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Abstract: The argument has been made that the student-teacher relationship is
interpersonal in nature. As such, teacher self-disclosure plays an important role in
the development of this relationship. Teacher self-disclosure refers to the process
of divulging personal information while giving instruction or interacting with stu-
dents. From conversing about family to providing details about undergraduate life,
this teacher communication behavior promotes understanding, influences the
learning environment, and enhances the student-teacher relationship. From a theo-
retical perspective, the concept of teacher self-disclosure is multi-dimensional in
nature, but the dimensions themselves have not yet been finalized. Amount, nega-
tivity, and relevance are the most commonly studied dimensions, with appropriate-
ness starting to receive attention. A thorough examination of extant research indi-
cates that teacher self-disclosure is an important instructional tool as it affects
many facets of the classroom. The purpose of this chapter is to examine theoretical
explanations, review past findings, and propose suggestions for future research in
order to more fully understand the uses and effects of teacher self-disclosure.
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The underlying premise of this volume is that classroom communication between
students and teachers impacts both the teacher-student relationship and student
learning. Consequently, it is imperative to form fuller understandings of the behav-
ioral constructs that comprise instructional communication and examine how they
work together (or against each other) to achieve instructional goals. The focus of
this chapter is the communicative behavior known as teacher self-disclosure -
when teachers discuss their own life experiences as a way of promoting clarity and
understanding of the course material. For example, a teacher discussing the dilem-
ma of perceived understanding may disclose something like the following:

There are many times I think that I am being understood at home, but it is just my perception.
I told my son that he has to clean his room befare he can go over to his girlfriend’s house, and
then I went back to my writing thinking that he was actually cleaning. About five minutes
later he comes out of his room and says, “See you later!” I got up and checked to see if he had
cleaned his room, and it was a disaster area. Obviously, 1 thought he understood he had to
clean hefore leaving, but evidently his idea of what “clean” looked like was very different from
mine. This is one of the many problems with perception.

This example describes a teacher’s attempt to illustrate the classroom topic by re-
counting a personal experience, which is a common form of teacher self-disclosure
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and arguably an effective pedagogical method. As stated by Fusani (1994), teach-
er self-disclosure is a “rich personal source of student-teacher communication”
(p. 249) that can be brought into the teaching-learning process. However, as with
most interpersonal relationships, it is not the sender’s intent but the receiver’s per-
ception that determines the effectiveness and appropriateness of this instructional
behavior. From the perspectives of both students and teachers, what is appropriate
to discuss in one class may not be appropriate for all, as social and professional
norms vary from class to class, creating individual communication climates. Thus,
self-disclosure during instruction should be carefully monitored and evaluated, as
it can produce either positive or negative effects on student learning, motivation,
and affect for the teacher and course.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine what researchers have learned about
this useful and effective communication behavior. First, we will define the con-
struct as it occurs in interpersonal and classroom contexts. Next, we will examine
some theoretical foundations that provide explanations for how and why self-dis-
closure works in teaching and learning. After an overview of the relevant findings
and identification of important issues related to the use of self-disclosure during
instruction, we will discuss the measures that researchers use to operationalize the
construct. The chapter will conclude with practical implications for instructors and
directions for future researchers.

Origins and Definitions of the Construct

In the 1970s the topic of self-disclosure began to receive attention from researchers
interested in the role of communication in the development and maintenance of
interpersonal relationships. Much like any new conceptualization, competing defi-
nitions of the construct emerged. Jourard (1971) defined disclosure as “the act of
making yourself manifest, showing yourself so that others can perceive you”
(p. 17), leading to the conclusion that telling others about oneself through love and
trust (positive disclosures) is paramount for relationships. Taking a more general
view, Wheeless and Grotz (1976) conceptualized interpersonal disclosure as “any
message about the self that a person communicates to another” (p. 338).

Several key findings emerged from early studies of self-disclosure in relation-
ships. For instance, Kleinke (1979) noted that individuals who receive an intimate
disclosure feel an urge to respond with a similar level disclosure in return, In addi-
tion to reciprocity, timing of disclosure is crucial: Altman and Taylor (1973) suggest-
ed that disclosing too much information early in the relationship may push others
away, as an individual should establish trust before going into deep disclosures.
Some of this research focused on the disclosure-liking hypothesis, that (1) individu-
als like others more after disclosing to them, (2) the depth of the disclosures influ-
ences liking, and (3) individuals disclose more frequently and more deeply to those
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they like (Collins & Miller, 1994). It is no surprise, then, that a positive association
exists between self-disclosure and overall relationship satisfaction (Meeks, Hen-
drick, & Hendrick, 1998).

