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Members of the U.S. military are trained to be self-motivated leaders. This training influences the life of all

military personnel, including their learning experiences. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the rela-

tionships between known cues of computer mediated instructional immediacy and military motivation to learn

as compared to civilian motivation to learn. Because the military favor enrollment in online classes due to

accessibility, students (N = 497) enrolled in online courses at 3 universities with a high military enrollment

were invited to attend. The findings of this study imply that the military perceive similar computer-mediated

instructional communication cues to those perceived by civilian students.

For more than 30 years, instructional commu-

nication scholars have insisted that educators

are not prepared to manage a classroom of

their own until they have studied communica-

tion within the classroom as thoroughly as they

have studied traditional pedagogical strategies

(Nyquist & Booth, 1977). Typically, the goal

of every effective educator is to motivate stu-

dents to learn (Brophy, 2004); the goal of

instructional communication is to identify

messages and message framings that are con-

ducive to student learning. At the heart of the

instructional literature is the notion of immedi-

acy. Immediacy was first conceptualized by

Mehrabian (1967) as any communicative

behavior that makes a message receiver feel

physically or psychologically closer to the

message sender. As such, instructional imme-

diacy is any communicative behavior that

makes students feel physically or psychologi-

cally closer to the instructor. 

Members of the United States military typ-

ically receive specialized training and educa-

tion from the military before beginning higher

education (Go Army, 2010). The U.S. Army,

in particular, expects soliders to exemplify the

standards of loyalty, duty, respect, selfless

service, honor, integrity, and personal courage
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in every aspect of their life. This standard of

duty calls for every soldier to be self-moti-

vated and to accomplish every task. It is the

responsibility of science to better describe

natural phenomenon (Kerlinger & Lee, 2004)

such as the influence of military training on

military learning. The anytime, anywhere

accessibility of the Internet (Li, Leh, Fu, &

Zhao, 2009; Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 2009)

allows the military to dominate a large portion

of the population of online learners (Fletcher,

Tobias, & Wisher, 2007). As such, scholars

have an obligation to better understand how

instructional immediacy affects the military

student population, especially if the effect is

unique to that of civilian learners or if military

students perceive different cues to be immedi-

ate than those cues have been identified as

immediate by civilian students. For example,

rather than friendly, encouraging correspon-

dence (Kelly, Kotowski, & Fall, 2010), per-

haps military students prefer more formal

communication. 

The primary purpose of this study is to

determine how known indicators of instruc-

tional immediacy relate to motivation and

learning among military and civilian students

in online classrooms. If a significant difference

exists, then there will be reason to believe that

instructional cues perceived to be immediate in

the online classroom differ between military

and civilian learners. The secondary purpose

of this study is to assess whether there is

indeed a positive relationship between com-

puter-mediated instructional immediacy and

student motivation to learn among both mili-

tary and civilian students. Although previous

research in instructional communication

makes the existence of a positive relationship

between these variables among both groups

intuitively likely, this study seeks to provide

empirical evidence.

INSTRUCTIONAL IMMEDIACY

Students learn best from instructors they per-

ceive to be competent, who they can trust to be

knowledgeable about the class content; but

equally as influential to students’ learning is

their perception of whether the instructor cares

if they learn (Finn et al., 2009). The best pre-

dictor of students’ perceiving that an instructor

cares about whether they learn is the presence

of instructional immediacy (Teven, 2001).

Instructor assertiveness and responsiveness

have also been identified to positively relate to

students’ perceptions of a caring instructor.

Teven (2001) speculates that perceptions of a

caring instructor influences student learning

due to the norm of reciprocity. More specifi-

cally, if students perceive that the instructor

cares about whether they learn, then the stu-

dents will believe that they should also care;

therefore, the students become motivated to

learn.

