make two (2) collages, 

demonstrating that they understand how to target an audience.  

1. Students should make a collage for their chosen career 

audience. 

2. Students should make a collage for the class (a group of 

adults). Be sure to consider your classmates and the 

instructor as your audience. 

 

Submission Process 

Part 1: The presentation is delivered in class on the speech day. 

Part 2: The collage is submitted by replying to this discussion 

post. Be sure to embed the image to the discussion post by 

clicking "Insert" in the above tool bar and then by clicking 

"Document". Then resize the collage so that it is reasonable 

size. Any submissions that are not completed in this manner 

will be subject to a "0" evaluation. Additionally, you must 

post your collages before seeing your classmates’ collages. 
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STORYTELLING: 100 points Value 
Awarded and 

comments 

Introduction (Prologue)   

Audience attention getter: joke, story, statistic, 

shocking fact, rhetorical statement, refer to 

the occasion or current event 

5 points  

Audience Link 5 points  

Credibility 5 points  

Preview topic and preview main ideas 10 points  

Body (4 points each)   

• Focused episode clearly conveyed 

• Audience clearly defined and 

addressed 

• Tone communication interest 

• Fluid sequencing meaningful 

transition designed to connect 

thoughts and ideas 

• Consistent point of view 

20 points  

Conclusion   

• Restate central idea and main points in 

the past tense 

4 points  

• Leaver (a profound statement or repeat 

audience attention grabber) 

3 points  

Speech Content Final Score 52 points  

Delivery (3 points each)   

Verbal= 30 points 

• Voice projection: louder than normal 

conversation, overcome background 

noise 

• Vocal Pitch: convey level of 

enthusiasm, appropriate mood, 

concern for the audience, commitment 

to the occasion proper use of 

intonation 

• Speaking Rate: slow and/or rapid 

• Effective use of the pause 

• Vocal Segregates Connected:(uh, you 

know, um, hmm, I mean, it’s like) 

• Vocal Variety: avoid speaking in 

monotone 
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• Vocal Energy 

• Pronunciation and Articulation 

• Extemporaneous delivery:(no reading 

to the audience) 

• Fluidity: message is delivered 

smoothly without interruptions or 

awkward pauses or comfortable 

pacing 

Nonverbal= 18 points 

• Confident Paralanguage (passion, 

ownership, knowledge of story) 

• Facial Expressions match the language 

of the character 

• Eye Contact (circle of awareness) 

• Gestures (animation) 

• Body Movement (posture) 

• Preparation (seem practiced) 

  

Delivery Final Score: 48 points  

• Time: 5-7 minutes (-11 points if 
“under or over” time rules) 

• PROFESSIONAL DRESSED (-11 
points; See Syllabus for what is 
professional dressed. Bottom-line 
no jeans or sleep wear or casual 
hats) 

  

Presentation Outline: 8x11 typed sheet of paper 

(-5 points if use notecards, unless you use 

one 5x8 notecard with writing on one side) 

  

Final Score: 100 points  

 

Dr. Melissa Joy Benton is dedicated to empowering individuals of all 

ages to enhance their communication skills. She holds a doctorate in 

Educational Practices with a specialization in STEM education, where 

she focused on building self-efficacy in STEM subjects through 

nonverbal immediacy and cognitive behavior therapy. Dr. Benton's 

research interests include nonverbal communication, mindfulness 

contemplative pedagogy, cognitive behavior coaching, performance, 

and interpersonal communication. She is an adjunct professor at 

Webster University, St. Louis Community College, and St. Charles 

Community College. 