Although the argument is often made that the teacher-student relationship is
an interpersonal one, self-disclosure in the classroom context is not the same as in
the friendship context. A key factor in judging the effectiveness and appropriate-
ness of instructor self-disclosure is relevance to the course content. “Desirable
classroom self-disclosure differs from self-disclosure that may be desirable in per-
sonal relationships because it should be more illustrative than revealing” (Lannut-
ti & Strauman, 2006, p. 96). The work of Wheeless and Grotz (1976) expanded the
conceptualization and operationalization of self-disclosure into the teaching-learn-
ing context, providing a starting point for defining and constructing teacher self-
disclosure. In the early development of the construct, Nussbaum and Scott (1979)
pointed out that teacher self-disclosure may involve either intentional or uninten-
tional revealing of information to students. Sorensen (1989) articulated a fuller def-
inition for the classroom context, describing it as “teacher statements in the class-
room about the self that may or may not be related to the subject content, but
reveal information about the teacher that students are unlikely to learn from other
sources” (p. 260). For Goldstein and Benassi (1994), it is when a teacher shares
“personal and professional information and experience about himself or herself”
(p. 212). Synthesizing these definitions into a working understanding for this chap-
ter produces the following definition: Teacher self-disclosure is a voluntary (planned
or unplanned) transmission of information not readily available to students,

It is argued here that a significant factor is whether the disclosure is planned
or unplanned. Sometimes classroom disclosures are not planned in advance. For
example, an instructor may be discussing the topic of cheating in interpersonal
relationships when a memory suddenly floods the teacher’s mind and is used as
an illustration of a cheating event. Though the disclosure was intentional, it was
unplanned. When teaching, disclosures often are unplanned and thus could be
either effective exemplars of course-related material or completely inappropriate
and not relevant. As noted by James (2009), teacher self-disclosure is not static,
and the teacher makes a conscious decision to enter the learning process personal-
ly. In order to better explain the process, a brief survey of relevant theories is war-
ranted.

Understanding Teacher Self-Disclosure

Because the disclosure of private information often occurs in the context of friend-
ships or family relationships, interpersonal theorists have examined how and why
disclosure occurs. As noted, the teacher-student relationship is interpersonal in
nature and thus, certain interpersonal theories may be used to explain teacher self-
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disclosure. Three theories are discussed here as possible explanations for the use
of teacher self-disclosure in the classroom: rhetorical and relational goals theory,
communication privacy management theory, and social penetration theory.

Rhetorical and Relational Goals Theory

Going beyond the personal narrative in the classroom, rhetorical and relationa]
goals theory (RRGT; Mottet, Frymier, & Beebe, 2006) provides a framework to ex.
amine and explain the use of teacher self-disclosure. Mottet and his colleagues
identified two types of goals in the classroom: rhetorical and relational. Rhetoricq]
goals refer to the results of successful course instruction such as acceptable grades
and the achievement of learning outcome, whereas relational goals entail instruct-
or communication that provides positive personal regard (affect) and an appropri-
ate degree of interpersonal connectedness. RRGT posits that these two goals are
equivalent in value and recognizes that self-disclosure is one communication strat-
egy that teachers may use to attain these goals.

Students often report they like teachers more when they disclose things in the
classroom that make them appear more human. However, when using self-disclo-
sure to achieve rhetorical goals related to successful instruction, a teacher should
thoughtfully consider the amount of relevant disclosures in terms of frequency (not
too often), breadth (not for every teaching point), and depth (not too personal).
For example, one of the main reasons students are in class is to obtain a good
grade. As such, teachers sometimes focus rhetorical disclosures on grading issues
that directly communicate how students may obtain the grade they desire, When
discussing a grading rubric, an instructor could state “When I was a student, I
really wanted an A in instructional communication. I did all the work, but I did
not read the actual grading instructions in the syllabus and overlooked something
important. I ended up with a B in the class.”

Instead of making a straightforward announcement, “Consult the grading pol-
icy in the syllabus,” the instructor used a more personal, self-disclosive style both
to transmit the information and to buijld rapport with the students. In this case,
the instructor’s self-disclosure helped achieve both rhetorical and relational goals,
which illustrates one of the propositions of RRGT, that the two goals ate intrinsical-
ly linked (Mottet et al., 2006). Sorenson (1989) observed this phenomenon in eatly
research, noting that teacher self-disclosure links relational construction and affect
through instructional and explanatory functions.

