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Abstract

An important aspect of the teaching of writing is the provision of teacher feedback,
and in the last decade, attention has turned to examining oral response in the setting of

one-to-one writing conferences.

Some researchers have hoped to establish a connection between the writing
conference and subsequent draft quality, but that has proven to be difficult because of
the large number of factors that can have a bearing on revision. Among the studies that
have been carried out on conferencing, the holistic experience that the encounter offers
to the learner and the effects of the verbal and nonverbal interaction on the learner
have received little attention. Research on the interactions in medical consultations
has, however, formed a picture of the effects of the encounter on patients, including
their understanding and perceptions of the discussion and interaction, the causes of
their compliance with, or resistance of, physician advice, and the skills needed by the
medical expert in caring about the patients’ needs. These focuses in doctor-patient

interaction research are worth exploring in studies on teacher-student interactions.

This study follows a qualitative and naturalistic case study design, and aims to find
out how English language teachers and students interact with each other through verbal
and nonverbal modes in writing conferences at a Hong Kong university. After
videotaping the conferences of four teachers and eight students, and conducting pre-
and post-conference interviews with each of them, as well as stimulated video recall
sessions with each teacher, the conferences were transcribed, and the verbal and

nonverbal behaviours were coded and categorised.

The findings reveal that rather than using success or effectiveness to describe
writing conferences, it is more appropriate to consider the healthiness of the face-to-
face encounter, a concept which takes into account the physical, mental and social
well-being of the learner. The study postulates six interactional influences on healthy

writing conferences:



1. the effects of pre-conference preparation by the learners on their engagement
level in the conference;

2. the importance of encouraging the students to take up the |- and R-phases of
the | (Initiation) — R (Response) — F (Feedback) conversation sequence;

3. the impact of the teacher’'s communication style on the dynamics of the
conference and its level of interactiveness;

4. the overcoming of language-induced communication difficulties by students’
determination to capitalise on the writing conference;

5. the social connectedness of the interlocutors through verbal and nonverbal
behaviour; and

6. the focusing of attention on the student writer while discussing the writing.

The study extends the research on interaction in writing conferences
methodologically, and to a new geographical area where English is learned as a second
language. It introduces the new conceptual metaphor of healthy conferences, and
makes recommendations for both pre-service teacher training programmes and in-
service professional development programmes. The study raises fundamental
pedagogic issues of focus, planning, power and control that could be widely

generalisable.
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Chapter One

Chapter 1 Introduction

Tutoring writing is a routine activity that teachers around the globe perform with
students on a daily basis. Many teachers and academic scholars believe in the practice
of providing oral feedback on student writing and that a productive channel of feedback
provision is one-to-one writing conferences (e.g. Freedman and Sperling, 1985;
Nystrand and Brandt, 1989; Sperling, 1991). This face-to-face feedback mode has
gained popularity in recent decades, and it is postulated that its dialogic nature allows
student participation in the critical evaluation of text, and encourages student-teacher

interaction. But are writing conferences as helpful as people say they are?

The talk in the situated learning context of a writing conference is believed by many
scholars to encourage students to articulate problems, express intentions, exchange
ideas with the teacher, and evaluate the text (e.g. Zamel, 1985; Leki, 1992; Arndt,
1993). The social processes embedded in the conversation are also said to allow
teachers to understand students’ thinking and writing difficulties, and to design
pedagogical strategies as they listen to student concerns (Walker 1992; Reesor, 2002).
Some researchers, however, have queried the claimed benefits of the conference, and
whether conferencing really provides opportunities for student initiation and expression
(e.g. Ulichney and Watson-Gegeo, 1985; Johnson, 1993; Newkirk, 1995; Black 1998).
More observations of conversational behaviour are therefore necessary to find out how
the social dimensions of the writing conference are achieved, and whether the
assumptions that conferencing is an efficient channel for commentary and collaboration

are true.

Conferencing is not a new concept but a long-standing pedagogical technique.
Writing conferences are often conducted during language courses; in some cases, they
are officially scheduled as part of the teaching schedule, in other cases, the teacher

conducts them out of class time, such as during consultation hours, to provide extra
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help to students. Most teachers have also had the experience of students coming to
talk with them informally about their writing tasks. In North America, many universities
have writing centres where students meet with tutors one-to-one to get help with their
assignments. The situations of conferencing in the classroom as part of the curriculum
and in the writing centre on a voluntary basis are different. While the classroom teacher
and students have already known each other for a few lessons to a few months, the
tutors in writing centres are not the students’ subject teachers, the tutors and students
can be complete strangers, and students may end up with a different tutor each time
they visit the writing centre. Thus, whereas participants in the latter situation have no
prior relationship to build on and do not need to sustain their relationship after the
conference, participants in the former situation may communicate in a style based on
their knowledge of each other and on the awareness that they will continue to ‘work’
with each other after the conference is over. Another factor that causes the dynamics
of the two kinds of conferences to differ is that as the setter and assessor of the
assignment, the subject teacher has more power and authority than does the writing
centre tutor. These two differences make it more interesting to explore the nature and

dynamics of the writing conference with the subject teacher.

With the increase in the popularity of writing conferences in both classroom and
writing centre contexts, a number of resources in the form of strategies or guidebooks
have been written on conference strategies, e.g. Garrison (1981), Reigstad and
McAndrew (1984), Murray (1985), Clark (1985), Harris (1986), Newkirk (1989), Phenix
(1990), McAndrew and Reigstad (2001), some of which contain lists of ‘dos and don’ts’.
Much of the advice in these resources seems to be based on personal experience
rather than on research evidence. Little empirical research on conferencing in
classroom contexts has been conducted; and being qualitative case studies, they
covered a small number of subjects only. The aspects of conferencing that have been

examined are interesting but limited, such as participant attitudes (Carnicelli, 1980;

Zamel, 1985), conference discourse (Freedman and Katz, 1987), the effects of
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conferencing on writing (Goldstein and Conrad, 1990; Patthey-Chavez and Ferris,

1997), and verbal interactions (Thonus, 2002).

Embedded in face-to-face conferencing are complex issues and factors that
intertwine and mutually affect one another. While certain verbal conferencing activities,
such as topic-initiation and turn-taking, have been singled out for examination, studies
that focus on the participants or explore their interactions holistically have so far been
scanty. Although a vast amount of literature on human communication stresses the
importance of nonverbal behaviour, few studies of writing conferences have
investigated the influences of nonverbal exchanges on the conference and its
interactants. The literature on writing conferences also shows a lack of
comprehensiveness in that previous studies did not explore the whole picture of
conferencing in terms of what happens before conferences, i.e. the kinds of preparation
and their influences on conferences; and only a limited number of studies have
investigated the perceptions of conference interactions by both the teacher and student

participants rather than by one of the parties only.

A review of the literature further reveals conflicting views of the writing conference
with regard to such matters as the roles and responsibilities of the participants, the
focus of the teacher, turn-taking and idea exchange, and teacher-guided or student-
guided agendas. This inconclusiveness has led to doubts about the value of

conferencing as a pedagogical tool (Black, 1998).

Some of the limitations in the scope of the studies conducted in writing conferences
have been addressed in the research on another kind of institutional talk — the
physician-patient consultation. For example, whereas conferencing studies seldom
discuss student understanding and teacher care, studies on the medical encounter
have explored the question of whether the meeting has helped the patient understand

his/her iliness as well as the doctor’s diagnosis and advice for treatment; whether the
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physician possesses various skills to care for the different needs of the patient; and
whether the meeting has made the patient feel so satisfied with the care that he/she will
comply with the physician’s advice. These areas that have been explored in the

medical consultation are areas worth exploring in the writing conference.

To investigate the complexities of the face-to-face writing conference that include
an examination of not only verbal exchanges but also of nonverbal interactions, and an
exploration of not only the features of the encounter but also the feelings therein and
thereafter, there is the need to adopt a comprehensive analytical framework that
observes not just the conference activities (e.g. turn-taking, interruptions) but also the
actors, i.e. the participants, including their beliefs, expectations and perceptions of what

happens in conference interactions.

In view of the above, this study sets out to examine, with a breadth and a depth that
have seldom been applied in previous research, the writing conferences of four
teachers and eight students in a naturalistic university classroom setting in Hong Kong.
Its aims are to explore the nature and dynamics of these L2 writing conferences, as well
as the effects of the verbal and nonverbal interactions within them, in the hope of
resolving some of the conflicting findings of previous research. Following a qualitative
case study method, and employing an approach that seeks to “view situations as they
appear to those directly involved in them” and to “appreciate how and why actors
perceive things in the ways they do” (Cuff, Sharrock, and Francis, 1990, pp.151-2,
emphasis in original), this study presents a holistic investigation of the verbal and
nonverbal interactions that were video-recorded during the conferences, and the
contexts in which these exchanges took place. The data collection, was however, not
restricted to the conferences themselves, but also included the pre-conference stage of
expectation and preparation and the post-conference stage of interviews and video
stimulated recalls. Detailed transcriptions of the videos allowed participant behaviour to

be systematically categorised and coded in a search for analytic foci, patterns and
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unique features. Together with the interview data, they suggest reasons why some

conferences are more highly valued than others.

Analysis of my data has led me to query the use in the existing literature of the
notions of ‘success’ or ‘effectiveness’ to describe conferences, particularly regarding
their relationship with draft revision. Since revision can depend on many variables, this
study suggests that a conference may be best judged by the affect and perceptions of
its interactants. | therefore in the later chapters of this report propose a new analogy
with health to discuss the holistic considerations of the dynamic process of interactions
in teacher-student conferences, explore the fresh concept of interaction spaces in the
interplay of conference parameters, and conclude with a description of a number of

dynamic balances that are pertinent to healthy conferences.

The chapters of the dissertation are organised as follows:

Chapter 1 Introduction: the current chapter.

Chapter 2 Literature Review: this situates my research within the current thinking in the
fields on teacher-student feedback sessions and doctor-patient consultation meetings,

and presents limitations and gaps in earlier research.

Chapter 3 Research Questions and Methodology: this states three research questions
and introduces the methodology to answer them, the analytical framework and research

method, sampling, sources of data, procedures and instruments.

Chapter 4 Data Analysis I: this describes the background data collected concerning the
participants’ beliefs, experiences and expectations of, as well as preparations for, the

conferences.
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Chapter 5 Data Analysis Il: this describes the data collected during the eight writing
conferences in a range of verbal and nonverbal behaviour categories, and the data
collected from interviews and stimulated recalls after the conferences with regard to the

participants’ perceptions and feelings.

Chapter 6 Findings: this discusses the (in)consistencies of each teacher and across
the teachers, as well as across the students, tracing patterns of similarities and

identifying unique features.

Chapter 7 Discussion: this argues for the use of a health analogy in evaluating writing
conferences, and discusses the six main features of, as well as the major focus in,

healthy conferences.

Chapter 8 Conclusions, Significance of the Research and Recommendations: this
summarises the answers to the research questions posed in Chapter 3 and to the
gueries raised in the literature review (Chapter 2); it concludes with a discussion of the
dynamic balances crucial to healthy conferences, explains the significance and
limitations of the study; and makes recommendations for teacher development and

future research.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

Introduction

The teaching of writing has always been a part of the school and university curriculum,
and talking to students one-to-one about their learning is as old as Socrates and
Confucius. Nowadays in the writing classroom, there is often a stage, or there are
stages, in the learning process in which the teacher and student sit down face to face to
talk about the writing that the student is working on. The common term used to

describe this kind of feedback meeting is a ‘writing conference’.

The majority of the literature on feedback to second language writing concerns
written response, as the development of research on oral response started gradually
only a couple of decades ago. However, since numerous findings have cast doubt on
the effectiveness of written commentary (Zamel, 1985; Cohen, 1987; Ferris, 1995;
Patthey-Chavez and Ferris, 1997), there has been increased hope in the efficacy of oral
feedback, hailing the writing conference as a constructive teaching tool to help

language learners with their writing.

