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Class absenteeism and class grades were examined across four different experimental conditions of college students in a managerial communication class. Students received one of four class attendance policies. Students who received either a class attendance policy featuring social proof or a compulsory attendance policy missed fewer classes than students in the other two conditions. Students in the compulsory attendance condition earned significantly better grades than students in all other conditions. Students who perceived their instructor as verbally aggressive missed fewer classes and performed better than students who did not see their instructor as verbally aggressive. The results are discussed.
INTRODUCTION

Research has repeatedly demonstrated that classroom performance and class attendance have a positive relationship. In traditional, on-ground courses, those students who miss the fewer number of classes also tend to do better in class, regardless of discipline. In particular, one study found that agricultural economics students who attend all classes performed better than their peers who missed classes. The difference in grade represented three increments in grade such as C+ to B+ (Devadoss & Foltz, 1996). Silvestri (2003) found grades and attendance to be positively related for a sample of teacher-education students. Thatcher, Fridjhon, and Cookcroft (2007) reported that ‘always attending class’ was the best predictor of performance for cognitive psychology students. A study by Author, Author, and Author (2012) revealed a correlation of .60 between class attendance and grade for a sample of managerial communication students. In that study, the average A student missed fewer than one class during the semester and the average F student missed seven classes. Indeed, meta-analytic evidence concludes that class attendance is the single best predictor of academic performance for college students (Credé, Roch, & Kieszczynka, 2010). In fact, the impact of absenteeism on class performance may be even greater for students with lower GPAs, compared to students with higher GPAs (Billington, 2008). Therefore, finding ways to curb absenteeism deserves exploration.
The present study is one in a series of studies that is trying to better understand the impact of instructor formal and informal communication on student absenteeism. Researchers have explored the reasons students have for missing class. (Devadoss & Foltz, 1996; Gump,2004;and Van Blerkom, 1993). Although it is important to understand factors impacting absenteeism that are within the students’ control, too little research has explored factors within instructors’ control. In the present study, we examine the effect of both instructor informal communication in the form of verbal aggressiveness and formal communication in the form of class attendance polices on student class attendance in a required managerial communication course at a mid-sized public university in New England. 
Instructor Communication and Class Attendance
Formal Communication: Class Attendance Policies

At most U.S. institutions, instructors have control over the content of their class attendance policies. We argue that explicit policies in class syllabi can orient students in much the same way as workplace policies orient employees to employer expectations. Formal policies can act as a tool of newcomer socialization in both classroom and work environments. In work organizations, newcomers are oriented to policies that shed light on what is valued within that organization's culture. A course syllabus can serve the same purpose for students. A class attendance policy, like a work policy, should serve to guide students to the appropriate behavior  (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001). It is true that students, like employees, may not read a formal policy  (see Becker & Calhoon, 2000), but Scott and Choi (2009) argued that they are still powerful and enforceable. Instructors hope that their policies will have the desired effect on student behavior. In the present line of research, we want to find out if policies matter. Further, we want to know if some polices are more effective than others in encouraging student class attendance. In this study, we crafted four attendance policies (see Table 1) that use different forms of persuasion to encourage class attendance. Next, we turn to a discussion of these policies.
	TABLE 1

ATTENDANCE POLICIES USED IN THE PRESENT STUDY

	Condition
	Policy

	Simple Statement
	Just as in business, you are expected to be present and on time every day.


	Social Proof
	Just as in business, you are expected to be present and on time every day. People who miss more classes generally get lower grades. The following statements are true of students just like you who have already taken MC 207:

· A students have an average of 0.38 absences, with most missing 0 classes 

· B students have an average of 0.84 absences, with most missing 2 or fewer classes 

· C students have an average of 2.07 absences, with most missing 4 or fewer classes

· D and F students have an average of 4.25 absences, with most missing 4 or more classes.


	Compulsory
	Research clearly demonstrates that class attendance is important to your success as a student. You may miss up to three classes without penalty. If you miss more than three classes, each absence will result in a penalty of one-third of a letter grade (e.g., A to A-). The maximum penalty you can earn is two letter grades (e.g., A to C).