Communication Privacy Management Theory

Whenever teachers talk about themselves, tell stories, and discuss their personal
beliefs (Nussbaum, Comadena, & Holladay, 1987), it is obvious that an element of
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rsonal discretion is called for. Inappropriate disclosures may negatively impact
the student-teacher relationship and could even interfere with the teaching-learn-
ing process. Thus, an important issue concerns what types of information the
teacher should disclose to foster learning and the student-teacher relationship.
This dimension of self-disclosure is addressed by communication privacy manage-
ment theory (CPM; Petronio, 2002).

CPM provides a heuristic to grasp the ways people manage their privacy during
interpersonal interaction, and the tenets of the theory have direct application to
the teacher-learning context. The metaphor of the boundary is utilized in CPM to
«jdentify the border around private information” (Petronio, 2000, p. 38). CPM ar-
gues that the way to comprehend how people regulate private information is to
consider several core principles, First, people regard private information as some-
thing they own, and therefore it belongs to them. They can own it alone or co-own
it with other people. Second, when private information is owned and co-owned by
individuals, they collectively feel the need to control the information (Petronio,
2002). Third, CPM proposes that when co-owners or stakeholders work together to
generate, adjust, and refine rules to regulate privacy boundaries, they are synchro-
nizing a coordinated effort to yield successful management of the boundaries.

Clearly, the tenets of CPM apply to self-disclosures made by classtoom teach-
ers. When a teacher recounts a personal experience, previously-private information
is now co-owned with the students. By making the experience more or less public,
the teacher sacrifices a degree of control over the information, as many students
may not maintain confidentiality of the self-disclosure, even if the teacher requests
it, Thus, deciding what information to divulge constitutes a strategic decision with
implications for both the student-teacher relationship and the success of the class.
Few instructional behaviors influence the classroom like teacher self-disclosure be-
cause teachers enter an unspoken agreement with students in relation to privacy
and relational intimacy. However, because the teacher-student teacher relationship
is intrinsically different from a friendship, caution must be taken.

CPM explains that privacy rules are constructed to control the privacy bounda-
ries surrounding confidential information, These rules, hence, are developed,
taught, and sometimes negotiated among the group members to manage the per-
meability (how much is known to outsiders), linkages (who is privileged to know),
and parameters of shared ownership (the degree to which co-owners individually
have rights to make choices about the information). CPM further posits that when
a choice is made to allow someone access to the private information, a decision
should be made about the extent to which that person is expected to protect the
information.

Social Penetration Theory

Within the classroom, a teacher must decide whether or not to be a part of the
interpersonal learning environment. When the teacher makes this choice, he/she
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enters the personal learning environment through self-disclosure (James, 2009),
Once a degree of mutual trust has been established ot assumed, social penetration
theory (SPT; Altman & Taylor, 1973) helps explain the ways disclosure might occur
during instruction.

SPT posits two dimensions of disclosure that help or hinder telationship devel-
opment, breadth and depth. Breadth refers to the number of different topic areas
in which the teacher discloses personal experiences or opinions, whereas depth
denotes the level of intimacy or privacy that information reveals. Breadth occurs
in classes where teachers disclose on a routine basis while teaching different top-
ics. Most of these disclosures are surface-level disclosures much like the example
at the beginning of the chapter. This type of self-disclosure is common, acceptable,
and effective as a teaching device. Depth occurs less frequently in the classroom,
as it cuts deep into more intimate areas. This type of instructor self-disclosure is
more likely to occur later in the semester as the layers of a teacher’s persona are
gradually peeled away.

