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Teaching as Persuasion: Is the Metaphor Viable?

Helenrose Fives, Chair
Texas Tech University

Summary of Symposium

The proposed symposium seeks to examine the viability of the teaching as persuasion metaphor. This metaphor has been offered as a new pedagogy for the new millennium (e.g., Murphy, 2001; Alexander, Fives, Buehl & Mulhern, 2002). Despite conceptual arguments for teaching as persuasion and a special issue in Theory into Practice (2001) on this topic, what remains to be seen is whether or not this metaphor is a viable pedagogy across today’s learning environments that vary by location and student composition.

Persuasion has been defined as the process of stimulating or compelling individuals to alter their personal beliefs (Murphy, 1998). In the teaching as persuasion metaphor the events of a class session are designed to guide this process. According to Murphy (2001) there are several underlying assumptions to the metaphor. These assumptions include:

· Learning occurs when there are changes in students’ knowledge and beliefs; 

· Learners’ affective and cognitive factors must be acknowledged and valued; 

· Messages can be structured to influence learners’ understanding of content matter; 

· Complex concepts must be explored from multiple viewpoints;

· Influencing change in learners’ deep-seated beliefs relies on reaching the cognitive, motivational, and affective processes of the individual.

Studies investigating classroom applications of the teaching as persuasion approach have found that it does lead to changes in learners’ conceptual understandings, as well as changes in their demonstrated knowledge, and beliefs (i.e., Alexander et al., 2002; Fives, Alexander, & Buehl, 2001). However, these applications of the teaching as persuasion pedagogy have been limited to traditional face-to-face classroom situations. Given the growing use of online learning environments used to reach specific populations of students, does the teaching as persuasion metaphor remain viable?

Sinatra and Kardash (2004) examined relations among teacher candidates’ epistemological beliefs, dispositions, and opinions on teaching as persuasion. Findings from this study indicated that some teacher candidates hold belief systems that are more open to the teaching as persuasion metaphor. Therefore, questions emerge as to the likelihood of this metaphor being embraced and utilized by a range of practitioners who serve a variety of student populations.

The purpose of the proposed symposium is to offer a forum in which the practicality and viability of the teaching as persuasion metaphor is discussed. The ensuing discussion should address the issues mentioned as will as any additional concerns and potential solutions to the practical implementation of teaching as persuasion in the learning environments of today.

Participants
For Whom and Under What Conditions is the Teaching as Persuasion Metaphor Viable?

Gale M. Sinatra, Ph.D.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Alexander, Murphy, and their colleagues have described teaching as persuasion as a potentially powerful metaphor for conceptual change pedagogy.  Thus we thought it important to investigate how teacher candidates viewed the metaphor given persuasion can have negative connotations, particularly when students’ beliefs are a potential target for change (Dole & Sinatra, 199).  Toward that end, Sinatra and Kardash (2004) examined 182 preservice teachers’ views on teaching as persuasion and related those views to their openness/resistance to new ideas as measured by selected epistemological belief scales and dispositional measures. Our results indicated that teacher candidates who believed that knowledge evolves, that beliefs can be revised, and that learning is a process of constructing knowledge are more open to persuasive teaching. 

Our findings suggest that although the metaphor is useful and potentially powerful, how different individuals react to the metaphor should be taken into consideration when introducing the metaphor to teacher candidates.  The metaphor may meet with more success if it is introduced coupled with an instructional approach designed to broaden students’ epistemological worldviews. That is, teacher candidates may need to be introduced to the teaching as persuasion metaphor embedded within a broader conceptualization of learning as a process of constructing and modifying knowledge.  Pedagogical approaches to broadening epistemological worldviews such as experimentation, argumentation, discussion, debate, will be discussed as part of the backdrop necessary for a successful implementation of the Teaching as Persuasion Metaphor.

Teaching as Persuasion, Online? Transferring the Pedagogy to Online Settings

Tara Stevens, Ed. D. and Helenrose Fives Ph. D.

Texas Tech University

The teaching as persuasion metaphor has been transformed into a classroom pedagogy with significant results for increased knowledge and belief change (Alexander, Fives, Buehl & Mulhern, 2002; Fives, Alexander, & Buehl, 2001). In a study with middle school children Alexander and colleagues found differential results for persuasion conditions which emphasized student-centered versus teacher-directed discussion. Students in the student-centered discussion condition were more likely to exhibit belief change while those in the teacher-directed condition were more likely to have greater increases in demonstrated knowledge. Thus, the way in which the teaching as persuasion metaphor is implemented yields differing results. 

In an effort to extend the discussion and implementation of this metaphor we created and implemented four lessons (2 online and 2 face-to-face) on intelligence using metaphors of teaching as persuasion and expository teaching (Ausubel, 1963). Expository teaching was chosen as the alternative teaching approach because this is an established method of cognitive based instruction. Also, this pedagogy relies on well-structured conceptually based lecture techniques which we felt were common to university level instruction in both face-to-face and online environments.