Policy 1: Social Proof Policy
The first policy we used in this study is called the Social Proof Policy (SP). The policy was based on Robert Cialdini’s principle of social proof (Cialdini, 2001). The principle of social proof is a decision-making heuristic that is based on the idea that attempts at influence can be persuasive when they come from peers (Cialdini, 2001). The principle of social proof is a decision-making heuristic that people use to determine their behavior. According to Cialdini (2007), “one means we use to determine what is correct is to find out what other people think is correct” (p. 116). In other words, people often look to referent others for clues about what behaviors are appropriate in any given social context. To enhance social proof, one can provide people with evidence of what behaviors have worked for referent others (i.e., people similar to oneself).

The principle of social proof has received evidence in a variety of studies in a number of different contexts. For example, Shearman and Yoo (2007) found people will donate more money to a nonprofit agency when first presented with social proof about donations made by similar others. Social proof has altered the behavior of securities analysts in initiating or abandoning coverage of firms listed on the NASDAQ (Rao, Greve, & Davis, 2001), made humor seem funnier (Fuller & Sheehy-Skeffington, 1974), and influenced whether or not people will litter in public (Cialdini, Reno, & Kalgren, 1990). Energy companies, such as Positive Energy, are using social proof to get people to lower their energy consumption by telling them how their consumption compares to their neighbor’s consumption (Tsui, 2009).
Author, Author, and Author (2012) applied the social proof principle to class attendance policies and found limited success. In that study, the researchers wrote an attendance policy that attempted to create a normative belief among undergraduates taking a managerial communications course that attendance by similar students was linked to high levels of performance. They found that the students who were in the social proof classes missed fewer classes, on average. However, the results were not entirely conclusive. Therefore, we will replicate the social proof policy in this study and extend that research by adding an additional experimental group, which we will discuss below.

Policy 2: Compulsory Attendance Policy

In the present study, we will look at – in addition to social proof – the relationship between a compulsory class attendance policy on absenteeism and class performance. Are attendance policies that create grade-related contingencies related to reduced absenteeism and enhanced performance? The evidence does not provide a clear answer.

St. Clair (1999) conducted a thorough review of the literature and concluded that compulsory attendance policies should not be used because their link to academic performance was inconclusive. She argued that class attendance is an indicator of student motivation and that compulsory attendance policies could even lead students to drop out of college. Hovell, Williams, and Semb (2001) found that students missed fewer classes when they were required to attend, but they also found that during classes when the compulsory policy was lifted, students missed even more classes than usual. However, Marburger (2006) concluded that compulsory attendance policy reduced absenteeism and improved exam performance. The question of whether compulsory attendance is related to reduced absenteeism and better performance deserves more attention.
In the present study, we constructed four class attendance policies (see Table 1). The social proof (SP) policy provided students with evidence of the link between attendance and class performance from students who had previously taken the course. The Compulsory policy informed students of a grade-related punishment if they missed a certain number of classes during the semester.  The simple statement (SS) policy told students that attendance was expected, but the policy did not make attendance compulsory. The control group received no attendance policy in the course syllabus. 

We expected that the students in the control group would miss the greatest number of classes. We also wanted to know if class performance would vary across conditions. Based on the preceding discussion, we propose the following hypotheses and research question:
Hypothesis 1: Students in the control condition will have the greatest number of absences.

Hypothesis 2: Students who have fewer class absences will have higher grades.
Research Question 1: Will there be a difference in class grades across the four conditions? 
In addition to formal communication, instructors exercise control over their own communication behaviors. We wanted to know if instructor behavior – particularly verbal aggressiveness -- influences class attendance and performance. 
Instructor Verbal Aggressiveness
Verbal aggressiveness is a communication trait and a hostile form of communication characterized by messages directed at a target with the intent of attacking the target’s self-concept (Infante & Wigley, 1986). Verbally aggressive messages include: “character attacks, competence attacks, insults, maledictions, teasing, ridicule, profanity, threats, and nonverbal indicators” (Infante, 1987, p. 182). 
Verbal aggressiveness has been linked to negative classroom outcomes. When students believe their instructor is verbally aggressive, the students ask fewer questions and seek less information from the instructor (Myers, Edwards, Wahl, & Martin, 2007), see their instructor as less credible (Edwards & Myers, 2007), and become less motivated (Myers, 2002). The verbally aggressive instructor creates a classroom environment in which idea sharing is encouraged (Myers & Rocca, 2001).