Altman and Taylor (1973) viewed self-disclosure as essential to the formation
of love, faith, fear, and self-acceptance. Most people innately protect these private
areas and resent intrusion from an untrusted or unexpected source. Teachers who
venture into these areas of self-disclosure should use caution and be certain of
their students’ attitudes and reactions. They suggested that as the relationship pro-
gresses, the level of breadth and depth increases. Similarly, as the semester pro-
gresses, the teacher-student relationship develops in and out of the classroom,
Teachers may begin to use more and varied types of disclosure in their examples
as a more open climate is established. SPT helps explain how a teacher may move
from a few surface-level disclosures to more in-depth information covering many
topics. If, however, a teacher deems the use of disclosure as too risky in terms of
professionalism, the layers stay intact, meaning the self-disclosures are kept to a
minimum in terms of intimacy. This is a common tactic both in the classroom and
in interpersonal relationships. Overall, SPT provides a general framework for un-
derstanding how classroom disclosures contribute to the development of the stu-
dent-teacher relationship. These three interpersonal theoties describe the concep-
tualization and explain the process of teacher self-disclosure, and they form a
cognitive framework for interpreting the following research findings,

Major Research Findings

Most programs of research on teacher self-disclosure fall into four major categories,
those that examine (1) frequency, (2) relevance, (3) appropriateness, and (4) va-
lence. Overall, scholars are most interested in valence - i.e,, the positive or nega-
tive perceptions of students and any potential effects those perceptions may have
on classroom outcomes such as learning, motivation, and affect for the teacher and
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course. Chronologically, lines of research have emerged as self-disclosure measures
have been introduced.

Frequency/Amount of Self-Disclosure

Initial findings based on data from the Instructor Self-Disclosure Scale (Cayanus &
Martin, 2002) reinforced the relational side of the student-teacher relationship. For
example, these data indicated that the amount (frequency) of teacher self-disclo-
sure was positively correlated with students’ perceptions of teacher responsive-
ness. In other words, students reported that they approved of their instructors’ self-
disclosive instructional style because it communicated that the teacher was open
and transparent with the students, and willing to engage in interpersonal ex-
changes with them concerning the course content. This explains why Cayanus et
al. (2003) found that the amount of self-disclosure a teacher used was positively
associated with student participation in the classroom: when the teacher is trans-
parent, the students respond in like kind. Further research by Cayanus and Martin
(2004) clarified that the amount of teacher self-disclosure was positively associated
with students’ motives to communicate (relational, excuse-making, and sycophan-
cy) as well as out-of-class communication, student interest, and cognitive learning.
Though these findings were based on data from the ISD scale, an early iteration of
self-disclosure measurement, they provided initial understanding of the construct
of teacher self-disclosure.

Amount, Relevance, and Valence

The development of the Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale {Cayanus & Martin, 2008)
enabled investigation of the multi-dimensionality of the construct. Cayanus and
Martin found that amount, relevance, and valence of teacher self-disclosure were
all positively related to affective learning, motivation to attend class, teacher clari-
ty, and student interest. As expected, amount and relevance were positively corre-
lated with the outcome variables, but when students judged the self-disclosures
negatively, inverse correlations were observed with each outcome variable. Further
research indicated that amount and relevance were also correlated with student
information-seeking strategies (Cayanus et al., 2008), specifically those of overt,
third-party, and observation types. In other words, in classes where instructors en-
gaged in self-disclosure while teaching, students felt freer to ask questions and
engage in active information-seeking to clarify their understanding of course con-
tent. In the presence of frequent, relevant teacher self-disclosures, students report-
ed higher motivation to learn (Cayanus et al., 2009) and lower receiver apprehen-
sion (Goodboy et al., 2014), but only if they judged the disclosures to be positive.
Negatively-valenced self-disclosures wete correlated with higher receiver apprehen-
sion, a state of anxiety that interferes with the receiving and processing of new
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information. The assessment of valence in these studies - ie., whether studeng
responded positively or negatively to specific disclosures of their instructors - fueleq
the next generation of studies that focused on relevance and appropriateness,