This chapter will first start with a review of the literature on oral response and
present the points of debate and agreement in the literature on writing conferences,
followed by an explanation of the importance of observing not only the verbal
exchanges but also the nonverbal interactions in oral communication. Through this
review, it will become clear that the existing literature on conference research does not
cover a myriad of pertinent issues. It is therefore necessary in the second part of this
chapter to explore the literature on another type of oral interaction — the medical
consultation — to examine how the latter supplements our understanding of face-to-face

encounters and confirms the findings in writing conference research. The chapter will
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then end by identifying aspects that have yet to be investigated in studies on oral

response to student writing.

2.1 Oral response to student writing

2.1.1 Purposes of the writing conference

Many researchers agree that the writing conference is a useful tool for presenting
teacher feedback face-to-face to both L1 and L2 students in school and university
contexts. Walker and Elias (1987, p.267), whose study involved a mixture of local and
foreign students, define the conference as “a meeting between the teacher and one
student, as part of the regular curriculum, for the purpose of mutual discussion about
the writing process in general and the strengths and weaknesses of the student’s own
paper in particular”. It is “the tutors’ and students’ implicit understanding” that “what
they [are] supposed to be doing in these conferences” is “examining the students’
writing” (ibid., pp.278-279). Nickell (1983, p.29) likewise defines the writing conference
as “a forum in which students receive one-on-one feedback from the teacher
concerning their writing ... before the paper is graded”. Squire and Applebee (1968,
p.254) in their national study of American high school English programmes stated that
“perhaps the most successful practice in the teaching of composition has been the
regular conference to discuss problems and progress of the individual student”. Ulichny
and Watson-Gegeo (1989, p.311) called the writing conference in six-grade classrooms
“the key to the process model because conferences bring teacher and student ...
together for a one-to-one discussion of written drafts”; and Sperling (1990, p.279), who
studied ninth-grade English lessons, praised conferences as “private conversations” in
an “interactive context”. Similarly, the writing conference has been heralded by
university teachers. Murray (1985, p.147), an experienced university English teacher
and writer, praised conference teaching as “the most effective — and the most practical
— method of teaching composition”. Carnicelli (1980), based on his experience of

conferencing with freshmen in an American university, urged for the replacement of
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classroom instruction with one-to-one conferences. Rose (1982, p. 329), when
teaching writing at another American university, realised that he could communicate
more through spoken than through written comments. Freedman and Katz (1987, p.60)
quoted findings from a national survey by Witte, Meyer, Miller and Faigley (1982) that
first-year writing program directors nationwide asserted that conferences are “the most
successful part of their teaching programs”. Students learn from the “scaffolds” that
teachers build, and the writing conference can provide such scaffolding (Freedman and
Katz, 1987, p.61); also, both teachers and students preferred writing conferences as a
mode of teaching (Freedman, 1987, p.157). In her study of conferences with science
students on technical writing, Wong (1988, p.458) found that conference talk was
“interactive” and the teacher and students jointly contributed to the improvement of the

text.

Engaging in writing conferences indicates a view of writing as discovery (Harris,
1986, pp.5-6), with the writing conference as an occasion where ideas can be explored
and formed. It allows both parties to talk about and participate in the writing process
(Harris, 1986, p.9) as well as in the decision about what has to be learned (Murray,
1985, p.152). Students participate in its evaluation (Freedman, 1980, cited in Sperling,
1990, p.283), reflect critically on the process (Freedman and Calfee, 1984), and “clarify
[confusion or disagreement] immediately with the teacher, thus avoiding further
misunderstanding” (Wong, 1988, p.445). The conference conversation “offers a
suitable context in which to probe a student’s thinking” (Kuriloff, 1991, p.47); and the
discussion, evaluation and reflection become the welcome results of the social
interaction of conferences (Scardamalia and Bereiter, 1985), which promote interaction
with readers (Harris, 1986, p.11). In L2 contexts, conferencing allows problem areas to
be isolated and discussed, and encourages a two-way dynamic interchange of ideas
and negotiation of meaning instead of static, one-way written commentary (Arndt, 1993).
The dialogic nature of the conference enables the student to discuss the writing

(Reesor, 2002, p.251), because the face-to-face dialogue allows “dynamic interchange
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and negotiation” to take place (Zamel, 1985). According to Arndt (1993, p.105), the
greatest benefits of conferencing are “the articulation of problems, the search for
solutions, the challenges to thinking, the probing of meanings, and the disclosing of

implications”.

Conferences are helpful not only to students but also to teachers. L2 researchers
believe that the face-to-face meetings allow the clarification of ideas, including what
students meant to say in their essays and what teachers meant with their marginal and
end comments, especially in cases where the problems are too complicated to be
explained thoroughly in writing (Conrad and Goldstein, 1999). Conferencing gives
teachers an opportunity to listen to the intentions of student-writers (Leki, 1990, p.64),
what they say about their draft as well as to notice what they do not say (Murray, 1985,
pp.152, 162-163), and they can then understand what difficulties the students face in
their writing (Reesor, 2002, p.252). Teachers can often see whether students
understand what they are saying by reading their faces, and can respond accordingly

(Brender, 1998).

Conferences are also believed to stimulate independent learning (Harris, 1986,
p.10). In the literature on writing conferences is an article by Tobin who categorised the
development of conferences into a first and a second generation (1990, p.43), with
Roger Garrison as the leading figure in the former and Donald Murray in the latter.
Tobin stated that the first generation conferences were extremely directive and teacher-
centred, with teachers setting the agenda and students passively absorbing information.
Second generation conferences attempted to be student-centred, allowing students to
set the agenda and to do more talking. However, both types of conferences were
problem-solving meetings, and even the second approach “became ritualized”, as
Murray himself wrote: “the student is expected to...; the teacher is expected to... and ...;
the student is expected to... and ...” (1985, p.152). Tobin believed that it was time to

move beyond the first and second generations of rigid rules to “an approach that takes
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into account the dynamic aspect of each writing conference: the student’s relationship
to the text, the teacher’s relationship to the text, and the student’s and teacher’s
relationship to each other” (1993, p.43). Of special concern was the tension that is
created within these relationships and ways to use that tension in productive ways

through studying students and teachers in conferencing (ibid, p.45).

2.1.2 Two main strands in the literature on oral response

With all the perceived benefits that oral response brings to the student, the teacher and
their relationships to the text and to each other, the writing conference has become a
popular means of feedback provision as part of the curriculum between teachers and
students who know each other from classroom contact. With the development of
writing centres in universities in western countries, another strand of oral provision of
teacher feedback occurs between writing tutors and students who may be strangers to
each other. This section first describes the findings obtained from empirical studies on
writing conferences, followed by a brief review of the literature on writing centre tutorials.
Although the present study was not conducted in the context of a writing centre, the
brief report of the literature surrounding oral response in writing centres will show the

areas that have been explored and the types of resources that have been produced.

2.1.2.1 Empirical studies on writing conferences

The accolades received by the implementation of oral feedback make it surprising that
“few” research studies have been conducted on writing conferences that form part of
the curriculum (Wong, 1988, p.445). “Despite all of this enthusiasm, there has been
very little empirical work done on the nature and effects of writing conferences in L1
writing classes, and almost nothing in L2” (Ferris, 2003b, p.39). An earlier study in L1
by Fritts (1972) which examined the effects of weekly conferences found that student
participants in these conferences achieved significantly better results in their writing

than others in a control group. Jacobs and Karliner (1977) found that students who
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initiated discussion and explored writing in conferences showed a deeper analysis in
their revisions. Positive results were also reported by Carnicelli (1980), who surveyed
1800 students in the University of New Hampshire. His respondents reached two
conclusions about conferences: that they were more useful than traditional classes and
more effective than written communication because conferences offered a chance to
express opinions and a channel through which to clarify teacher comments. A handful
of other studies that examined teacher-student interactions (e.g. Freedman and Katz,
1987; Sperling, 1994a; and Newkirk, 1995), however, discovered that the teacher was
often dominant in terms of time and agenda (Walker and Elias, 1987; Walker, 1992) or
focused on lower-order issues rather than on higher-order ones (Freedman and

Sperling, 1985).

A few studies have been conducted with L2 learners. Eirsch (1988) studied an
experimental group and a control group, where he explicitly instructed the former to
generalise what they had learnt in conferences to other parts of their course. He found
that this group did far better than the control group in pre-tests and post-tests.
Marshall's (1986) study reported benefits for the teacher as well as for the student. In
her conferences, she tackled meaning before grammar, and in lessons, she addressed
the needs that students had articulated in conferences. She discovered that by doing
these, her teaching became more efficient and more effective for her students. Other
studies conducted with L2 learners have found that conferencing can be powerful but
problematic. After examining one-to-one conferences between one teacher and three
advanced ESL students, Goldstein and Conrad (1990, p.457) found that there were
great differences in how the three students negotiated meaning in conferences. The
more active the participation, the more improvements were made in subsequent
revisions. They thus recommended that teachers need to prepare L2 students for
conferences and instruct them in the purposes that the meetings serve. Patthey-
Chavez and Ferris (1997) found that cultural differences between the participants in a

writing conference could have effects on the outcome of that conference. As Newkirk
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(1995) pointed out, turn taking can be problematic for any student, so, the linguistic
demands placed on L2 learners can mean more difficulties for them as they get to know
and experiment with appropriate conversational behaviour. They may not be used to
speaking up, taking the initiative, questioning or arguing. In a survey by Arndt (1993,
pp.106-107) of City Polytechnic students in Hong Kong, several respondents reported
that conferences could be occasions of stress and anxiety for them, and that as a result,
they were likely to forget what had been discussed during the conference. Another
study done in Hong Kong with students from the University of Hong Kong showed the
benefits of conducting writing conferences on top of written feedback. Students who
clarified the teacher’s written comments incorporated those comments in their revisions
whereas students who did not come to the writing conferences mismanaged some of

the teacher’s written feedback (Shi, 1998, p.153).

2.1.2.2 Conferencing in the writing centre

With the increasing number of writing centres, clinics and labs in North America,
Australia and other parts of the world, numerous references have been written, many of
them in the last decade, on tutoring writing one-to-one, particularly in the context of a
writing centre. They deal with a wide range of topics, including the logistics of running a
writing program (Phenix, 1990), centre administration (Olson, 1984), the tutor's
conferencing strategies (Powers, 1993; Blau and Hall, 2002), linguistic analysis of the
talk (Blau, Hall and Strauss, 1998; Davis, Hayward, Hunter and Wallace, 1988), the
interpersonal dynamics in a writing centre where the tutor is not the student’s writing
teacher and hence not the grader (Murphy, 1989; Sherwood, 1993), and ways to
encourage students to make their own revisions (Brooks, 1991; Fulwiler, 1992). There
are also books with collected advice on tutoring in writing centres, such as the ones by
Murphy and Sherwood (1995); Briggs and Woolbright, (2000); and Rafoth, (2000).

Some resource books contain models of tutoring as well (e.g. Reigstad and McAndrew,
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1984; McAndrew and Reigstad, 2001), including getting acquainted, clarifying the

writing task, and what to do in the writing centre when the student has brought no draft.

2.1.3 Points of debate regarding conferencing

Careful examination of the literature reveals several differences in opinions regarding
some issues of conferencing that are central to this study, such as whether the
conference talk should be treated as teaching or as conversation; whether the focus
should be on the teacher’s expertise, the student’s draft or the student writer; whether
the teacher should ask questions to find out more information about the draft; and
whether the teacher, as the evaluator of the draft, should talk more than the student, or
vice versa. These points of debate are explained in more detail in the four subsections

below.