Aside from investigating displays of

instructional immediacy, research has also

identified a nonimmediate behavior that has

often been displayed by instructors, which can

counteract the positive effects of instructional

immediacy: verbal aggression. Immediate

communicative behaviors will only enhance

the communication atmosphere (Mehrabian,

1967). Therefore, if immediate instructional

communicative behaviors are very low or

absent, these behaviors will not have a nega-

tive impact on communication; rather, they

will have no effect. Thus, presence of instruc-

tional immediacy can enhance students’ learn-

ing experiences from the baseline in which the

experience would be without the presence of

immediate instructional cues. Low displays of

instructional immediacy differ from displays

of nonimmediate instructional communication

in that while low displays will not affect stu-

dents, nonimmediate displays have a negative

effect. A negative relationship has been identi-

fied between the presence of verbal aggression

and students’ perceptions of whether an

instructor cares about whether they learn

(Teven, 2001), student attendance (Rocca,

2004), overt information seeking, and out-of-

class communication (Myers, Edwards, Wahl

& Martin, 2007).
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Motivation and Immediacy

Motivation, the force that prompts an indi-

vidual to perform a particular act, can be bro-

ken into state or trait motivation (Brophy,

1983). State motivation is prompted by a par-

ticular catalyst in a particular situation,

whereas trait motivation is an enduring com-

ponent of an individual’s personality. Instruc-

tional communication has been identified as

related to students’ classroom state motivation

in two ways. First, a positive relationship has

been identified between displays of instruc-

tional immediacy and students’ motivation to

attend class (Rocca, 2004). Second, a robust

history of literature has consistently identified

a positive relationship between instructional

immediacy and student motivation to learn, as

is presented in Allen, Witt, and Wheeless’

meta-analysis (2006).

Instructional Immediacy and Learning

Bloom (1956) identified three domains of

learning: affective (attitudinal), cognitive

(knowledge), and psychomotor (skills).

Throughout the history of instructional com-

munication research, scholars have consis-

tently identified positive relationships between

instructional immediacy and students’ affec-

tive and cognitive learning (Andersen, 1979;

Burroughs, 2007; Christophel, 1990; Gorham

& Christophel, 1990; Kearney, Plax, &

Wendt-Wasco, 1985; Kelley & Gorham, 1988;

Powell & Harville, 1990; Richmond, 1990).

“No other teacher communication variable has

been so consistently associated with increases

in both students’ affective and cognitive learn-

ing” (Rodriguez, Plax, & Kearney, 1996, p.

293). Allen et al. (2006), through a meta-anal-

ysis, identified a potential direct causal rela-

tionship between instructional immediacy and

affective learning as well as a direct causal

relationship between affective learning and

cognitive learning. Thus, displays of instruc-

tional immediacy potentially have a direct

impact on students’ affective learning and an

indirect impact of students’ cognitive learning.

Another standard for assessing classroom

learning is evaluating how satisfied students

are with the amount they have learned com-

pared to how much they anticipate learning.

Students are more likely to be satisfied with

their learning experience if instructors use

“skillful facework” during feedback (Kerssen-

Griep, 2001; Kerssen-Griep, Trees, & Hess,

2008). Skillful facework involves making eye

contact with students and using facial expres-

sions that are perceived to be more positive

(i.e., smiling). These displays of skillful face-

work have consistently been identified as cues

of nonverbal instructional immediacy (Rich-

mond, Gorham, & McCroskey, 1987; Rich-

mond, McCroskey, & Johnson, 2003; Smythe

& Hess, 2005).

RATIONALE

Previous studies looking at immediacy in the

online classroom have reported positive rela-

tionships between instructional immediacy

and both student motivation and learning in the

online classroom (Arbaugh, 2001; Baker, 2004

Easton, 2003; Rovai & Barnum, 2003; Woods,

2002). However, these studies have two short-

comings. First, the studies used items from the

verbal immediacy scale (Gorham, 1988) to

measure instructional immediacy rather than a

valid measure (Robinson & Richmond, 1995)

composed of items specific to instructional

immediacy displayed through computer-medi-

ated communication. Second, these studies did

not differentiate between military and civilian

learners. Instructional immediacy is particu-

larly important in online courses because com-

puter mediated instructional immediacy has

been consistently reported to correlate highly

with students’ perceptions of an instructor’s

social presence (Bolliger, 2009; Lim, Dannels,

& Watkins, 2008; Yen & Tu, 2008). 