Relevance, Appropriateness, and the Teacher-Student
Relationship

A current trend in this line of research is to investigate the role and impact of both
appropriateness and relevance, As previously noted, Cayanus and Heislar (2013)
learned that students consider teacher self-disclosures about sex, religion, and pol-
itics to be inappropriate, as well as those disclosures that have no obvious connec-
tion with the course material. Yet Cayanus and Youngquist (2016) reported that,
when judging the valence of teacher disclosures, students place more importance
on relevance than on social appropriateness, The implications are that even disclo-
sures about sex, religion, and politics may be deemed appropriate if they clarify,
illustrate, or relate directly to the material being covered in the class, Zhang (2010)
believed that skillful instructors who emphasize the relevance of their disclosures
can likely disclose what otherwise might be perceived as inappropriate. In other
words, students’ understanding of the purpose of the disclosure is more important
than social appropriateness itself (Paluckaite & Zardeckaite-Matulaitiene, 2015),
Concerning appropriateness, research indicates that students generally expect
social and professional boundaries to be observed within the classroom. Instructors
who violate classroom norms may negatively affect students’ berceptions of their
professionalism. For example, perceptions of teacher competence are mitigated by
judged appropriateness (comfort level) of the disclosure (Schrodt, 2013). In accord-
ance with the tenets of CPM (Petronio, 2002), teachers should be aware of this
boundary when choosing what, when, and how to disclose personal information
during instruction. Students also want a variety of disclosures that are relevant,
mostly positive, and help foster a student-teacher relationship, expectations that
align with rhetorical and relational goals theory (Mottet et al,, 2006). However, there
is still a great deal of ambiguity concerning how students judge something as inap-
propriate in the classroom. For instance, some students may see a teacher’s disclo-
sure about personal problems as inappropriate (Nunziata, 2007), but not all see it
this way. Harper (2005) noted that some teachers are afraid to disclose because
they do not know how the students will react. On one hand, the disclosure creates
immediacy and a more relaxed atmosphere, but at the same time it may result in
loss of credibility if the instructor is perceived as crossing a professional boundary.

Instructor Self-Disclosure in Computer-Mediated Contexts

Most of the research to date has focused on teacher disclosure in the traditional
face-to-face classroom on American college campuses, but the proliferation of dis-
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tributed learning through online courses has introduced a new interpersonal dy-
pamic. Computer-mediated communication (CMC) gives instructors an entirely dif-
ferent context within which they may choose to disclose personal information, and
students may respond differently to online disclosure than they would face to face.
gcholars are beginning to examine instructor self-disclosure as it occurs in two
digital contexts: social networking sites such as Facebook and online instruction.

facebook

Facebook is one of the most widely used social networking sites, providing a way
for students to maintain social connections with one another and (sometimes) with
their instructors. Selwyn (2009) noted that few education-related posts are found
on Facebook and that students use it more as a form of entertainment. Students
did, however, report a willingness to communicate passively with their professors.
Obviously, instructors should monitor their Facebook disclosures as carefully as
they would during classroom instruction, as their professional credibility may be
affected. Although some researchers have detected no clear association between
Facebook posts and instructor credibility (e.g., Hutchens & Hayes, 2014), others
found that negative disclosures on Facebook (such as revealing pictures or sharing
unflattering information) were correlated with perceptions of decreased credibility
in the classroom (Corffelt, Strayhorn, & Tillson, 2014). Conversely, Mazer, Murphy,
and Simonds (2009) found that teachers who chose to maintain a Facebook pres-
ence that included personal and/or family photographs elicited from their students
higher attributions of credibility — at least in terms of trustworthiness and caring;
perceptions of competence were not affected. These studies were conducted among
college students and their instructors. Different research findings emerged when
researchers examined Facebook usage by K-12 teachers, who were found to use
Facebook for instructional purposes, to check on the well-being of students, and
to promote the student-teacher relationship (Asterhan & Rosenberg, 2015). Future
research will reveal more about these younger students’ responses to their teach-
ers’ self-disclosures on Facebook.

Online classes

Another computer-mediated context where instructor self-disclosures might occur
is during instruction in the online course. In fact, relating personal experiences or
opinions online may have a higher impact on relationship satisfaction in online
classes than in traditional classes (Song, Kim, & Luo, 2016). In the absence of non-
verbal cues such as facial expressions and tone of voice, the verbal content of
online disclosures may have increased impact on relational development and satis-
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faction. Although it has been argued that negative self-disclosures in the classroom
sometimes make teachers appear more human to students (Cayanus & Martin,
2008; Cayanus et al,, 2009), credibility may be harmed if negative self-disclosure
occurs in the online context, Perhaps in person, instructors appear self-confident
and secure when they transparently admit to flaws or mistakes they have made,
Online, without the important information carried by nonverbal cues, the same
messages may seem demeaning or self-critical, with the result that students might
form less positive attributions of the teacher.

As noted previously, self-disclosure in the classroom contributes to perceptions
of immediacy or personal closeness, Similar results have been detected in online
instruction. Al Ghamdi, Samarji, and Watt (2016) used the term e-immediacy to
denote behaviors teachers use online to enhance immediacy, such as initiating dis-
cussion through stories and using self-disclosure. These communication cues con-
tribute to a feeling of closeness between the teacher and students and serve to
reduce perceptions of interpersonal distance, Ghamdi et al.’s findings involving
teacher self-disclosure, immediacy, participation, and communication satisfaction
are notable partly because this study involved students outside of American cul-
ture. Interpreting and applying the research findings reported in this chapter will
have validity only when taking into consideration the social norms and classroom
expectations that are characteristic of different local cultures.

