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A Personal Application of McCroskey’s Personal Report of Communication Apprehension


Imagine it’s the beginning of a new semester and it’s the first day of class and you are feeling refreshed, rejuvenated, and ready to start a new semester.  You are sitting at your desk in class checking out who’s in your class and feeling pretty good as you sit there waiting for class to start.  Then the teacher walks in and starts to hand out the syllabus for the semester.  Once the syllabus is handed out the teacher begins to go over the assignments for the semester – as the teacher goes down the list your feeling pretty good about your ability to do these assignments and then – there it is – your heart starts racing – what does it say?  It says you have to give a speech!  Your heart is racing and your hands get sweaty – in fact you just start sweating everywhere, you start to feel nervous, queasy, and you get a knot in the pit of your stomach.  And you’re thinking to yourself, “this is ridiculous, the speech is a month away, why am I acting like this?” The answer is – you are experiencing speech anxiety.  

This is how I feel every time I find out that I have to give a speech.  It’s terrifying for me and the speech may be a month away or more.  But, it doesn’t matter to me – I experience anxiety nonetheless. Now, imagine feeling ten times worse than I described above – that is how I feel all day long on a day I have to give a speech – until the speech is over with.  


I have finally figured out a name for my anxiety and found some ways to help me calm down.  Through my studies in the communication department over the last couple of years I have figured out what I have and why I have it.  However, I have never really taken the chance to look into speech anxiety and to look within myself to understand speech anxiety to better myself and to help myself.

So, as a senior I am finally ready to tackle this phobia!  Knowing that the Capstone requires a speech I decided to use the Capstone speech as an opportunity to look within myself and use some of the works of James C. McCroskey, William Gudykunst, and Charles Berger.  I am in a way, making myself into a speech anxiety case study.  I am going to analyze myself using the afore works mentioned and some tests such as the Public Speaking Anxiety Self-Assessment (PRPSA), McCroskey’s Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24), and McCroskey’s Willingness to Communicate (WTC).  The WTC can also be found in McCroskey’s book.


My goal is to be able to give a Capstone presentation in which I can control my speech apprehension.  I want to control my speech apprehension and improve my public speaking skills so it is visible to others.  I am going to use some of McCroskey’s strategies to improve – there are four types of anxiety in which I will be using to help analyze myself.  I am going to incorporate those four strategies to create change in my public speaking and relate the four strategies with my scores on the PRCA-24 which is designed to measure how much fear or anxiety you may feel in a variety of communication situations.

According to McCroskey, “communication apprehension is an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons.”  The four types of communication apprehension are:  traitlike, context-based, audience-based, and situational.  In order for me to be able to relate to these four strategies, I first had to take the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension. As I mentioned before, I used my scores from this test to relate to the strategies.  

Traitlike communication apprehension represents a trait of the individual. McCroskey states that much of the research on communication apprehension has taken the view that it is a predisposition, based on the individual’s personality, which exists across communication contexts.”   My total score on the PRCA-24 will let me to which degree I experience traitlike communication apprehension.  My total score on the test was 80.  Any score above 72 means that you are more generally apprehensive than the average person.  Any score above 80 means that you have a very high level of traitlike communication apprehension.  Being that my score was 80 – I take it that I am borderline for having a very high level of apprehension.  Scores above 80 are abnormal.  McCroskey’s states that, “very high scores suggest that you will often experience a high degree of fear or anxiety in communication situations in which there is no rational reason for such an experience.” 


“Context-Based communication apprehension is restricted to a single generalized context” (McCroskey). Meaning you could have a high context-based score in one area and a low context-based score in another area of communication apprehension.  The PRCA-24 is also set up to cover four separate areas of communication apprehension (besides the overall apprehension score): group discussions, meetings, interpersonal conversation, and public speaking.  Most individual scores are not alike.  For example, people who have a high score in communication apprehension with group discussions may not necessarily have a high score in interpersonal conversation.  My scores were as follows: group discussion + 14, meetings + 17, interpersonal conversations +16, and public speaking + 26.  The scoring for these individual communication apprehensions are as follows – scores ranging from 6 – 30, any score above 18 indicates some degree of apprehension.  My public speaking score was my only individually high score.  Meaning that I am like the majority of other American’s – as most American’s score high in this area.   So, I have learned that I do not necessarily have high level of communication apprehension overall – I just have a high level of apprehension when dealing with the individual topic of public speaking.