The content for the lessons was constructed using PowerPoint slides. The content slides used in all four conditions were identical. However, transition slides (i.e., moving from one theorist to the next), summary slides, lesson activities, and the order in which the slides were presented varied by lesson pedagogy (expository vs. persuasive). Further, in the face-to-face conditions students participated in lesson activities via cooperative and whole class discussion. In contrast the online conditions participated in these activities independently. 

Undergraduate education majors (n=203) were randomly assigned by class to one of four lesson conditions: online persuasion, online expository, face-to-face persuasion, and face-to-face expository. Preliminary findings indicated that students in the online conditions performed as well as those in face-to-face conditions on a test of demonstrated knowledge. However, students receiving the persuasive lesson significantly outperformed those receiving the expository lesson in the online environments and the students receiving the expository lesson significantly outperformed those receiving the persuasive lesson in the face-to-face environments. Even so, across both environments, persuasion resulted in greater interest.    

We will discuss the pros and cons of using a persuasive pedagogy in online learning settings. Specifically we will discuss qualitative aspects of lesson development, student reactions and engagement as well as quantitative findings regarding change in learner knowledge, interest, and beliefs. The viability of persuasive pedagogy in the online learning environment seems to be strong, however, challenges do exist to its successful implementation.

Exploring Pre-Service Teachers’ Initial and Informed Reactions to Teaching as Persuasion

Michelle Buehl, Ph.D.
University of Memphis

Dana Manning, M. Ed.

Texas Tech University
Karee Cox

University of Memphis

Helenrose Fives

Texas Tech University
The viability of teaching as persuasion as a pedagogical approach depends, in part, on how individuals respond to the metaphor, especially given the potential negative connotation associated with the term persuasion (Murphy, 2001; Sinatra & Kardash, 2004). Indeed, Sinatra and Kardash (2004) found that pre-service teachers have divergent views about the use of persuasion in the classroom. Whereas some individuals viewed persuasion as a form of manipulation that should not be used by teachers, others individuals viewed persuasion as belief change and held that emotion and motivation contributed to learning. 

These findings underscore the differences between how persuasion is used in everyday language and what it is meant to imply in the metaphor. We contend that the initial perception of the metaphor and terminology may differ from what it is intended to mean and that, for some individuals, these perceptions may change if they are simply provided additional explanation. Of course, as predicted by the teaching as persuasion metaphor, other individuals may have deeply rooted beliefs and feeling about the issue that will be resistant to change. Thus, we are conducting a study that expands upon the initial work of Sinatra and Kardash. 

Specifically, we are exploring how pre-service teachers’ perceptions change after they are informed about this approach (i.e., read a text) and its implications. Additionally, we probe pre-service teachers’ reactions to the teaching as persuasion metaphor by having them respond to questions about a) their likelihood of adopting a teaching as persuasion perspective, b) their self-efficacy for using teaching as persuasion, c) the conditions under which they may use teaching as persuasion (e.g., specific content or subject areas), and d) how often they would use this approach. Similar to the Sinatra and Kardash study, we will also examine the relations between pre-service teachers’ beliefs about knowledge and pedagogy and their openness to the metaphor. This information will contribute to our discussion of the viability of the metaphor as well as how to present it to pre-service teachers.
The Viability of the Persuasion Metaphor for Educators with Varying Levels of Teacher-Efficacy

Kelli Higley, Maeghan N. Edwards, Jill A. Gushka, & P. Karen Murphy 
The Pennsylvania State University
High-quality teaching involves purposeful decisions about every aspect of student learning from curriculum choices to student grouping (Hawley, 2002). These same decisions undergird the metaphor of teaching as a persuasive practice. In essence, teachers are choosing materials and framing content with the idea that students enter schooling with diverse experiences and prior knowledge, which do not always align with scientifically–held understandings (Murphy & Mason, in press). Research on the viability of this metaphor in classrooms and teachers’ awareness of the persuasiveness of their craft is in its infancy. With few exceptions (e.g., Sinatra & Kardash, 2004) little is known about teachers’ dispositions towards such a metaphor or its relations to teacher efficacy and effectiveness.


Research in teacher efficacy can shed some light on the potential of this metaphor. A teacher’s efficacy belief is defined as “a judgment of his or her capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student … learning” (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). Teachers with higher efficacy judge themselves more capable of helping students learn through changing students’ beliefs and tend to be more effective (Armor et al., 1976). Highly effective teachers more often use students’ prior knowledge as building blocks for future knowledge, and are less threatened by questions that challenge the ideas the teacher presents (Ma, 1999). Theoretically, it appears that teachers with high teaching efficacy align with Murphy’s (2001) assumptions of teaching as a persuasive practice. Despite these similarities, the relations among teaching as persuasion, teacher efficacy, and teacher effectiveness have not been empirically tested.

The purpose of this presentation will be to share our results investigating the relations among teaching as persuasion, teacher efficacy, and teacher effectiveness. Our preliminary data suggest that educators high in teaching efficacy are more likely to view teaching as a persuasive practice. Moreover, we expect further analyses to reveal that teachers who view teaching as a persuasive practice are also more effective. Implications for research and practice will be forwarded.
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