2.1.3.1 Teaching or conversation

First of all, views differ as to whether conferences should be regarded as teaching or as
conversation. Murray (1979, p.16) saw conferencing as a way of “teaching [his]
students to react to their own work”, but later in 1985, he wrote that conferences should
“have the tone of conversations” and are not “mini-lectures” (p.148). Carnicelli (1980,
p.105, 119) first calls conferencing individualised instruction, then states it should be a
genuine conversation and so follows no set pattern of talk. Student talk, however, can
become “digressive” and “a conference can run on aimlessly” unless teachers set an
agenda (Newkirk, 1989, pp.317, 326). Freedman and Sperling (1985, p.106) agree that
conferencing is a “popular and seemingly effective pedagogical event” due to its
sensitiveness to individual needs and its opportunities for expression and clarification.
However, Black (1998, p.12) believes that these are only assumptions, and they “are at
best naive, and at worst, potentially harmful”. Indeed, Ulichney and Watson-Gegeo
(1989, p.325) identified obvious teacher dominance as their study of conference

transcripts reveals instruction that “discourages initiative and expression”. Murray
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(1985), therefore, calls for student-centred conferences, and Brooks (1991, p.4)

advocates that students be “the only active agent[s]” in the face-to-face encounter.

2.1.3.2 Focus of the conference

The focus of conferencing is also an area of controversy. Many scholars believe that
reading the draft, even examining it, should be done during conferences (Carnicelli,
1980, p.111; Murray, 1985, p.165). Although conferences should not encourage
students to “become dependent on the teacher for identifying problems and developing
solutions” (Murray, 1985, p.147), Murray concedes that there are many advantages to
having the teacher spend time reading the drafts during the conference (ibid., p. 165),
as this will “teach the student how to read their own writing with increasing skill” (ibid.,
p.150). The text that the student brings in, then, becomes the focal point of the
conference. Black (1998) however disagrees with this focus and instead believes that
the student should be the focus of the conferencing teacher, substantiating this belief
with her own rich conferencing experiences. Johnson (1993, p.35) agrees that the
teacher should listen to the student and focus on her, and Brooks (1991) advocates
minimalist tutoring and asserts that the teacher should make the student read the paper
aloud, instead of reading it himself, thus avoiding taking control of the paper. His
experience tells him that while the teacher reads the paper, “the student is left out of the
action” (p.85). It should be the student’s responsibility to read and write his paper, so
he suggests that the teacher “get the student to be physically closer to her paper than
[the teacher is]” (ibid.). Approaching the conference focus from a different angle,
Walker and Elias (1987) documented conferences that were rated by participants as
very successful or unsuccessful. They concluded that the foci in successful and
unsuccessful conferences were different. In the former, the focus is on the student’s
work with both the teacher and the student evaluating it together, whereas the latter’s
focus falls on the teacher’s expertise as a writer, with teachers verbally rewriting parts
of students’ work for them. In her study, Walker (1992, p.71) found that conferences

considered successful by students and teachers were those that focussed on having
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both the student and teacher evaluating the draft against “a model of good writing” that
they formulated together; whereas in unsuccessful conferences, the teachers were
confused and the students seemed lost, “not understanding what was going on,

confused about the content of the paper and about the writing process”.

2.1.3.3 Asking questions

A further area of conflicting opinions surrounds the issue of who asks questions. In his
observation of teaching in general, Richards (1990, p.5) states that “one characteristic
of effective teaching that was soon identified was the teacher’s use of questions”. To
understand the use of questions, van Lier (1988, p.224) proposes examining “the
purposes and the effects of questions, not only in terms of linguistic production, but also
in terms of cognitive demands and interactive purposes”. Numerous teachers and
researchers think that the teacher should ask questions, or “good questions” (Carnicelli,
1980, p.114), particularly at the beginning of the conference. It is believed that this can
encourage students to start talking about their writing, help them recall information,
generate ideas, reflect on the writing and focus on the next step in the writing process
(Phenix, 1990, p.27-29). Anderson (2000, pp.41-43) reports that open-ended questions
lead students “toward an understanding of what good writers do”, and that he always
asks certain kinds of questions to “gather information about the writing work”. However,
Berger and Kellermann (1994, p. 18) assert that although interrogating has “the
potential for high efficiency, it can become intrusive quickly”, and make the interaction
“suffer on the social appropriateness dimension”. Fletcher (1993, pp.41-50), in his
study of the opening dialogues of writing conferences, also states that teacher
interrogation can wreak much harm. The habitual questioning pattern adopted by many
teachers may not allow the student to discuss his own concerns, but instead oblige the
student to follow the teacher’s preferred direction of talk. Fletcher’'s data shows
teachers falling into the danger of missing cues from students that could have led to a
more meaningful discussion. They became so distracted by asking questions that they

did not give students credit for the effort they had put into the assignment. This was in
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line with Johnson’s (1993) observation that asking questions puts the questioner in
control, and a series of questions allow her to establish her own agenda. Questioning
does not create a learning environment; on the contrary, it can sometimes have an
“inhibiting” effect on students. Instead of answering one question, the student may find
himself decoding three questions, i.e. (i) what is the teacher asking, (ii) why is she
asking that, and (iii) why is she asking me. The student then needs more time to think,
which means more silent periods during the conference, and a higher possibility of the
teacher asking yet another question to break the silence. Questions then can become
“intrusive”, and “counterproductive”. Johnson asserts that “for learning to take place,

questions must arise within the learner” (pp.34-40).

2.1.3.4 Teacher and student talk

Another difference in academics’ opinions concerns the purpose and amount of teacher
talk and student talk. Murray (1985, p.148) and Markee (2000, p.77) believe that
evaluation either of the draft or of the student is often perceived by the student and the
teacher as the reason for the meeting. Carnicelli (1980, p.116) sees evaluating the text
as the conference teacher’s role since this is what most students expect. Murray (1985,
pp.148, 161), however, fears that such a conference teaching style “does not allow the
students to develop as a reader of their own drafts”, and they thus become dependent
on the teacher, both for identifying their problems and suggesting solutions. Such a
teaching style allows the teacher to gain conversational control (Markee, 2000, p.77)
and the conference becomes more like a mini-lecture (Murray, 1985, p.148). By
contrast, Murray (1985, p.161) advocates inconclusiveness at the end of conferences,
leaving the student to reconsider what has been discussed and what to do next.
Whether the teacher or the student should talk more is regarded as an unimportant
conferencing factor by Walker and Elias (1987). In their examination of successful and
unsuccessful conferences, they found that students averaged around 33% of the
utterances in both types of conferences, which implied that whether the teacher or

student had more conversational control did not impact the successfulness of the
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meetings. Evans (2004) agrees with this finding in her action research, in which one of
her students in small-group conferences was “very thankful and grateful” when the
teacher started talking about the paper and would gladly have the teacher do most of

the talking.

2.1.4 Points of agreement regarding writing conferences

In the process of exploring conferencing as a means of responding to student work, a
number of issues inevitably arise that researchers and teachers agree they may have to
take into consideration. One such issue that is relevant to this research is the question

of power.

2.1.4.1 Power, talk control and roles

Power difference has been identified as a source of problems (Black, 1998, p.39), and
teachers, including those in writing centres, sometimes have difficulty “rechanneling
misplaced authority” (Blalock, 1997, p.82). Unequal or equal power distribution impact
on the opportunity to talk, talk-time distribution and the nature of talk (e.g. initiating,
responding). The assertion of authority and dominance by teachers has been reported
by scholars such as Calkins (1983) and Walker (1992); and “if the teacher does most or
all of the talking, the student may simply sit there, politely confused” (Carnicelli, 1980,
p.117). Not only do teachers dominate the floor, they have also been found to talk
down to students (Brender, 1998). In the light of these observations, both L1 and L2
researchers have suggested that teachers should avoid limiting the conference with too
much teacher talk (Calkins, 1983; Walker, 1992); they should instead listen to students
more attentively, and “know when to talk and when to listen” (Carnicelli, 1980), in order
to establish a non-judgmental setting (Harris, 1986). According to Powers (1993, p.46)
working with ESL writers in the writing centre at the University of Wyoming, tutors must
allow and help writers verbalise their ideas, “understand what they bring to the writing

center conference and allow that perspective to determine [their] conferencing

18



Chapter Two

strategies”. Latterell (2000, p.118) encourages teachers and students to question and
negotiate their roles. Instead of adopting an absolutely authoritative role by controlling
access to the floor, teachers can adopt a counsellor's approach to foster an atmosphere
of warmth, acceptance and trust, which are “more important to the writing conference
than specific teaching techniques” (Taylor, 1985, p.1). Perceptive teachers can reduce
learner anxiety at the conferences and enhance language acquisition (Xu, 1989). Since
consideration of power leads to consideration of the status and roles of the participants
and to their responsibilities, it is worth examining in different pedagogical contexts
whether power and authority in teacher-student conferences are intended or non-

intended, yielded or gained, contested or accepted or even preferred.

2.1.4.2 Affect

The second issue worth mentioning is that of affect. Since feelings and emotions
intrinsically pervade conversations, the affective dimension of conferencing cannot be
ignored. Emotional elements of the student-teacher meeting throw light on the role of
social factors in successful conferences (Flynn and King, 1993). When Black’s
students chose their best and worst conferences (1998, pp.122-123), the emotional
aspects played an important role in their consideration, and some students saw
establishing a better relationship with the teacher as one of their goals of conferencing.
One student said she was nervous when she went to see teachers and stated that “all
teachers seem to intimidate me”. These feelings of being welcomed, or rejected,
encouraged or humiliated, valued or threatened remain strong in learners long after the
conference is over. Sometimes, they want the teacher merely to acknowledge their
feelings (ibid., p.131). Black believes that grades are linked to feelings, and so
discussing grades can pave the way for students to vent their other concerns and
feelings (ibid., p.142). Teachers, too, are affected by how they feel about and during
the conferences, not to mention the emotions they bring to them. Since teachers are
usually the dominating figures in a conference, their emotions, especially negative ones,

can often shape it. One way of addressing the affective dimension could be to provide
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time and space in the conferences to talk about emotions and address them (ibid.,
pp.124, 143). In view of the teachers’ and students’ busy schedule, this is often more
easily said than done. Despite the difficulties involved in attending to feelings, Tobin
(1993) issues a reminder that the unavoidable presence of emotionality in the teaching
of writing should not be neglected as it can lead to directions and transformations of

individual conferences and beyond.

2.1.4.3 Wait time and intervention of expression

The length of time teachers should wait for students to ask a question or respond to a
question before intervening can be a further area of concern. The duration of the pause
is subject to the time students need to organise and express their thoughts in a second
language; but above all, it is dependent on the patience of the teacher and her
tolerance of silence or of hesitant speech. Archer (1991) reported that Americans could
wait only 7 seconds after asking a question before they would feel compelled to speak,
repeat the question in a different form or give up; whereas Japanese speakers could
wait twice as long, up to 14 seconds, before they would feel a need to intervene.
Working with Japanese learners of English and Western tutors, Brender (1995, cited in
Brender, 1998) found that the average waiting time was only about 1.57 seconds.

Since the threshold tolerances for length of pauses vary from culture to culture
(Lehtonen, 1984), L2 writing conferences may not give enough opportunities for L2

learners in some socio-cultural situations to formulate and express their thoughts.

2.1.4.4 Misunderstanding

When students lack adequate time to ask, clarify or confirm with the teacher, there
exists a fair chance of confusion in student-teacher encounters. The fact that ESL
students have to communicate in a language other than their mother tongue can further
increase the likelihood of misunderstanding. Besides language proficiency, interactions
in conferences also vary greatly with the personalities, learning styles and teaching

styles of the participants (Arndt, 1993). A heterogeneous social, educational and
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cultural background of the L2 population can further increase the risk of communication
breakdown. Because of this, Brender (1998) believed that teachers should learn to be
especially sensitive to ESL students and their backgrounds by paying careful attention

to what they say and how they say it.