Audience-Based Communication Apprehension represents an orientation of the individual toward communication with a specific person or group of persons, regardless of the context in which the communication takes place (McCroskey).  McCroskey talks about how we all have people in our environment with whom we feel comfortable, and most of us have some that make us uniformly uncomfortable.  For example, most of us feel comfortable around our friends – we laugh and joke around with them – and aren’t afraid to be ourselves.  Another example, this one from McCroskey, for which some of us feel uniformly uncomfortable, is when high school students have to talk to the principal.  It does not matter if the student has to talk to the principal alone, in a group, or in a meeting – the students experience high apprehension.  This is how audience-based communication apprehension affects many of us.  Your level of audience-based communication apprehension varies sharply depending on whom we have to talk (McCroskey).  Audience-based communication apprehension varies from different audiences to another.  For me, speaking with strangers does not make me have a high level of apprehension.  I waitress and I like talking to new people and often end up “chit-chatting” with my tables about topics not even related to their dining experience.  Now, for some strangers create a high level of apprehension.  My high level of apprehension in this communication context is public speaking – mostly in a classroom setting – this is my particular type of audience that causes me to have extreme levels of apprehension.  

Situational Communication Apprehension is the distinctive combination of influences propelled by audience, time and context – this is what generates situational communication apprehension.  What is different about situational communication apprehension is that is that you may not normally have a high level of communication apprehension and not normally bothered by this particular group of people or by public speaking in general – it is the unique combination of these factors – audience, time, and context - that may generate a high level of stage fright.  For example although through my traitlike scores I learned I have a personality trait that makes me apprehensive about public speaking and my context based communication apprehension scores on public speaking were very high, and my orientation toward the public speaking classroom setting – all of these may have a bearing on the degree to which I feel fear or anxiety in any combination – it is the combination of influences generated by audience, time, and context is what generates my situational communication apprehension.  Like I mentioned before I am not apprehensive towards speaking to strangers nor am I apprehensive in hardly any other communication settings – but it is the combination of standing in front of a group of strangers who I don’t know what their thinking, in a classroom setting where I feel that all eyes are on me, and with a teacher in the room that I experience extreme situational apprehension.  I have learned that this is my situation in which I need to learn through training and experience to control.  I know this is my extreme apprehensive setting and I need to learn to control it.  I know exactly what factors make me feel like the world is ending.  McCroskey states that some misinterpret the body’s internal causes such as sweating and a rapid heart beat – the bodies heightened sense of physiological arousal – as their body telling them that the world is going to end – this is definitely how I feel.  But, in actuality your body is telling you that it is getting ready to help you do well.  It’s funny, until I read that I never once thought my body was trying to tell me that it was getting ready to help me do well – I thought it was telling me to run for the hills – and I really have felt that the world was going to end. That statement is something that I am going to remember to tell myself next time I have to give a speech. “Stage fright primarily is a mental, not a physical, phenomenon (McCroskey).”  In situational communication, apprehension can occur for anyone – even those who may normally love public speaking – with certain combinations of audience, time, and context – one who normally loves public speaking – may find themselves experiencing extreme situational apprehension – it all depends of the situation.

Next, I took McCroskey’s Willingness to Communicate test.

I will then talk about my score on the Willingness to communicate test.  I will use my score (whish was low in the Public Speaking area) to bridge into Gudykunst and Berger.  I will then cover Bergers Uncertainty Reduction theory – and how it deals with strangers and their relationships – and about reducing uncertainty when it comes to strangers.

For example – I get no feedback when giving a speech

And some of his axioms – such as axiom 2 which deals with nonverbal warmth – as nonverbal warmth affiliative expressiveness increases, uncertainty levels will decrease with an initial interaction situation.  In addition, decreases in uncertainty level will cause increases in nonverbal affiliative expressiveness.  – Ex. Head nods and smiles – leads to assurance and warmth – and so does eye contact.  BUT I don’t feel any warmth usually because I am too afraid to even look up usually.

And last I will use Gudykunst’s anxiety and uncertainty management theory – which will deal with the more cultural side of things

In reading McCroskey’s An Introduction to Rhetorical Communication, I found that I am not alone in my fear of public speaking.  “A nationwide survey revealed that the primary fear of Americans is the fear of giving a public speech.  Even the fear of death came in a poor third!  In his extensive work at Stanford University, Zimbardo found that three out of every four college students and other adults in various parts of the United States, strongly supports Zimbardo’s findings.  Stage fright – the fear of speaking in public – is experienced by an overwhelming majority of people in this society.”   Knowing this makes me feel better and not so alone – I have learned that among other communication apprehensions – experiencing apprehension about speaking publicly is normal.  
Speech anxiety is a very real thing for many people.  There are many names for this type of anxiety such as: stage fright, fear of public speaking, performance anxiety, and many others.  I will refer to this type of anxiety as speech anxiety.  Speech anxiety affects many people – the University of Southern Florida’s Counseling Center for Human Development states that, according to a recent survey approximately 85 percent of Americans experience speech anxiety.  