Cultural Influences on Instructor Self-Disclosure

The majority of instructor self-disclosure research has been conducted in American
college classrooms, which are typically governed by individualistic, low-context,
and small-power-distance communication norms. In such an environment, teach-
ers may freely talk about their personal lives as if students were their friends or
peers. In other cultures, instructors may not be expected (or allowed) to self-dis-
close while teaching, as it would violate collectivistic, high-context, large-power-
distance cultural norms. Scholars have investigated cultural preferences in terms
of communication style preference (Mortenson, Liu, Burleson, & Liu, 2006) and the
acceptability of teacher immediacy behaviors (Gundykunst, Lee, Nishida, & Oga-
wa, 2005). For example, Myers, Zhong, & Guan (1998) found that self-disclosure,
though appropriate in U.S. classrooms, was not deemed appropriate in Chinese
classrooms. Zhang (2007) discussed how culture influences the effect sizes of
teacher misbehaviors in the classroom, including negatively-valenced self-disclo-
sures. Given the important variations in cultural definitions of acceptable and un-
acceptable classroom communication behavior, the conclusions and recommenda-
tions of self-disclosure scholars should be applied with caution in non-American
contexts.
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Measurement of Teacher Self-Disclosure

Though scholars have identified different types of disclosure and assessed the ef-
fects of teacher self-disclosure on various student outcomes, a single agreed-upon
method of measurement has not yet emerged. In the past, scholars have operation-
alized self-disclosure by coding transcripts of recorded lectures (Downs et al.,
1988), asking students to compare current instructors to past instructors (Gold-
stein & Benassi, 1994), using checklists of self-disclosive statements (Sorensen,
1989), classroom evaluations (Wambach & Brothen, 1997), reading instructor narra-
tives (Ebersole, McFall, & Brandt, 1977), or adapting an interpersonal measure of
self-disclosure (Myers, 1998). In recent years, scholars have made several attempts
to construct a valid and reliable instrument.

Instructor Self-Disclosure Scale

Cayanus and Martin (2002) developed a unidimensional measure of the amount of
teacher self-disclosutre perceived by students, on the assumption that some teach--
ers use more self-disclosure than others, and that students might interpret those
instructional messages differently based on the frequency of their use, The Instruct-
or Self-Disclosure Scale uses a Likert-type response format ranging from (1) com-
pletely disagree to (7) completely agree. Cayanus and Martin reported that the scale
has face validity and has attained an acceptable reliability (a = .92). Sample items
include: “My instructor often talks about him/herself,” “My instructor shares his/
her likes and dislikes,” and “My instructor often gives his/her opinions about cur-
rent events.” Similar reliabilities (& ranged from .91 to .93) for the scale were report-
ed by Cayanus, Martin, & Weber (2003) and Cayanus and Martin (2004). Addition-
ally, Cayanus and Martin (2003) confirmed the unidimensional structure for the
Instructor Self-Disclosure Scale.

Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale

Lannuti and Strauman (2006) noted that most teacher self-disclosure studies have
not focused on the multi-dimensional aspect of self-disclosure but have been limit-
ed to frequency of use. To address this weakness in measurement, Cayanus and
Martin (2008) devised the Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale, a 3-dimensional teacher
self-disclosure instrument originally designed to address amount, relevance, and
valence, As in the earlier measure, the amount dimension focused on how often a
teacher uses self-disclosure, the relevance dimension examined how the disclosure
relates to the class material, and the valence dimension addressed the perceived
positive or negative effects of the self-disclosure. After initial testing, however, the
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positive disclosure items did not separate from the relevance dimension and Wwere
thus discarded, so the third factor was reidentified as negativity,