2.1.4.5 Other issues

Two other issues that are outside the focus of this study — gender and cultural
difference — have been mentioned in the literature, but it is difficult to make concrete
claims about their influence on conferencing with small samples of teachers and
students. In exploring whether some form of gender inequity persists, it has been found
that, in general, female students are more tentative while male students are more
confident. However, this confidence may be mistaken for ability and knowledge (Black,
1998, pp.62-63). Gender differences have been found to alter the control in
conferencing in interesting ways, e.g. female students “perform ‘feminine’ gender with
male teachers”, asking considerably more questions than with female teachers, and
consequently allowing the male teacher to expand his opinion and supporting him in his
assertion of authority (ibid., pp.64-65). Black’s conference data also shows that “female
students are praised much more frequently than male students... and are more likely to
be supplied with the rules, definitions, and conventions that help writers establish
themselves in the discourse of a discipline” (ibid., pp.76-77). Black’s observations of
gender differences were based on transcripts of her composition classes in an
American university. Whether the same occurs in conferences in other cultural and
pedagogical contexts awaits investigation; and conclusions cannot be drawn unless a

rather large sample of informants is selected.

The influence of culture on communication has been a topic of research interest,
and researchers believe that culture affects individuals’ psychological processes, which
subsequently affect their communication styles (Singelis and Brown, 1995). Different

cultures express emotions via different “display rules” and make diverse interpretations
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of perceived emotions (Lee, Matsumoto, Kobayashi, Krupp, Maniatis and Roberts, 1992,
p.245). It may, however, be difficult to draw conclusions of cultural effects on
communication style because the level of expressiveness and the formulation of
expressions can also depend on language proficiency (e.g. Yates, 2005, p.89). lItis
also difficult to unravel the complex interplay of culture and communication because of
the difficulty in defining culture. Culture cannot be equated with nation as culture is not
defined by geopolitical states but is a “sociopsychological” entity that “transcends
national borders” (Lee et al., 1992, p.243). In the face of these difficulties, few studies
have explored the effects of culture on conferencing. Contributors to the volume edited
by Severino, Guerra and Butler (1997) have explored the differences between
mainstream American English and Black English Vernacular, but less work has been
done regarding (mis)matches between mainstream English native speakers and
speakers from cultures other than the black culture. Even less research has been
conducted with speakers from a totally non-English culture. Harris (1997, p.223) points
out that L2 students from a number of origins share a common belief that teachers
should lecture and evaluate. Teachers of one culture who want to avoid that role may
find silence prevailing in their conferences with students of another culture. The use of
communication strategies and paralinguistic devices is likely to be different with

different cultures as well.

Worries that students of certain cultural backgrounds might see face-saving as
more important than understanding or clarifying can increase the level of uncertainty in
the communication process. Black (1998, pp.118-119) calls for teachers who speak the
students’ mother tongue to encourage students to switch to their home languages, so
that “teachers and students would be more likely to engage in a dialogue”. Since
Connor (1996, p.206) states that “cultural mismatches manifest themselves in several
classroom situations: conversation, collaborative groups, and student-teacher
conferences”, it is perhaps necessary for more studies to examine the cultural effects

on conferences, especially in environments like the writing centre, where students are
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expected to come from culturally diverse backgrounds (Harris, 1997, p.220). However,
as with studies on the gender factor in conferencing, it is rather difficult to draw
conclusions about cultural effects unless the research is performed on a large sample
and with relatively few other variables. In view of this, neither gender nor cultural

differences formed a main focus of the present study.

2.2 Importance of observing nonverbal communication

Since the writing conference is more about the face-to-face communication than the
text that the student brings (Black, 1998, p.20), it is necessary to examine the
communication, which consists of not only verbal, but also of nonverbal interaction.
Although there is a vast pool of literature on nonverbal communication, and some
reports on the use of nonverbal behaviour in the education context, there is a paucity of
research that has studied the impact of body language on the overall interaction in
writing conferences. In this section, a review of the literature on nonverbal
communication in general will be presented, followed by a report on such studies in

classroom interaction.

2.2.1 Nonverbal behaviour in communication

Nonverbal behaviour “includes all means of human communication other than words”.
Although “theoretical and practical conceptions of communication skill emphasize the
role of verbal cues while discounting the importance of nonverbal behaviors in the
actualization of this endeavor” (Burgoon and Bacue, 2003, p.179), “our understanding
of face-to-face conversation...may be impoverished if we do not take account of the
nonverbal component” (Graddol, Cheshire and Swann, 1994, p.146). According to
Pease (1997, p.134), “between 60 and 80 per cent of human communication is done
nonverbally"; while Mehrabian (1972, p.182) concludes that the impact of a message is
only 7% verbal but 38% vocal and 55% facial. Body language is a crucial

communicative tool in the initiation and development of rapport (Beebe, Beebe and
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Redmond, 2002, p.205), as well as in the improvement or deterioration of relationships
(Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.288). “Skill in nonverbal communication plays a
critical role in all facets of social life” (Riggio, 1992, p.10), from the formation of
relationships to their development and maintenance (ibid., pp.10-19). Kellermann and
Berger’s behaviour study (1984) showed that some nonverbal behaviour such as
increases in head nods and verbal backchannels were associated with relaxation of co-
interactants; and Burgoon and Bacue (2003, p.179) referred to books on emotional
intelligence that document how nonverbal social skills distinguish successful from
unsuccessful social/professional life stories. Interaction can be enhanced when the
interactants are skilled in encoding and decoding nonverbal cues, resulting in the likely
achievement of interaction goals (Feldman et al., 1991, p.321). Malandro, Barker and
Barker (1988, p.12) classify nonverbal functions into six categories: complementing,
substituting for, accenting, contradicting, repeating and regulating verbal messages.
Cues such as smiling, spirited talk and relaxed laughter signal positive emotions;
whereas frowning, indirect body orientation and lack of eye contact indicate negative
emotions (Burgoon and Bacue, 2003, pp.188-189). When contradiction occurs
between verbal and nonverbal messages, it creates confusion (Malandro et al., 1988,
p.13), and often the nonverbal cues are taken as true (Malandro et al., 1988, p.13;
Burgoon, Buller and Woodall, 1996; Beebe et al., 2002; pp. 208-209; Trenholm and
Jensen, 2004, p.52) as they allow interlocutors to detect any hidden meaning (Beebe et
al., 2002, p.235). An interactant who perceives the nonverbal behaviour as deceptive

will probably believe that the verbal message is also deceptive (Patterson, 1994, p.289).

Nonverbal interaction is believed to have a significant impact on rapport. In the
education context, in particular, appropriate use of body language is believed to be the
clue to successful teaching, effective learning and smooth teacher-student relationships.
Richmond and McCroskey (2000, p.289) believe that the primary function of teachers’
nonverbal behaviour is to improve students’ affect for a subject matter or teacher.

When properly used, paralinguistic devices can develop a positive affective relationship
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between the teacher and the learner and create the desire in students to like this
teacher’s lessons and hence learn more, increasing the amount of cognitive learning.
Since the present study is situated in regular English learning classrooms where the
teachers and students have known each other for a few weeks by the time they
conference, it is deemed appropriate to conduct a review of the literature on nonverbal
behaviour in classroom interaction in order to understand the complex web of

communication that occurs in teacher-student conferences.

2.2.2 Nonverbal behaviour in teacher-student classroom interaction

The classroom is a mini-world imbued with spoken and unspoken social, cultural, and
interpersonal norms, where teachers and students are constantly in a give-and-take
situation, where rules are made and broken, power is exerted and undermined, and the
controller is in turn controlled. It is a place where all kinds of body language provide
clues to what is really taking place, including any affective, social and cognitive

developments.

At the affective level, facial expression is one of the first clues of interactants’
feelings. Research has shown that teachers exhibit different behaviour towards the
high- and low-expectancy students (Woolfook and Brooks, 1985, p.523), and these
differences are most obvious in their facial expressions and body movements (Babad,
Bernieri and Rosenthal, 1991, p.231). Even though humans have learnt to mask their
feelings, studies have found that these ‘leak’ when discrepancies occur between our
verbal language and our body language (Babad, 1992, p.171; Philippot, Feldman and
McGee, 1992, p.192). Studies have found that teachers often have negative affect
toward low-performing students (Babad, 1992, p.171), and they may try to conceal
these negative feelings with positive words (Philippot et al., 1992, p.192). Even though
many teachers believe in their ability to “control their affective transmissions” (Tal and

Babad, 1990, p.637), their nonverbal behaviour discloses the inconsistencies which are
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“readily detected” (Babad, 1992, p.185). When students perceive inconsistent
behaviour in teachers, they become very sensitive to it (Babad, 1990, p.689) and set

out to interpret its intent (Babad et al., 1991, p.213).

The students’ face also gives the teacher immediate clues about their emotional
reactions to the classroom situation and interaction. Teachers rely on students’ facial
expressions to determine whether they like the materials, whether they understand the
lesson and how they feel about our comments on them or their work. Through facial
displays, teachers can read students’ reactions to what is happening, e.g. a frown,
which is often associated with negative feelings (Richmond and McCroskey, 2000,
p.294), during an admonition is likely to be an indication of displeasure (Philippot et al.,
1992, p.193). A student who averts his gaze can be perceived as shy or unwilling to
communicate. In the same way, students guess what their teachers’ facial and gaze
behaviour means. For instance, a teacher who rarely looks at a student does not seem
very interested in that student. When a student thinks a teacher is not interested in her,
she is likely to learn to dislike the teacher and find him unapproachable (Richmond and
McCroskey, 2000, pp.290, 295). People do not, however, stop with the interpretation of
the facial expression; they respond with their own facial displays. Dimberg (1997, p.49)
found that facial expressions of the sender induce emotional reactions in the receiver,
and these reactions can be evoked extremely fast (ibid., p.58). An expression of anger
or threat from either a teacher or a student is likely to result in fear in the opposite party.
The subsequent affective climate will in turn impact on both the teacher’s and student’s
responsiveness. For this reason, teachers are urged to be careful with what feelings
they expose on their face and to adopt pleasing facial expressions to show their interest

in the conversation as well as in the student (Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.294).

When body language is well polished and manipulated, however, both teachers and
students can show friendliness and approval which are conducive to satisfactory

teaching and learning experiences. When students feel that there is genuine
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communication and sharing of feelings, they are more open to establishing bonds with
the teacher (Philippot et al., 1992, p.193). McAndrew and Reigstad (2001, p.28)
believe that posture is the first message that a conference teacher sends to the student
writer. Therefore, the tutor should convey the impression of being available and
approachable with an alert yet relaxed posture. They also think that leaning forward a
little later in the process of the writing conference helps to establish teacher-student
connection. Richmond and McCroskey (2000, p.293) believe that teachers can
communicate that they are “receptive and immediate” by assuming an open body
posture; and vice versa for students. Slouching in seats, by contrast, send negative
signals of boredom, rudeness and arrogance. Besides posture, teachers should also
adopt appropriate gestures, like maintaining eye contact, smiling, backchannelling and
nodding (Harris, 1986, p.73) to indicate interest and continued attention. Gestures that
should be avoided include folded arms, which suggest boredom, discontent or
inattention; or looking elsewhere, yawning, fidgeting, finger-drumming and pen-tapping

(McAndrew and Reigstad, 2001, p.29).

In interacting with students, the teacher’s tone of voice is another nonverbal cue
that needs monitoring. An overly warm tone can send a wrong message to the student
whereas a harsh tone can be intimidating. The monotone voice is to be avoided by
both teachers and students as the producer of such a tone is often perceived as dull
and boring (Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.296). Teachers should therefore
consider adopting a vocal quality that allows them to sound professional and caring at

the same time (McAndrew and Reigstad, 2001, p.29).

Apart from the affective impact of nonverbal behaviour, the acquisition of
appropriate body language can have positive effects on the social aspect of classroom
interactions. First of all, proper use of nonverbal cues can modulate the content of
verbal messages, accentuate the meaning or rectify any potential misunderstanding

(Patterson, 1991). Paralinguistic devices can also express the speaker’s attitude
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towards the object of discussion (Cacioppo, Martzke, Petty and Tassinary, 1988).
Students observe the teacher’s nonverbal devices to assess whether his praise is
genuine or perfunctory (Philippot et al., 1992); and it is likely that they do the same to
verify apologies. An interpretation of lack of eye contact in the classroom context can
have dire social consequences. When there is an absence of eye contact from the
teacher, students may not know when to take a turn (Philippot et al., 1992; Richmond
and McCroskey, 2000) and may end up not asking the questions or saying the things
that they would have otherwise. This could seriously impede the purpose of the

teacher-student communication.