As any display of immediacy will have a

positive impact on the message receiver, it is

assumed that computer mediated instructional

immediacy will have a positive impact on both

military and civilian student learning and moti-
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vation. However, the cues of computer medi-

ated instructional immediacy may differentiate

between military and civilian students. There-

fore, the following hypotheses will be

addressed:

Hypothesis 1: A positive relationship exists

between extrinsic goal orientation motivation

and known indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy among military stu-

dents.

Hypothesis 2: A positive relationship exists

between intrinsic goal orientation motivation

and known indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy among military stu-

dents.

Hypothesis 3: A positive relationship exists

between task orientation motivation and

known indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy among military stu-

dents.

Hypothesis 4: A positive relationship exists

between self-efficacy motivation and known

indicators of computer-mediated instruc-

tional immediacy among military students.

Hypothesis 5: A negative relationship exists

between learning loss and known indicators

of computer-mediated instructional immedi-

acy among military students.

Hypothesis 6: A positive relationship exists

between extrinsic goal orientation motivation

and known indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy among civilian stu-

dents.

Hypothesis 7: A positive relationship exists

between intrinsic goal orientation motivation

and known indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy among civilian stu-

dents.

Hypothesis 8: A positive relationship exists

between task orientation motivation and

known indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy among civilian stu-

dents.

Hypothesis 9: A positive relationship exists

between self-efficacy motivation and known

indicators of computer-mediated instruc-

tional immediacy among civilian students.

Hypothesis 10: A negative relationship exists

between learning loss and known indicators

of computer-mediated instructional immedi-

acy among civilian students.

To better understand the differences in the

way that computer-mediated instructional

immediacy relates to military and civilian stu-

dent motivation and learning, particularly with

the cues identified to be immediate within the

online classroom, the following research ques-

tion is also proposed:

Research Question: How do the correlation

scores with computer mediated instruc-

tional immediacy among military stu-

dents compare to the correlation scores

with computer-mediated instructional

immediacy among civilian students?

METHOD

Participants

Participants were recruited from three large

regionally accredited not-for-profit universi-

ties that have both brick-and-mortar and online

campuses. The universities sent a link to stu-

dents enrolled in their online education pro-

grams. The response rate was approximately

12%, yielding 497 responses. Participants

were only recruited from online programs

because distance education is preferred by the

military due to the anytime, anywhere accessi-

bility of the classes. 

Procedures

All students enrolled in online education at

the three universities were invited to partici-

pate. All participants received a hyperlink

from their university for an online survey. The

link took each participant to a welcome screen,

which contained the informed consent,

describing the study as an attempt to under-

stand how students learn in the online class-

room environment. Participants were informed

that by clicking next that they were indicating
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their consent to participate. Participants spent

approximately 15 minutes completing the sur-

vey.

Instrumentation

Computer-mediated instructional immedi-

acy was measured through the computer medi-

ated instructional immediacy measure (α = .84;

Fall et al., 2010; Kelly, Kotowski, & Fall,

2010). Motivation was measured using sub-

scales derived from the Motivated Strategies

for Learning Questionnaire; Pintrich, Smith,

Garcia, & McKeachie, 1993). The following

are the reliability scores measured via Cron-

bach’s alpha: intrinsic goal orientation motiva-

tion (α = .78), extrinsic goal orientation

motivation (α = .67), self-efficacy motivation

(α = .90), and task value (α = .91). Learning

loss was measured through an adaptation of

Gorham’s (1988) original measure by calculat-

ing the difference in what students perceived

they could have learned in an ideal class for-

mat versus what they perceived that they actu-

ally learned in their present course. The

original scale differentiated based on percep-

tions of the ideal and actual teacher rather than

class format. 

RESULTS

The sample consisted of 254 current and for-

mer military personnel and 243 civilians. Male

students made up 70% of the sample with the

other 30% consisting of female students. The

average age of participants was 39. 