Verbally aggressive instructors create an uncomfortable learning environment for students (Rocca, 2004), and those instructors do exist. In this study, we wanted to know if students miss class more frequently if they viewed their instructor as verbally aggressive. Common sense would suggest that students would not want to attend class if the environment was hostile. However, Author, Author, and Author (2012) found no relationship between instructor verbal aggressiveness and student absenteeism. In the present study, we wanted to see if we could replicate this counterintuitive finding. Based on this discussion, we forward the following research questions:
Research Question 2: What is the relationship between verbal aggressiveness and absences?

Research Question 3: What is the relationship between verbal aggressiveness and grades?

METHOD
Participants/Procedure

Participants were 231 students enrolled in one of eight sections of a managerial communication class taught by a business school professor at a university in the Northeastern United States. The class is not associated with a particular major, but all business students are required to take it. One professor took part in the study, teaching all eight sections of the course over three semesters. Among the participants, 117 identified themselves as male and 87 were female. The participants, who reported an average GPA of 3.07 (SD = .50) on a 4.00 scale, included 33 sophomores, 117 juniors, and 53 seniors. The average participant was 21.46 years old. The participants represented a diverse group of ethnicities, but most were Caucasian (N = 158).
On the first day of class, the professor asked students to complete a student information sheet, which collected GPA, age, gender, and university standing, among other things. Students also received a copy of the syllabus, which the instructor discussed. The syllabus served as the manipulation to create four conditions: social proof (SP), compulsory, simple statement, (SS), and control (see Table 1). To strengthen the design of the study, the professor’s syllabi were identical except for the attendance policies. The professor used the same textbook, assignments, grading rubrics, and exams (covering a balance of book and lecture material). 
During the second week of the semester, students completed a brief quiz about information on the syllabus. One of the questions asked the students to identify the class’s attendance policy. The quiz served two purposes. First, it exposed students absent from the first day of class to the attendance policy. Second, it reinforced the manipulation. The professor began collecting attendance data after the second week of class when the add/drop period ended for students. Students were absent if they did not receive permission from their professor to miss class.

One week before the end of the semester, a confederate went to each class and asked students to complete a questionnaire that, among other things, asked students about their perceptions of the professor’s levels of verbal aggressiveness. The students received identification numbers so that their responses could be matched to their class attendance data after semester grades were posted. After students voluntarily completed the questionnaire, the confederate told them that the data would be used in a study of student class attendance and gave them information sheets about the study. Students received assurance that if they did not want to turn in their questionnaires that there would be no negative repercussions. None of the students chose to opt out of the study. Participating students received minimal extra credit for their participation.
Measurement and Instrumentation
Instructor verbal aggressiveness 
Assessment of the students’ perceptions of the instructors’ verbal aggressiveness involved use of the 10-item modified verbal aggressiveness scale previously employed by Rocca (2004). She reported an internal consistency of .89 for this revised measure (e.g., My teacher seems to enjoy making fun of students in my class to the point where the students seem insulted). Responses were solicited on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from almost never true to almost always true. The internal consistency of this measure in the present study was α = .91 (M = 2.05, SD = 1.39).
Class grade
Student grades were calculated on the traditional percentage scale. In particular, students received an A if they earned 90% or greater, a B if they earned between 80 and 89%, a C if they earned between 70% and 79%, a D if they earned between 60% and 69%, and a F if they earned fewer than 60%. Students received a grade for the class at the end of the semester that could range between 0% and 100% (M = 82.44, SD = 13.64). 
RESULTS
In addition to hypothesis testing, we ran a correlation matrix that included class absences, class grade, verbal aggressiveness, GPA, class standing, and sex (see Table 2). 
	TABLE 2

CORRELATIONS FOR VARIABLES OF INTEREST

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	1. Absences
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Grade
	-.64**
	--
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Aggressiveness
	-.14*
	.19**
	--
	