Nonverbal behaviour can further affect the cognitive domain of classroom learning.
Since nonverbal cues tell whether students understand the materials that are taught
(Allen and Atkinson, 1981), students’ body language can reveal to teachers something
about the cognitive processes that occur in the students’ heads, such as whether they
have difficulty digesting the information (Philippot et al., 1992, p.195). Rimé and
Schiaratura (1991, p.265) suggest a cognitive-motor view that proposes that perception
and storage of information are aided by motoric representations. In other words,
nonverbal behaviour, such as an illustrative gesture, strengthens students’ ability to

recall what they have learned in a particular session.

Because nonverbal behaviour can impinge on the affective, social and cognitive
domains of classroom teaching and learning, many scholars argue that it is important
for both teachers and learners, especially the former, to possess nonverbal behavioural
skills in order for effective communication to occur (Riggio, 1992; Philippot et al., 1992;
Babad, 1992; Richmond and McCroskey, 2000). This is important since improper use
of nonverbal cues has been found to have an inverse association with learning and
affect (Wanzer and McCroskey, 1998); while proper use of nonverbal cues can increase
teachers’ likeability by their students. Teachers should therefore be trained to

communicate appropriately via both verbal and nonverbal behaviour, as well as to
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observe students’ nonverbal prompts (Philippot et al., 1992, p.209; Babad, 1992, p.186;
Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.289). With training will come improved affect
between teacher and student, better rapport and more effective cognitive learning
processes. Babad (1992, p.186) warns, though, that developing awareness and insight
into nonverbal behaviour may not be easy; and a major obstacle to achieving this is the
teacher’s complacency and self deceit into feeling that they are doing fine in terms of

their encoding/decoding of paralinguistic devices.

2.3 The need to review literature on medical encounters

The review of literature on writing conferences above reveals that while research
articles and teaching resource books have enumerated the perceived advantages of
face-to-face feedback sessions and the possible difficulties for L2 students who come
from heterogeneous linguistic and cultural backgrounds, there are some distinct gaps in
the literature on the kind of impacts that the interaction has on students. For example,
do the conferences lead to better understanding of the task and of the teacher’s
comments on the drafts? After all, the conference is supposed to be for the teacher to
know what students do “not understand” and to help them see “the strengths and
weaknesses” of their papers (Walker and Elias, 1987, p.267). What feelings does the
interaction cause in students? Do conferences lead to student satisfaction? Do
students then feel they know what to do in the next stage of their writing? Do they think
that the teacher who takes time to meet with them one-to-one cares about them? How
do they perceive the teacher’s communication style and what effect does this
perception have on them? What happens in the writing conference in terms of
nonverbal communication? How aware are the participants of their own verbal and
nonverbal behaviour and that of their interlocutor? What skills do teachers need to
acquire and what aspects of the communication do they need to attend to in order that

the conference can achieve its desired purposes?
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These unanswered questions meant that there was a need for me to look
elsewhere to see if these issues have been tackled in previous research. Since
conferencing is a kind of teacher-student meeting, one possibility is to review the
literature on supervisor-supervisee meetings or supervisor and student-teacher
meetings, also called clinical supervision (Stoller, 1996, p.2). However, these meetings
often last at least an hour, and clinical supervisions usually place “an emphasis on
improving teachers’ classroom performance” (Acheson and Gall, 1992, p.1), with an
extended three-phase process consisting of a pre-observation planning session,
classroom observation and a post-observation evaluation session (Tenjoh-Okwen,
1996). Recent research on clinical supervisions has further examined the tripartite
processes which include not only the supervisor and the student-teacher, but also the
school-based mentor-teacher (Tsui, Lopez-Real, Law, Tang and Shum, 2001). These
features of supervisor-supervisee meetings mean that these supervisory meetings are
different in duration and nature from the short, one-off writing conferences that form the
focus of this study. Since the writing conference is one kind of institutional talk, | began
to examine another kind of institutional talk — the medical consultation — and found that
researchers have pointed out similarities between teacher-student communication and
physician-patient communication. As the expert among the participants, the teacher
and the physician control the interaction with their “legitimized status and presumed
technical expertise” (Nettleton, 1995, p.137) while the learner or the patient assume the
role of the dependent novice (Street and Buller, 1987, p.236). Both the academic
encounter and the medical encounter can present the reality of dyadic communication
that reveals the intricacies of the participants’ relationship, their beliefs and expectations,
knowledge asymmetry, interaction patterns, the management of task and affect, power
difference, and role adherence or deviation (Fisher, 1984, p.202; Fisher and Todd, 1993,
p.10). The two types of consultation reflect richly not only the ‘business’ at hand, but
also the social interaction that occurs (Fisher, 1984, p.221). The analyses of these
consultations can be conducted through similar methods by examining the “perceptual

measures of behavior (e.g., perceived affiliation, dominance, expressiveness)” as well
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as “behavioral indicators (e.g., frequency of head nods, distance, touches, and
interruptions)” (Buller and Street, 1992, p.135). Through these investigations,
“physicians and patients, as well as teachers and students, can be enlightened about
the nature and consequences of their communication and can learn to dialogue in

voices which speak more equally” (Fisher, 1984, p.221).

Sections 2.3.1 to 2.3.7 will show that attention has indeed been paid in the studies
in medical service provisions to the gaps mentioned above in writing conference

research. The major findings are expounded in each of the subsections below.

2.3.1 Purposes of physician-patient interactions in medical consultations
Communicative exchange in health care contexts has aroused great interest due to two
major reasons (Street, 1991, p.131): (i) the physician-patient talk is “the primary means
by which information is exchanged and understanding is achieved” and (ii) “the affective
component of the doctor-patient relationship ... emerges communicatively through the
manner” of the participants exhibited through their speech and body language. Besides
the golden rule of health care to “do no harm” (Gilpin, 2003, p.3), medical practitioners
and scholars believe that there are two main purposes of the medical encounter. The
first one is information sharing (Street and Buller, 1987, p.236), in which the patient can
talk (Shuy, 1993, p.25), express concerns about an illness (Street, 1991, p.144), and
the physician explains the problems (ten Have 1989, pp.130-131). In response, the
patient can express anxiety (Ben-Sira, 1980, p.176) and discuss treatment alternatives
(Street, 1991, p.144). The second main purpose of the consultation is to help the
patient (Street and Buller, 1987, p.236) to receive treatment for the problems (ten Have
1989, pp.130-131), understand advice (Heritage and Sefi, 1992, p.359) and physician

recommendations for further action (Street, 1991, p.144).
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On the surface, these purposes are quite similar to those of the writing conference;
but upon closer scrutiny, there appears to be an important difference. Where writing
researchers concentrate on the encounter as an opportunity for discussions (Squire and
Applebee, 1968; Scardamalia and Bereiter, 1985; Walker and Elias, 1987; Arndt, 1993),
for the teaching to be more effective (Murray, 1985; Rose, 1982), and for the teacher to
understand the intentions and difficulties of the students (Murray, 1985; Leki, 1990;
Reesor, 2002), a purpose of medical consultations is to increase understanding on the
part of the patient. | find this an interesting and important difference because there can
be discussions and negotiations, teaching or treatment, but no understanding on the
part of the novice. Conversely, there may not need to be treatment, teaching or much
discussion before the novice achieves some understanding of the situation regarding

their health or texts.

To examine whether the two main goals of the medical encounter are achieved,
scholars explored various aspects of the interpersonal exchange in health care contexts.
Tates and Meeuwesen (2001, p.840) defined three intertwined aspects of doctor-patient
communication, namely relational, structural and content. Since the patient has the
cognitive need “to know and understand” as well as the emotional need “to be known
and understood”, the doctor has to relate through task communication, such as
requesting and providing information, and through affect communication, such as
showing concern. These communications are, in turn, reflected in the structure of the

conversation and in the content of the interaction.

Morse, in her investigation of nurse-patient exchanges, discovered that these
communications reveal different levels of mutual or unilateral relationships (1991,
pp.456-458). While mutual relationships exist in four ascending degrees of involvement:
clinical, therapeutic, connected and over-involved, with most of the nurse-patient

relationships in the therapeutic category, unilateral relationships show “asynchrony”

32



Chapter Two

with one party hoping to develop the relationship farther than the other party is willing,

or with communication that flows in one direction.

2.3.2 Asymmetries of power in verbal physician-patient interaction

Just as there is imbalance of volubility and power in teacher-student discourse, so is
there an asymmetrical balance of talk in clinician-client consultations. Negotiations and
decisions are “heavily weighted in the doctor’s favor” because of his knowledge, role
and authority (Fisher, 1984, p.221). The health visitors in Heritage and Sefi's study
were found to be “predominantly unilateral” in advice-delivery, even when there was no
indication that advice was wanted (1992, p.409) and irrespective of patient response
(ibid, p.410). In some cases where the patients asserted their health knowledge and
competencies, the health workers resisted the assertions and continued their advice-
giving. The desire to have patients follow their treatment/recommendations plus the
pressure to follow the consultation schedule have prompted physicians to exercise
power at the expense of the patients’ wishes to be heard and to participate (Street,
1991, p.144). In view of the fact that the majority of the advice met with passive or
active patient resistance, the researchers concluded that “much of the advice may have
been counterproductive” (Heritage and Sefi, 1992, p.410), “of indeterminate value” and
“spoiling the ball game” (ibid, p.413). Such interactional asymmetry was also found in
doctor-patient consultations through the examination of physician talk, such as “turn
allocation and speaker selection” (Fisher, 1984, p.202), and consultation phases (Heath,

1992, p.262).

Studies in physician consultation phases and structures revealed that despite the
presence of a variety of formats, the medical encounter is usually “restricted with
respect to turn types and speaker identity” (Frankel, 1990, p.231); and embodied a
sequential structure of (1) opening in which the physician relates to the patient; (2)

complaint in which the patient states the reason for consultation; (3) examination
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conducted by the physician; (4) diagnosis in which the patient presents information
concerning the nature of the illness; (5) treatment or advice given by the physician; and
(6) closing (Byrne and Long, 1976, p.56; ten Have, 1989, p.118; Heath, 1992, p.239).
The first two phases usually proceed “in an orderly manner” (Roberts, Sarangi and
Moss, 2004, p.162), and the diagnosis phase is rather short and limited, although the
assessment of iliness is a main aspect of the consultation (Byrne and Long, 1976, p.51;

Heath, 1992, p.260).

A variety of verbal exchanges are present in the consultation phases. According to
Stiles, Orth, Scherwitz, Hennrikus and Vallbona (1984, p.244), the six common types of
verbal exchanges include “exposition exchanges” in which the patient narrates the
problem and the physician acknowledges via backchanneling; “closed question
exchanges” in which the physician asks closed-ended questions that yield ‘yes’ or ‘no’
answers; physician “inquiry”; physician “direction” in examination procedures;
“explanation”; and “instruction/contracts” about treatment. The first three exchanges
provide an opportunity for the clinician to gather information and the last three

exchanges allow the clinician to offer directions and to provide information and advice.

Upon scrutiny, the verbal exchanges are found to consist of many physician-
initiated utterances, the majority of which are questions that are sometimes prosodically
more like comments (Roberts et al., 2004, p.166). Some are even like “interrogations”
(Kleinmann, 1988, p.16). Most of the questions are closed-ended questions, a
discourse-controller (Beckman and Frankel, 1984, p.692) that allows the physician to
redirect the conversation (Suchman, Markakis, Beckman and Frankel, 1997, p.680),
and control interactions (Street and Buller, 1987, p.237); and these are the most
frequently employed (46%) interruption device (Beckman and Frankel, 1984, p.693).
Apart from interruptions and the frequency of questions, especially closed-ended
questions, bored voice quality, directions and prescriptions of actions are also indicative

of a doctor-oriented style (Beckman and Frankel, 1984, p.693; Roter, Hall and Katz,
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1987, p.447; Street, 1991, p.149). This style creates the perception that what the
patient thinks is not important; they only have to respond to doctors’ questions and

prescriptions (Kleinmann, 1988, p.16).