Pearson correlations were run between

computer-mediated instructional immediacy

and each type of state motivation and learning

loss for both the military and civilian subsam-

ples among the participants. The results among

military participants for the correlations

between computer-mediated instructional

immediacy and each of the other variables

were as follows: intrinsic goal orientation

motivation yielded r = 0.29 (p < 0.01; 0.17 < ρ

< 0.40), extrinsic goal orientation motivation

yielded r = 0.11 (p > 0.05), task value motiva-

tion yielded r = 0.37 (p < 0.01; 0.26 < ρ <

0.47), self-efficacy motivation yielded r = 0.40

(p < 0.01; 0.29 < ρ < 0.49), and learning loss

yielded r = –0.417 (p < 0.01; –0.51 < p <

–0.31). Thus, Hypotheses 2, 3, 4, and 5 were

supported. However the null hypothesis corre-

sponding with H1, which predicted a positive

relationship between military extrinsic goal

orientation motivation and computer-mediated

instructional immediacy, cannot be rejected

due to a lack of statistical significance among

the results. These results are summarized in

Table 1.

The results among civilian participants for

the correlation between computer-mediated

instructional immediacy and each of the other

variables were as follows: intrinsic goal orien-

tation motivation yielded r = 0.24 (p < 0.01;

0.17 < ρ < 0.35), extrinsic goal orientation moti-

vation yielded r = 0.11 (p > 0.05), task value

motivation yielded r = 0.35 (p < 0.01; 0.22 < ρ

< 0.44), self efficacy motivation yielded r =

TABLE 1
Pearson Correlation Comparisons

Military Civilian

Extrinsic goal orientation .13 .11

Intrinsic goal orientation .29* .24*

Task value .37* .34*

Self-efficacy .40* .32*

Learning loss −.42* -.45*

Note: *p < .001.
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0.32 (p < 0.01; 0.20 < ρ < 0.43), and learning

loss yielded r = –0.45 (p < 0.01; –0.54 < ρ <

−0.34). Thus, Hypotheses 7, 8, 9, and 10 were

supported. However, the null hypothesis corre-

sponding with Hypothesis 6, which predicted a

positive relationship between civilian extrinsic

goal orientation motivation and computer-

mediated instructional immediacy, cannot be

rejected due to a lack of statistical significance

among the results. These results are also sum-

marized in Table 1.

The research question called for a compari-

son between the military and civilian groups

regarding the strength of the correlations

between each variable and computer-mediated

instructional immediacy. The correlation

between computer-mediated instructional

immediacy and extrinsic goal orientation moti-

vation were not statistically significant for

either group. Therefore, a comparison cannot

be made. Comparisons can be made regarding

the correlations between computer-mediated

instructional immediacy and intrinsic goal ori-

entation motivation, task value motivation,

self-efficacy motivation, and learning loss by

comparing the confidence intervals. The

results indicate no significant difference

between groups as demonstrated by overlap-

ping of corresponding confidence intervals.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study imply that, not only

are the indicators of computer-mediated

instructional immediacy similarly recognized

among civilian and military students, but that

the relationship between computer-mediated

instructional immediacy and motivation to

learn is of similar strength across both groups.

This was unexpected, considering the self-

motivated nature of the military. However,

these findings are useful to online educators

who find themselves at an institute with a high

military enrollment. This study did not support

the notion that online instructors need to com-

municate differently between military and

civilian students.

This study was limited in its use of the

learning loss scale (Gorham, 1988). Although

this measure was designed specifically for the

college student population, it yields a score by

calculating the difference in two items. Thus, it

is a very weak measurement instrument

(Davis, 1993). The learning loss scale was

used because data were collected at midsemes-

ter when students would have a thorough

assessment of how well the class suited their

learning needs, but perhaps not have an idea of

what their final grade would be. Future studies

should look to obtaining a better evaluation of

student learning, perhaps through a final

course grade.

Implications for Online Educators

However, these results speak to the power

of instructional immediacy. Enrollment in

online classes currently outnumbers enroll-

ment in traditional classes on brick-and-

mortar campuses (Artino & Stephens, 2009;

Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006). Edu-

cators have relied upon a set of nonverbal cues

to express instructional immediacy within the

classroom for several decades (Richmond et

al., 1987; Richmond et al., 2003; Smythe &

Hess, 2005). Therefore, in light of the evolu-

tion of the classroom into the digital platform,

educators must be persistent in their dedica-

tion to identify immediate cues that translate

well through computer-mediated communica-

tion to ensure a quality education for online

students.
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