Items for the Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale were derived from several sources,
For the amount dimension, items were taken from the original Instructor Self-Dis-
closure scale based on their high factor loadings. Sample items include: “My in-
structor often shares his/her dislikes and likes,” and “My instructor often gives his/
her opinions about current events.” Relevance items stemmed from the work of
Frymier and Shulman (1995) and Frymier, Shulman, and Houser (1996) and were
modified to focus on teacher self-disclosure. Five items were retained for the fina]
version of the scale. Sample items include: “My instructor provides personal expla-
nations that make the content relevant,” and “My instructor uses his/her own expe-
riences to introduce a concept.” Five negativity items were chosen based off of the
disclosure work of Wheeless and Grotz (1976) and were modified to examine teach-
er self-disclosure. Sample items include: “My instructor reveals undesirable things
about him/herself,” and “My instructor has told some unflattering stories about
him/herself.” Responses were solicited using a 7-item Likert-type response format
ranging from (1) completely disagree to (7) completely agree. ltems loaded on each
factor appropriately and had initial reliabilities of .80 (amount), .88 (relevance),
and .84 (negativity). Similar loadings and reliabilities for each dimension were
found by Cayanus, Martin, and Myers (2008) and Cayanus, Martin, and Goodboy
(2009). Though the Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale has proved useful in a number of
classroom studies, it has not been adopted widely to the exclusion of other mea-
sures of teacher self-disclosure,

Appropriateness of Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale

Around the same time this instrument emerged, Zhang, Shi, Tonelson, and Robin-
son (2009) introduced the Appropriateness of Teacher Self-Disclosure (ATSD) scale
to focus on the crucial dimension of the social acceptability of disclosures. Items
were developed from the works of Cayanus and Martin (2002), Downs et al., 1988,
and eatlier works of the authors. The ATSD scale contains three dimensions: topics
(7 items), purposes (9 items), and considerations (4 items). Topics included aspects
of teacher self-disclosure such as family, friends, hobbies, religion, and personal
beliefs. Purposes entailed offering real-world examples, creating attention, achiev-
ing clarity, fostering the student-teacher relationship, and establishing classroom
climate. Considerations involved students’ biological sex, cultural background,
emotional state, and grade level. The scale was designed to examine K-12 teachers
using a 5-point, Likert-type response format ranging from (1) very inappropriate to
(5) very appropriate. Upon testing, five factors emerged from the data: common
topics, uncommon topics, common purposes, uncommon purposes, and considera-
tion of students. Though the conceptualization of the ATSD scale was theoretically
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sound, the overall reliability of the scale was not satisfactory, bringing into ques-
tion the validity of the instrument. Only two of the dimensions achieved acceptable
reliabilities: common purposes (a = .85) and consideration of students (a = .86).
Common topics (& = .48), uncommon topics (& = .67), and uncommon purposes
(a = .53) failed to reach acceptable reliabilities. Part of the measurement problem
could be related to the fact that the scale asked teachers, not students, about the
appropriateness of disclosures.

Revised Teacher Self-Disclosure Scale

Considering these attempts at measurement development, and based on the work
Nunziata (2007), Cayanus and Heisler (2013) attempted to incorporate appropriate-
ness into a Revised Teacher Self-Disclosure (RTSD) Scale. As a starting point, 157
students were asked what makes a teacher’s self-disclosure inappropriate. Similar
to past findings involving appropriateness, three main categories of disclosure
emerged from the sorting procedure as inappropriate: discussion of sex life, talking
about things not related to the class, and negative opinions addressing religion
and politics. Respondents indicated that all other topics were safe to discuss in the
classroom. Nine items for the RTSD scale were derived from the responses and from
Canary and Spitzberg’s (1987) appropriateness scale, but factor analysis indicated
that only two of the items separated from relevance, amount, and negativity: “My
instructor’s disclosures are appropriate in the class,” and “My instructor’s disclo-
sures are suitable for the class.” Acceptable reliabilities were attained for all four
dimensions of the RTSD scale, but to date it has only been used once in research
and needs more testing and development.

Researchers are continuing to develop measures of the teacher self-disclosure
construct. For example, Cayanus and Youngquist (2016) have just completed an
exploratory inquiry into the relative importance of relevance and appropriateness
in determining students’ assessment of their teachers’ self-disclosures. Initial data
indicate that students have divided opinions about the ways relevance influences
perceived appropriateness. Around 60 % of student participants indicated that they
consider any self-disclosure appropriate as long as it is relevant to class content.
Further analysis is currently under way, and the role of appropriateness and rele-
vance, as well as other aspects of teacher self-disclosure (both teachers’ and stu-
dents’ perspectives), will command the attention of scholars in the years ahead.