Examination of verbal exchanges not only shows a substantial quantity of physician
guestions but also a dispreference for patient-initiated utterances (Frankel, 1990, p.231),
as evidenced in the results that only 0.9% of 3,517 utterances transcribed for ten
interviews were patient-initiated (ibid, p.238) and that the ratio of physicians’ floor-
holding to that of patients’ was approximately 2:1 (Street and Buller, 1987, p.247).
Beckman and Frankel (1984, p.692) found that in only 23% of the clinical visits they
studied were the patients allowed to finish itemising their concerns; whereas the study
by Lazare, Eisenthal and Wasserman (1975, p.554) showed that patient “request is
often not elicited” by the clinician. Although in some cases, patients leave the
consultation without realising that their interests have not been addressed and feel fairly
pleased with the communication they had with the doctor (Shapiro et al., 1983, p.145),
the asymmetry in volubility reflects Lukes’ (1974, pp.16, 19) two dimensional view of
power, which suggests that powerful people can prevent others’ concerns from

emerging.

One of the reasons for the low contribution of patients to the verbal exchange is the
interruption and re-direction by the physician. Although Street and Buller (1987, p.246)
and Shuy (1993, p.25) found physicians interrupting patients no more than the reverse,
Beckman and Frankel’s study (1984, p.692) showed that physician interruptions
occurred in 69% of the visits while Marvel, Epstein, Flowers and Beckman (1999, p.286)
reported an interruption rate of 72%. Many of the physician interruptions were of an
intrusive nature (Li, Krysko, Desroches and Deagle, 2004, p.145), which showed
disagreement, floor taking, topic change (Murata, 1994, p.387), controlled the
interaction (Street, 1991, p.145), and disrupted the patients’ thought and verbal

processes. A high discrepancy of 5% vs 32% was found between physicians’ and
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patients’ unsuccessful interruption rates (Li et al., 2004, p.153). Beckman and Frankel
(1984, p.694) reported that physicians interrupted after an average of 18 seconds of
patient talk, while Marvel et al. reported a decade and a half later that physicians in their
study waited an average of 23.1 seconds only for patients to express their concerns
before they were redirected (1999, p.286). Although these wait times, 18 and 23.1
seconds, seem short, the wait times reported in conference research are even shorter,
at 7 seconds (Archer, 1991) and 1.57 seconds (Brender, 1995, cited in Brender, 1998)

only.

Physician interruption of patient discourse appears to have two major
consequences. First, few patients manage to re-direct the conversation to their topic
before the interruption and so cannot complete their expressions of ideas and feelings.
Some patients may choose not to return to their narrative (Suchman et al., 1997, p.680).
Beckman and Frankel (1984, p.693) found that “only 1 of 52 interrupted opening
statements were subsequently completed”, which resulted in “the loss of patient
information” (ibid, p.694), inhibited the patients’ expression of thoughts and thwarted the
purpose of the medical interview (Shuy, 1993, p.25). The other consequence of
physician interruption is the avoidance of patient emotion. Interruptions that form an
abrupt shift of topic act as “a way of avoiding dealing with patient affect” (Frankel and
Hourigan, 2004, p.46). This forms what Suchman et al. (1997, p.679) called a “missed
empathic opportunity”, in which the physician prevents the client from expressing
feelings by interrupting client narrative with a return to physician talk, thus forming
“empathic opportunity terminators”, because the client may choose not to reveal more
emotional experience and the “emotion remains unaddressed” (ibid., p.680). These
emotion avoidance gestures could be an indication of the physician’s lack of “sensitivity
and empathic ability or their fears of tapping into patients’ suffering” (ibid., p. 682), and
may reflect their medical training of prioritising data and control over subjectivity and
rapport building. The return to physician talk often concentrates “exclusively on

additional questioning, presumably for diagnostic purposes” (ibid., p.680), and does not
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necessarily bring patients more desired information about their physical state of health

(Shapiro et al., 1983, p.145).

Interruption is a common feature of conversations that reveals who the dominant
interlocutor is (Shuy, 1993, p.25); and researchers of medical communication have
repeatedly found doctors to be dominant experts (Fisher, 1984, p.201; Street and Buller,
1987, pp.234, 246; Street, 1991, p.148; Heritage and Sefi, 1992, p.409; Tates and
Meeuwesen, 2001, p.850) with “domineering acts” (Street and Buller, 1987, p.237).
Such acts include interrupting, giving orders, offering advice and opinion even when
they are not warranted, exhibiting directives, disagreeing with the patient, rejecting
patient’s ideas and closed-ended questioning (Carter, Inui, Kukull and Haigh, 1982,
p.556; Roter et al. 1987, p.447; Street, 1991, pp.133, 148). Frequent questioning
without providing any feedback (Davis, 1971, p.47), longer speaking turns, initiating
topics, and making more pauses in speech (Street and Buller, 1987, pp.234, 237) are

also indications of physician authoritative behavior.

The “directive, imperative style of communication” (Carter et al., 1982, p.556) and
the “interrogation”-like interaction (Kleinmann, 1988, p.16) in physicians’ domineering
acts induces tension and anxiety in patients (Davis, 1971, p.47; Carter et al., 1982, p.
560), who sometimes exhibit these feelings through verbal and nonverbal divergent
behavior that accentuates the differences between them and the physicians (Giles,
Coupland and Coupland, p.1991, p.8). In some cases, patients and physicians provide
“incongruent versions of the illness” (Heath, 1992, p.262) and maintain this “differential
status” (ibid., p.263) until the end of the medical consultation. This results in
resentment of the health practitioner’s opinion (Heritage and Sefi, 1992, p.413), or
rejection and withdrawal (Morse, 1991, p.458). Heritage and Sefi discovered that first-
time mothers discarded three-quarters of the advice they received from health visitors,
and found that a predominant pattern of passive resistance was “Ah don’t say anything

at the time” (1992, p.410). The lack of conflict, therefore, is not necessarily the
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equivalent of the presence of genuine harmony and agreement, but could indicate the
existence of a “false or manipulated consensus” (Lukes, 1984, p.24), which coincides
with Street and Buller’s report of patient tolerance (1987, p.248). Expert dominance

has also been reported in the writing conference literature (Calkins, 1983; Walker, 1992;
Brender, 1998); and one teacher-researcher reported that students tolerate

domineering teacher actions with silence and confusion (Carnicelli, 1980, p.117).

Research has found interrupters to be perceived as inappropriate communicators
who used power to battle for the floor (Hawkins, 1991, pp.185, 197). Indeed,
domineering doctors are negatively rated by their patients (Hall, Roter and Rand, 1981,
p.24; Buller and Buller, 1987, pp.375, 384; Street and Buller, 1987, p.238; Street and
Wiemann, 1987, p.605-606; Street, 1991, p.133; Frankel and Hourigan, 2004, p.45),
who regarded doctors with dominance display as “low rapport physicians” (Harrigan,
Oxman and Rosenthal, 1985, p.106). A recent study conducted by Frankel and
Hourigan (2004, p.54) revealed that one of the issues most negatively appraised by
patients is health provider behavior which creates communication difficulties. This
confirms the findings of Shapiro et al. (1983, p.139) that one of the major patient
concerns is the “communication of information by professionals to patients” through
physician-centred methods of directives and questions (Roter et al., 1987, p.447). The
asymmetrical patient-physician communication that characterises the unequal status
encounter and accentuates the difference in the interlocutors’ power, status and roles,
have sometimes left patients “feeling abused, traumatized, and dehumanized” (Gilpin,
2003, p.3). How the student feels in asymmetrical teacher-student communication,
however, is not as clearly known as the feelings of patients. Carnicelli (1980, p.117)
found the students in his university “politely confused”. More research will need to be
conducted to gauge students’ feelings in asymmetrical interactions; and how power is

negotiated, gained or confiscated.
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2.3.3 Positively rated verbal interactions

Some studies have highlighted verbal interactions that are positively rated. Since the
presentation of symptoms is a key feature of the medical consultation (Roberts et al.,
2004, p.159) and the patient narrative can offer a coherent account of the health
suffering (Sarangi, 2004a, p.3) which can facilitate the clinician’s performance (Stiles et
al., 1984, p.253), interviews in which the physician elicits patients’ requests and allows
them to narrate their illness accounts are highly evaluated (Gilpin, 2003, p.12). Patients
welcome the opportunities to discuss their iliness, express their concerns, make
suggestions, exchange information with the physician, make meaningful contributions
(Carter et al., 1982, p.564; Street, 1991, pp.146, 148; Gilpin, 2003, p.3), and achieve
“more egalitarian interactions with physicians with both parties committed to
contributing and responding to a partner’s contributions” (Street and Wiemann, 1987,
p.607). Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska’s study (1984, p.16) demonstrates that patients
are capable of undertaking more patient-centred exchanges in the medical consultation,
which increases their participation (Roter et al., 1987, p.448) and allows them to

become “active partners” (Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984, p.16).

When their opinions are voiced, patients feel that the physician listens to their
perceived needs, attends to their concerns and is willing to be patient-centred (Stewart
et al., 2000, p.800). As a result, they feel more comfortable (Shuy, 1993, p.30),
supported and reassured (Street, 1991, p.148), and find alleviation of tension and
anxiety as well as rapport (Street and Buller, 1987, p.238; Street and Wiemann, 1987,
p.594) in the “cooperative mode of interaction” (Carter et al., 1982, p.564). Trust can
then be fostered, which could minimise stress (Gilpin, 2003, p.214), is conducive to
patient gratefulness (Morse, 1991, p.462) and accurate assessments by physicians
(Hydén and Baggens, 2004, p.72). Sharing a joke can also reduce tension and increase

satisfaction (Carter et al., 1982, p.565).
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Patient-centred exchanges, however, appear to be uncommon in medical practice.
Frankel (1990, p.238) reports a dispreference for patient initiation, whereas Lazare et al.
(1975, p.554) found that the patient’s “request is often not elicited”, which “seriously
impaired” the negotiation process. Braddock, Edwards, Hasenberg, Laidley and
Levinson, (1999, p.2317) reports that only 0.9%-6.9% of the physicians “explored
whether patients understood the decision [for treatment]”; and Shapiro et al. (1983,
p.144) believe that health professionals underestimate the clients’ desire for information.
When their needs are not understood, patients perceive the physician as uncaring, and
they “feel unacknowledged” and “unappreciated” (Suchman et al., 1997, p.682.) These
findings fit Lazare et al.’s conclusion that the health professionals and the patients “are

worlds apart” (1975, p.558), resulting in 60% dropout rates from the next treatment.

2.3.4 Nonverbal physician-patient interactions

Medical practitioners and researchers are not only interested in verbal communication
between practitioner and patient, but also their nonverbal expressions, since both
channels are sources of communication (Hall et al., 1981, p.28) to be understood in
context (Tannen and Wallat, 1987, p.205). As a result of this interest, numerous
studies, many more than those conducted on writing conferences, have explored the
use of body language and its consequences. The topics that have been examined
include consistency in verbal and nonverbal behaviours; the association of nonverbal
behaviour with rapport and patient relaxation; and nonverbal congruence and

incongruence.

The observation of nonverbal behaviours has been conducted because, as in other
walks of life, “much of the affective communication” is transmitted through nonverbal
exchanges (Hall et al., 1981, p.24), which are not always consistent with the verbal
messages (Street and Buller, 1988, pp.62, 85). Since health professionals

communicate differently to patients with different personalities and from different
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backgrounds, the use of nonverbal behaviour can affect the outcomes of the
consultation (Smith and Larsen, 1984, p.257) as well as the observer’s understanding
of the physician-patient rapport (Harrigan et al., 1985, p.108). The consideration of
nonverbal communication is especially important as rapport can be built in health care
when the physician has the ability to be sensitive to patients’ feelings, to express
emotion and to understand nonverbal cues before rapport can be built (DiMatteo,
Taranta, Friedman and Prince, 1980, p.377). In other words, they have to signal their
meaning through kinesic and paralinguistic signs (Cappella, 1983, p.117), i.e. their body
language such as eye contact, body orientation and gestural activity (Maurer and
Tindall, 1983, p.158), and voice, pace, and volume (Tannen and Wallat, 1993, p.34).
Nonverbal signalling is especially important with child-patients, who are found to follow
interactional foci through shifts in gaze and actions, and respond with physical actions

(Hydén and Baggens, 2004, pp.71, 75, 80).