	
	
	

	4. GPA
	-.29**
	.30**
	-.02
	--
	
	
	

	5. Age
	-.01
	.000
	.05
	.05
	--
	
	

	6. Standing
	.07
	.10
	-.04
	-.02
	.34**
	--
	

	7. Sex
	-.07
	.17*
	.001
	.16*
	-.02
	.007
	--


Note. Standing is coded such that 1 = Freshman, 2 = Sophomore, 3 = Junior, 4 = Senior. Sex is coded such at 0 = Female, 1 = Male
*p < .05, two-tailed. **p < .01, two-tailed.
Our first hypothesis argued that students in the control condition would have the greatest number of class absences. To test this hypothesis, we conducted a series of t-tests comparing the average number of class absences for students across the four conditions. As you can see in Table 3, hypothesis one received partial support. The students in the control condition missed significantly fewer classes on average than students in either the SP or compulsory conditions. In fact, students in the compulsory condition missed less than half the number of classes as students in the control condition. Those students in the control group did not, however have significantly more absences than students in the simple statement condition. Students in the simple statement, SP, and compulsory conditions had approximately the same number of absences. Overall, the data indicate that the use of a policy is related to fewer class absences. Those students who received a compulsory attendance policy missed fewer classes.
	TABLE 3

AVERAGE NUMBER OF CLASS ABSENCES AND AVERAGE GRADE ACROSS CONDITIONS

	Condition
	Absences (sd)
	Grade (sd)

	Control
	2.10 (2.86)cd
	81.05 (14.55)d

	Simple Statement
	1.60 (2.65)
	80.05 (17.25)d

	Social Proof
	1.25 (2.07)a
	81.27 (13.56)d

	Compulsory
	1.03 (1.30)a
	87.34 (5.32)abc


Note. Means with differing superscripts within columns are significantly different at the p <.05.
The data support hypothesis two, which predicted a negative relationship between class absences and class grades. To test the hypothesis, we conducted a series of partial correlations, in which we controlled for GPA, age, class standing, and sex. For all students in the study, the relationship between absences and grades was a robust -.62 (p < .001). In addition, Figure 1, displays the nature of the relationship between grades and absences. The average A student missed only .52 classes while the average C student missed 4.00 classes. 

FIGURE 1
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CLASS ABSENCES AND CLASS GRADE
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For students in the control (r = -.75, p < .001), simple statement (r = -.57, p < .001), and SP (r = -.69, p < .001) conditions, the relationship between absences and grades was quite large. However, the partial correlation between class absences and grades was statistically insignificant for students in the compulsory condition (r = -.03, p = .42). We believe range restriction explains the apparent lack of relationship for those in the compulsory condition. As you can see in Table 3, the standard deviation for both class absences and class grades is much smaller for the compulsory condition than for the other three conditions. Students in the compulsory were missing fewer classes and performing better than their peers in the other conditions, and there was less variation in absences and grades among students in the compulsory condition.
Research question 1 asked if there would be a difference in class grades across experimental conditions. The data in Table 3 reveals that students in the compulsory condition performed significantly better than students in the other three conditions. In fact, the difference was six points between the compulsory group (87.34) and the next closest group, the SP condition (81.27). 

Research question 2 asked about the nature of the relationship between instructor verbal aggressiveness and student class absences. The data revealed inconsistencies across the groups. Using partial correlations, similar to those used to test hypothesis two, the data reveal a significant relationship for the aggregated data (r = -.15, p = .02). However, when we looked at each of the experimental conditions individually, none of the relationships were statistically significant. The aggregated date imply that students who saw their instructor as more verbally aggressive actually missed class less frequently that students who perceived the instructor to be less verbally aggressive. Therefore, this question may warrant further investigation.
A similar pattern emerged from the data in response to research question 3. That question asked about the nature of the relationship between instructor verbal aggressiveness and student grades. Again, the aggregated data revealed that the relationship was positive and significant (r = .22, p = .002). However, when looking at the disaggregated data, none of the relationships were statistically significant. The evidence is inconclusive. The aggregated data suggests, somewhat counterintuitively, that students who perceived their instructor to be more verbally aggressive actually performed better than students who did not perceive the instructor to be verbally aggressive. This relationship deserves more study.