Implications for Instructors and Researchers

Teaching is an on-going process of decision-making (Hunter, 1979). Deciding when
and what to use in terms of disclosure in the classroom involves evaluating the
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class composition itself. As classrooms become more diversified in terms of ethnici-
ty, culture, and social identity, teachers must strive for deeper interpersonal under-
standing of their students, individually and as a group. One barrier to achieving
this understanding, as Shavelson and Stern (1981) noted, is that teachers are not
entirely aware of the many details that should be considered when planning a
class. At the college level, most instructors receive little to no actual teacher train-
ing. Although this issue is starting to receive attention as pedagogical training is
being incorporated in some doctoral programs, many professors enter the work-
force with little knowledge of which pedagogical strategies work best in the class-
room. Most new instructors go through a trial-and-error process when attempting
to learn classroom management skills. Among the insights new instructors gain
through their early teaching experiences, learning how and when to self-disclose
is an important skill at any level of education,

For some classes, given the topic, class size, age of students, and experience
of the instructor, disclosures of a negative nature may be watranted and education-
ally effective, whereas other classes may require strict adherence to positive, rele-
vant, and few disclosures. In many cases, the teacher’s assessment of the composi-
tion of the class becomes as important as the conveying of material. As Hawley,
Rosenholtz, Goodstein, and Hasselbring (1984) believed, “There is no one best in-
structional system, no quick fixes, and no universal criteria of teacher excellence
that can be applied in all contexts, with all students, for all goals of academic
learning” (p. 51).

Extant research has concluded that teacher self-disclosure may have either
positive or negative implications in the classroom. On the positive side, its use
helps create a beneficial classroom environment, helps explain and illustrate the
material, and helps build relationships between the teacher and the students. Ef-
fective self-disclosure can also increase student affect for the content, contribute
to perceptions of instructor credibility, and enhance learning outcomes. On the
other hand, when used inappropriately, teacher self-disclosure can become detri-
mental to the classroom environment and work against all these positive outcomes.
Instructors must gauge how much disclosure to use, or else they run the risk of
being labeled a compulsive communicator by students, which is generally viewed
as a form of teacher misbehavior (Sidelinger & Bolen, 2015).

Although each classroom is unique in terms of composition and temperament,
future researchers may be able to detect some patterns between teachers’ and stu-
dents’ perspectives on amount, relevance, effectiveness, and appropriateness of
instructor disclosures. To pursue this line of research, several questions must be
considered: Are these perceptions addressed in the classroom as part of the instruc-
tional climate? Are perceptions of the disclosure mediated by or related to other
variables such as credibility, immediacy, interest, or participation? Are students
aware when a teacher self-discloses to clarify content as compared with simply
relating a narrative? Are students aware when a teacher discloses a relevant, ap-
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propriate example to illustrate a concept? How much or how little importance do
students place on the teacher-student relationship, and in what specific ways does
teacher self-disclosure affect this relationship?

Myers (2001) called instructor credibility “one of the most important variables
affecting the student-teacher relationship” (p. 354). Because of this claim, future
researchers should carefully address the theoretical and practical relationship be-
tween credibility and self-disclosure. Extant research has only begun to examine
how these two classroom variables interact, and more extensive research is needed.

Scholars should also investigate a wider range of outcome variables in relation
to instructor self-disclosure. For instance, do teachers’ self-disclosive comments
during instruction contribute to greater cognitive learning as evidenced by higher
grades or better short-term and long-term recall of the course material? Can appro-
priate and relevant disclosure be associated with perceptions of a more conducive
classroom climate or a more positive teacher-student relationship? Is it even pos-
sible to parse out teacher behaviors like self-disclosure in order to fully understand
how it affects students, or are teacher and student behaviors so intertwined that
all are mitigated by one another? .

The groundwork for future research has been conducted, and further study of
instructor self-disclosure will not only enhance our knowledge, but also make us
better teachers. It is important to remember, however, that the valence of self-
disclosure is determined not by instructors but by students, and accurate knowl-
edge of their perceptions and expectations can only be gained through careful ob-
servation and thoughtful evaluation.

Disclosure in-any relationship is risky at best, but it is the cornerstone for rela-
tional development. If the teacher-student relationship is viewed as an interperson-
al one (Frymier & Houser, 2000), some level of instructor self-disclosure is definite-
1y warranted in the classroom. Learning how to use this relational and pedagogical
tool appropriately will enhance the effectiveness of both classroom and online in-
structors. Students frequently voice the expectation that their professors will teach
more than just academics by being transparent and open in their interpersonal
communication both in the classroom and beyond. Instructional self-disclosure is
one way teachers can fulfill that expectation.
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