Among adult clients, it has been discovered that “the patient’s participation ... may
be undermined by the nonverbal behavior of the general practitioner” (Heath, 1992,
p.243), i.e. patients act in accordance with the doctor’s body language, some of which,
such as writing notes and prescriptions, may act as patient-participation discourager.
Cappella’s review of the literature shows that human interaction is often judged by its
level of affiliation, animation and relaxation (1983, p.114). Gaze is an important
element to observe as communication anxiety corresponds inversely with gaze (ibid.,
p.136). Also, when the expert does not look at the novice, the novice gazes less, and
decreases in proximity and direct body orientation; whereas “gaze begets gaze” (ibid.,

p.121).

Nonverbal convergence has been the topic of a number of studies. Giles et al.
(1991, p.7) defines convergence as a “strategy whereby individuals adapt to each
other’'s communicative behaviors”. Such congruence, or the lack of it, has been

demonstrated to influence patients’ perception of the doctor (Maurer and Tindall, 1983,
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p.161). Mirroring in gaze, proximity, position and gestures symbolises “therapeutic
rapport or relatedness” (Charney, 1966, p.314), “a willingness to communicate”
(LaFrance, 1982, p.284), doctor-patient involvement and affiliation (Street and Buller,
1987, pp.234, 246; Street, 1991, pp.137, 139), interest and understanding (Maurer and
Tindall, 1983, p.161) and “interpersonal solidarity” (LaFrance, 1982, p.292). Those
physicians who exhibit nonverbal reciprocity are rated as “having a significantly greater
level of empathy” than those who do not (Maurer and Tindall, 1983, p.158). It is also
reported that shared postures can signal a shared viewpoint (LaFrance, 1982, p.281),
and so rapport and cohesion are not as much reflected in the types of posture observed

as in posture mirroring (ibid., p.290).

The nonverbal behavior of the physician has emerged as a major determinant of
patient satisfaction (Larsen and Smith, 1981, p.481). Physician touch is perceived as
an aggressive behavior, and together with the backward lean, is dispreferred by
patients (ibid., 1981, p.487). Harrigan et al. (1985, pp.104-6) reported that doctors who
“sit with their arms in asymmetrical positions”, who “have their legs crossed rather than
open” and “face the patient less directly” are evaluated as low rapport doctors with
“displays of dominance”, whereas those with direct and open postures are perceived to
be high rapport doctors who “reflect concern and interest in the patient”. This finding is
supported by Street and Wiemann (1987, p.595) who also found direct and open
nonverbal cues to relay “care, concern and interest”. Physical proximity and smiling
expressions create positive affect (DiMatteo et al., 1980, p.378; Cappella, 1983, 134-
135; Maurer and Tindall, 1983, p.158), while orientations of the physician’s body and
gaze at the patient together with a forward lean denote physician involvement (Larsen
and Smith, 1981, p.487; Street and Wiemann, 1987, p.594). Physician sensitivity to
patients’ emotion cues via body language also wins patient praise (DiMatteo et al., 1980,
p.383). These nonverbal patterns form an affiliative style of communication, which
produces a favourable impression of social attractiveness (Street, 1984, p.164) on the

patient (Buller and Buller, 1987, pp.375-376).
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A positive association between patient satisfaction and understanding or
compliance has also been documented in the literature (Ben-Sira, 1980, pp.176-177;
Thomas and Wilson, 1996, p.93). When the health practitioner uses a non-angry voice
(Roter et al., 1987, p.443), faces and looks at the patient, the latter senses the care,
listens more closely, increases retention of information and understands better (Larsen
and Smith, 1981, pp.487-488; Suchman et al., 1997, p.678). This suggests that certain
nonverbal patterns of the physician that “acknowledge patients’ emotions” (Suchman et
al., 1997, p.682) can have the effect of conveying concern (Pendleton, 1983, p.39) and
bringing satisfaction to the patient through “the affective side of care” (DiMatteo et al.,
1980, p.377). Behaviours of affiliation that “communicate interest, friendliness, empathy,
warmth, genuineness, candor, honesty, compassion, a desire to help, devotion,
sympathy, authenticity, a nonjudgmental attitude, humor, and a social orientation”
(Buller and Buller, 1987, p.376) improve the doctor-patient relationship. Such an
affiliative physician manner also improves recall and understanding (Roter et al., 1987,
p.446), which promotes informed participation and decision making (Braddock et al.,
1999, p.2320). This enhances patient activity and control, and fosters subsequent
compliance (DiMatteo et al., 1980, p.377; Larsen and Smith, 1981, p.488; Carter et al.,
1982, p.564; Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984, p.16; Harrigan et al., 1985, p.95;
Buller and Buller, 1987, p.375; Street, 1991, p.131; Gilpin, 2003, p.12; Frankel and
Hourigan, 2004, p.54). These findings echo Richmond and McCroskey’s (2000, p.289)
belief that the teacher’s nonverbal behaviour, when positively perceived by the student,

increases the student’s liking for the teacher and his/her desire for learning.

In contrast, dissatisfaction and noncompliance are the results of verbal and
nonverbal physician tension (Carter et al., 1982, p.565), and dominance which
increases communication difficulty and induces anxiety and tension in the patient (Davis,
1971, p.52; Hall et al., 1981, p.24; Carter et al., 1982, pp.560, 564; Buller and Buller,

1987, p.384; Street and Wiemann, 1987, pp.605-606; Street, 1991, p.148). Satisfaction
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is found to decrease in the presence of threatening tactics and wordings, and
domineering vocal tones (Hall et al., 1981, p.24; Lane, 1983, p.792; Street and
Wiemann, 1987, p.595). Dissatisfaction is also associated with encounters with busy
physicians (Rubin et al., 1993, p.839); bored voice (Roter et al., 1987, p.447); and with
unmet needs and unrealised expectations (Lazare et al., 1975, p. 554; Frankel and
Hourigan, 2004, p.54) due to differing thinking between clients and clinicians (Tannen
and Wallat, 1993, p.31). In a similar way, students are dissatisfied with teacher
monotone (Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.296) and body language that suggest
boredom, discontent (McAndrew and Reigstad, 2001, p.29) and a lack of interest in the

student (Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, pp.290, 295).

Nevertheless, studies have found that some patients tolerate unsatisfactory
physician behaviour. According to Street and Wiemann (1987, p.596), tolerance can be
observed more among patients with worrying medical conditions than those who are
less ill. Doctors who are dominant but elicit patient narrative also receive more patient
patience (Street and Buller, 1987, p.247). These show that tolerance and “acceptance

regions” exist for a range of physician behaviour (ibid., p.248).

2.3.5 Patient misunderstanding

An aspect of physician-patient communication that has been repeatedly pointed out by
researchers is patient misperceptions and misunderstandings (Golden and Johnston,
1970, p.127; Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984, p.9; Street, 1991, p.145; Tannen
and Wallat, 1993, p.34; DiMatteo, 2004, p.18); and research on misunderstanding in
medical encounters appears to far exceed in amount and depth than studies on it
conducted in academic contexts. In the writing conference situation, four factors: (i)
lack of time for student questions; (ii) language barriers; (iii) personality and
communication styles; and (iv) diverse social, educational and cultural backgrounds are

cited as the reasons for misunderstanding (Arndt, 1993; Brender, 1998). Clinician-client
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communication research has gone farther to explore how often misunderstanding
occurs and why. In their study with twenty-five patient-physician exchanges, Golden
and Johnston (1970, p.130) found ten “showing significant distortion” and four showing
“minimal distortion”. In other words, misunderstanding existed in 56% of the cases.
Similarly, Sinclair and DelVecchio (2004, p.154) reported that patient misunderstanding

is by far the main reason why many diabetics do not take retina examination.

A major cause of misunderstanding is that doctors tend to think their messages are
easy to understand when in fact their explanations are as brief as a single utterance
(Heath, 1992, p.260), inadequate (Golden and Johnston,1970, p.130), “cursory,
confusing” (ibid., p.131) and lack clarity and simplicity (ibid., p.127; Street, 1991, p.146).
Golden and Johnston came to the conclusion that health practitioners are “appallingly
unaware of their failure to communicate” (1970, p.131). Another reason is that many
doctors do not confirm patient understanding before ending the meeting. The study by
Braddock et al. (1999, p.2317) shows that only 0.9%-6.9% of the physicians checked
patient understanding, while Golden and Johnston’s observation (1970, p.130) reveals
that 96% of the physicians did not explore patient comprehension before leaving the
bedside. This lack of confirmation of patient uptake affects physicians’ recognition of
patient confusion and anxiety arising from the meeting, as well as the concern about
their health status (ibid., pp.131, 149). Consequently, the opportunity to soothe the
anxiety with further explanation is lost (ibid., p.149). The same study however shows
that doctors do have the ability to allay patient anxiety by spending time to explain the
health situation “in understandable language” (ibid.). Misunderstandings can also be
avoided with open discussion and information exchange (Smith, Polis and Hadac, 1981,

p.283; Street, 1991, p.146).
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2.3.6 Recommendations for medical practitioners

Since the less powerful interlocutor may feel powerless to change the interaction
pattern (Street, 1991, p.135), researchers have called on professionals to recognise
how power is manifested, relinquish their control, and choose “collective action” (Ryles,
1999, pp.601, 603, 605) in which there is patient inclusion, increased shared decision-
making opportunities, social connections and enactment of meaning, and patient
satisfaction (Fisher and Todd, 1993, p.10; Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001, p.839;
Frampton, 2003, p.xxxiv; Gilpin, 2003, p.3; Frankel and Hourigan, 2004, pp.46, 56).
Instead of maintaining the status quo, practitioners are called to view their patients as
customers who have the right to make requests to them who in turn have the obligation
to respond (Lazare et al., 1975, p.558). Clinicians can choose to empower their clients
(Roter et al., 1987, p.448; Kealley, Smith and Winser, 2004, p.119) by giving them help
and information (Rodwell, 1996, p.311), and to “monitor the quality of medical care from
the patient’s point of view” (Rubin et al., 1993, p.840), a perspective that is “increasingly

respected” (Frampton, 2003, p.xxxiii).