DISCUSSION, FUTURE RESEARCH, AND LIMITATIONS
The present study sought to continue a line of research looking at the effect of instructor communication on students’ rates of class absenteeism and class performance. In particular, we attempted to replicate and expand upon Author, Author, and Author (2012) study that modified class attendance policies using Cialdini’s (2001) principle of social proof. To do so, we conducted an experiment across eight sections of a managerial communication class. Students were placed into one of four experimental conditions based on the version of a class attendance policy they received: social proof, compulsory, simple statement, and control. 

The research has provided overwhelming evidence about the nature of the relationship between class attendance and class performance. One goal of this project was to increase class attendance while maintaining a robust relationship between class attendance and class performance. We accomplished this goal. Put simply, students who missed fewer classes, performed markedly better than those students who were frequently absent from class.

Another major goal of this study was to find out if class attendance polices are related to class absences and class grades. The present study’s evidence tells us that policy matters. Both the social proof and compulsory attendance policies reduced class absenteeism better than no policy at all. Students will make the decision to miss fewer classes when either presented with positive evidence from “similar others” or when told that absenteeism will result in a grade-related punishment. 
Policies do affect student behaviors, and in the case of attendance, instructors have more than one option. Instructors should consider the recommendation to use a compulsory attendance policy in light of inconsistent findings in the extant research. In fact, we suggest additional studies across disciplines to try to replicate these results. One limitation of the present research was the use of a single class. Although this strengthened internal validity, future research should aim to enhance the external validity of these findings by replicating the study in different classes. Moreover, instructors may not, for philosophical reasons, wish to use compulsory attendance policies. For those instructors, the present data suggest that they will get comparable results for reducing absenteeism when they use a social proof policy.

What about the relationship between experimental condition and grades? Some might argue, as St. Clair (1999) did, that compulsory attendance policies could have negative implications for student motivation and performance. The present study’s findings do not support those arguments. In fact, when it comes to student performance as measured by class grades, those students who received a compulsory attendance policy did substantially better than their peers in the other three experimental groups. The average student in the compulsory condition earned a B+ while the students in the other three conditions earned an average grade of B-. In addition, as Table 3 demonstrates, the students’ grades in the compulsory condition are characterized by much less variance than their counterparts in the other three experimental groups. These data lead to a simple conclusion: if you want students to perform better, require their attendance in class.

Although we drew conclusions about the experimental conditions, we did not have a manipulation check in the present study because doing so would have compromised the study’s internal validity. However, for the social proof principle, there may be better ways to deliver the social information to students. For example, future research may wish to look at the use of videos featuring former students who talk about the importance of class attendance. Social media may be another vehicle for delivering this information. If these alternative methods are better at delivering social information, then those instructors who want to encourage attendance and improve performance without punishing students may find their answer in social proof. Finally, if we are to draw a true comparison between syllabi and employee handbooks, we could require students to sign a form acknowledging the fact that they reviewed the course policies. 

We also wanted to know if instructor verbal aggressiveness would be related to class absenteeism and class grades. The research about the negative effects of instructor verbal aggressiveness on the classroom environment (e.g., Myers, 2001; Myers & Rocca, 2001) might lead one to believe that students would be more likely to avoid classes with verbally aggressive instructors. Author, Author, and Author (2012), however, found little support for a relationship between instructor verbal aggressiveness and class attendance. If anything, the present data suggest that students who found their instructor to be verbally aggressive actually missed fewer classes and earned higher grades. Do verbally aggressive instructors intimidate their students into showing up and doing better? Perhaps they do. However, given the inconsistent results across two studies, instructors should save their insults and character attacks until more data is gathered. It is likely that many other communication variables influence class attendance and grades. Therefore, this research begs for replication and extension.


Woody Allen is the person credited with saying “80 percent of success is just showing up.” When it comes to college class performance, showing up may not account for 80 percent of success, but it matters a great deal. The present study tells us that if we want to encourage class attendance, we can do so through attendance policies using either social proof or punishment.
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