Although the patient-centred approach is not a frequent occurrence in practice
(Frankel and Hourigan, 2004, p.46), the merits of such an approach, also termed
patient- or relationship-centredness (ibid.), customer mindedness (ibid., p.56), patient-
oriented style (Street, 1991, p.149) and the customer approach to patienthood (Lazare
et al., 1975, p.553), have been acknowledged in the literature (Roter et al., 1987, p.447;
Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001, p.839; Frampton, 2003, p.xxxiv; Gilpin, 2003, pp.3, 5;
Frankel and Hourigan, 2004, pp.46, 56). A positive interaction pattern is “vital to health”
(Gilpin, 2003, p.23), and is likely to make clinicians feel that they have been
“comprehensive” and “responsive to the patient” (Lazare et al., 1975, p.553). Itis
therefore important that clinical experts develop patient-centred skills, which they
convey through their manner and affective communication style (Roter et al., 1987,

p.446).
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Inherent in the health profession is the concept of and ability to care, especially
for people who need help and support (Clarke, 2001, p.181). Care — the “physical
tending”, “material and psychological support”, and “generalized concern about the
welfare of others” (Bulmer, 1987, p.21) — is further divided into ‘caring for’ and
‘caring about’. The former refers to the help rendered, such as feeding and
dressing, whereas the latter means emotional concern for others (Clarke, 2001,
p.182). Itis therefore possible for ‘caring for’ to exist without ‘caring about’. Twigg
and Atkin (1994, p.8) believe that the total activity of caring goes beyond doing to
supporting “with encouragement, personal attention and conversation that endorses
[the others’] sense of identity and worth”. To enhance the “art of care” through the
“communication of caring, concern, sincerity, compassion and respect” (DiMatteo et al.,
1980, p.377), studies suggest that physicians and other health workers adopt a
“communicative mentality” (Sarangi, 2004a, p.3); realise the importance of having both
verbal and nonverbal skills, and of paying attention in comprehending the
communication (Cicourel, 2004, p.35); and develop “interaction competencies” (Stiles et
al., 1984, p.244). ltis easy to have misperceptions and misunderstandings in medical
interactions (Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984, p.9; Street, 1991, p.145; Tannen
and Wallat, 1993, p.34), so physicians need to have a “deeper understanding of the use
of language” (Tannen and Wallat, 1987, p.215), “ask sensitively attuned follow-up
questions” (Hamilton, 2004, p.68), assess “beyond surface meaning to fill in for what is
left unsaid” (Gumperz, 1999, p.458), and encourage two-way communication (Gilpin,
2003, p.20). The receiving and giving of information allow the two parties to co-set the
agenda (Marvel et al., 1999, p.287), enter into a meaningful dialogue (Braddock et al.,
1999, p.2313), promote patients’ understanding and retention of information, enhance
informed participation (Larsen and Smith, 1981, p.415; Street, 1991, p.138; Braddock et
al., 1999, p.2320;), put patients at ease, and increase the accuracy of the exchange of

information (Shuy, 1993, p.30).
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In his paper on writing conference approach, Taylor (1985) calls for teachers to
foster an atmosphere of warmth by adopting a counsellor’'s approach, which is “more
important to the writing conference than specific teaching techniques” (p.1). Similarly,
Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska (1984), in their study of doctor-patient interaction and
effects of treatment, advocate that an “emotional exchange” with patients by adopting a
“warm” doctor attitude is probably “the most important factor for health improvement”
(p.17). Since patients seek the solutions to two interrelated problems: the iliness
problem and the anxiety problem (Ben-Sira, 1980, p.176) in the medical encounter,
physicians need to pay equal attention to patients’ physical and emotional aspects
(Ben-Sira, 1980, p.176) in the delivery of what researchers term “holistic care” (Barry
and Yuill, 2002, p.6) and “quality of care and quality of relationship” (Frankel and
Hourigan, 2004, p.54). Nonverbal expressiveness and sensitivity are both essential.
The former can show concern and empathy (Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001, p.840) and
prevent the wrong encoding of intentions which causes communication errors (DiMatteo
et al., 1980, p.383), while the latter can decode patients’ affective messages. As
patients convey emotions and leak unintended ones, physicians who have the
sensitivity to decode nonverbal expressions, (in particular body movement and posture,
which are the channels of true affect transmission (ibid., p.376),) can more easily
recognise patients’ discomfort or dissatisfaction (ibid, p.385) and help them feel
understood (Suchman et al., 1997, p.681). In this way, physicians can show their
“perceptiveness”, “attentiveness”, and “responsiveness” (Street and Wiemann, 1987,

p.594).

One recommendation that is described in much more detail in medical encounter
research than in writing conference research is the skills that the health professional
should command. To improve performance in view of patients’ needs and expectations
(Rubin et al., 1993, p.840), physicians are recommended to possess a balance of two

skill types, the former related to the task or technical/instrumental aspect of the
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consultation and the latter to the affect or socio-emotional communication (DiMatteo et
al., 1980, p.386; Roter et al., 1987, p.437; Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001, p.840).
Patients view the medical interview as being composed of medical services as well as
human interaction (Gilpin, 2003, p.5), and regard physicians’ communication
competence as “a facet of medical competence” (Buller and Buller, 1987, p.375). In
fact, studies have shown that the instrumental and affective aspects are interrelated
and not easily distinguishable since an increase in socio-emotional communication
leads to growing contentment with task performance (Ben-Sira, 1980, p.177; Roter et
al., 1987, p.447). This finding is confirmed by Street and Wiemann (1987, p.592) who
reported that patient satisfaction and compliance are related to “perceptions of the
relational qualities” of the interaction. The handling of both skill types requires clinicians
to be high self-monitors (Shaffer, Smith and Tomarelli, 1982, pp.169-170; Giles et al.,
1991, p.8), who have the ability to “deal with degrees of differentiation” (Gumperz, 1982,
p.7), “tune in” to individuals (Roberts et al., 2004, p.167), and sensitively employ
personalised, tailor-made communicative strategies with different patients in different
contexts (Buller and Buller, 1987, p.386; Street, 1991, p.150; Gilpin, 2003, p.10;
Sarangi, 2004b, p.105). Possessing both task and affect dimensions would enable the
doctor to become “an authoritative, powerful and emotionally supportive figure”
(Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984, p.17) in the delivery of high quality care (Frankel
and Hourigan, 2004, p.136). These recommendations for physicians are along the
same lines as the appeals for teachers to be aware of adopting nonverbal behaviour
that are appropriate (Harris, 1986, p.73), caring and professional (McAndrew and
Reigstad, 2001, p.29); and to be trained, not only in their subject area, but also in
communication skills, in particular, nonverbal skills (Philippot et al., 1992, p.209; Babad,

1992, p.1186; Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.289).
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2.4 Areas still to be explored in conference research

Sections 2.1 to 2.3 above have presented the literature on oral response to student
writing, the importance of nonverbal behaviour in face-to-face communication, and the
literature on clinician-client interaction in medical consultations. Section 2.1 showed
that there are points of debate among researchers regarding key aspects of the writing
conference, such as whether the focus should be on the draft or on the writer of the
draft, whether the teacher or the student should set the agenda, whether the teacher
should ask questions, etc; and Section 2.2 explored the importance of including
nonverbal behaviour when assessing communication. These two sections together
show that there are questions about teacher-student interaction that have not been fully
answered in previous research, such as the novices’ views of the meeting: have they
understood the task and the comments, do they know what to do next, are they
satisfied with the communication, do they feel cared for, what other feelings has the
conference given them, how does the expert’'s communication style affect them; and
what kinds of skills the teacher-expert needs to possess in order that the conference
can achieve what it is supposed to achieve and have a positive effect on the student-
novice? Section 3.3 above shows that these issues have been investigated in research
on health services provision, which has found strong association between (i) physician
communication and approach, (ii) patient perception of care, and (iii) patient
understanding, satisfaction, morale and action; and hence the need for health workers

to develop both technical and socioemotional skills.

The review of literature in Sections 2.1 to 2.3 has therefore revealed several areas
of research that await (further) exploration. They include the inclusion of both verbal
and nonverbal behaviour in conference studies; the importance of whether
understanding is established, or whether there is misunderstanding or a lack of
understanding; the learner’s feelings about the communication, help and care; the need

to address the contradictory findings in previous conference research; and the inclusion
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of various student samples to improve our knowledge of the interactional effects of
writing conferences. These aspects are explained in more detail in the next

subsections.

2.4.1 Inclusion of both verbal and nonverbal observations

Burgoon and Bacue (2003, p.209) called for “more research to explore the nonverbal
components of skilled social interaction”. Indeed, most studies on conferencing have
not provided a comprehensive analysis of both the verbal and nonverbal aspects of the
interaction. For example, Thonus (2002) concentrated mainly on the verbal behaviour,
and so could not paint a holistic picture of the interaction in conference talk. Other
studies in conversation analysis have focussed on even smaller areas of concern, such
as Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig’s research (1992) on the closing phase of conferences,
Ulichny and Watson-Gegeo’s exploration (1989) of the main phases of conference
conversations, and Koshik’s study (2001) of teachers’ leading questions. Although the
literature calls for observation of nonverbal exchanges, few conferencing studies have
discussed how body language is used together with words. Haneda’s studies (1998,
2004), for example, employed only audio-recordings of conferences; but this method
“crucially loses all nonverbal information” and “contextual information”, “thus threatening
the validity of any study of conversation management” (Graddol et al., 1994, p. 178).
Even though Haneda (1998) did attempt to consider conference interaction
retrospectively in post-conference interviews, human memory and recall has been

found to be unreliable, especially when answering autobiographical-type questions

(Bradburn, Rips and Shevell, 1987).

2.4.2 Understanding, misunderstanding and lack of understanding
Studies on physician-patient interaction as well as on teacher-student interaction have
concluded that although the novice has a need to understand the expert and that

understanding is a key aim of the encounter (Street, 1991, pp.131, 141; Heritage and
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Sefi, 1992, p.359; Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001, p.840), misunderstanding is a frequent
occurrence (Golden and Johnston, 1970, p.127; Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984,
p.9; Street, 1991, p.145; Walker, 1992, p.71; Tannen and Wallat, 1993, p.34; DiMatteo,
2004, p.18). Some reasons for the misunderstanding have been found, but the majority
of these were found in medical encounter research rather than in the academic context.
Misunderstanding occurs as a result of the brevity of and confusions in the explanations
by the health practitioner (Golden and Johnston,1970, p.131; Street, 1991, p.146;
Heath, 1992, p.260), the failure to check patient understanding (Golden and Johnston,
1970, p.130; Braddock et al., 1999, p.2317), confused teachers (Walker, 1992, p.71),
different teaching and learning styles (Arndt, 1993, p.110), as well as heterogeneous L2
and cultural backgrounds (Black, 1998, pp.118-119; Brender, 1998, p.22). More
studies need to be conducted to investigate the strategies that foster student

understanding and the factors or events that lead to a lack of their understanding.

2.4.3 Students’ point of view: feelings and perceptions

The fact that emotionality exists in and transforms conference interactions cannot be
ignored (Tobin, 1993). Emotional aspects form the basis of students’ consideration of
which conferences are good or bad (Black, 1998, pp.122-123), and students want the
teacher to acknowledge their feelings (ibid., p.131). But what kinds of feelings student
have and how these are acknowledged or neglected are not obvious from previous

studies on conferencing.

Research in health services provision, however, has examined the feelings of the
patients, and how they feel when their feelings are acknowledged or neglected. Itis
discovered that patients want their anxieties to be attended to, their needs to be heard,
acknowledged and understood (Suchman et al., 1997, p.682; Stewart et al., 2000,
p.800; Gilpin, 2003, p.12), and their choices to be respected so that they can have more

control and involvement (Gilpin, ibid.). When patients think that their feelings are
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acknowledged, they feel more comfortable (Shuy, 1993, p.30), supported and
reassured (Street, 1991, p.148), less tense, anxious or stressed (Gilpin, 2003, p.214),
more grateful (Morse, 1991, p.462), and more affiliated with the health worker (Street
and Buller, 1987, p.238; Street and Wiemann, 1987, p.594). When their feelings are
not heard, they feel unacknowledged and unappreciated by uncaring physicians who do
not understand their needs (Suchman et al., 1997, p.682). They also feel powerless
(Street, 1991, p.135), “worlds apart” from the health professionals (Lazare et al., 1975,

p.558), and in serious cases, “abused, traumatized and dehumanized” (Gilpin, 2003,

p.3).

It is necessary to find out whether students in academic encounters have similar
feelings as those experienced by patients in medical encounters, i.e. whether they feel
their needs are heard and are given some control over their writing, or whether they feel
sidelined, unsupported, powerless, and in disagreement with their teacher. There
should also be investigations into whether students feel more relaxed and comfortable
as the conferences progress or more tense and confused; and whether their feelings
coincide with the teacher’s or they remain “worlds apart”. In the same way as patients
look for holistic care or quality of care, it would be interesting to find out if students feel
they have received quality holistic care from their teacher through their conference
interactions. Since the face, gaze and posture reflect feelings (Babad, 1992, p.171;
Philippot et al., 1992, p.192; Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.294), body language
would offer a window into students’ feelings and perceptions, and post-conference

protocol could offer another.

2.4.4 More empirical studies to address contradictory findings
Since some of the literature on conferences has been written in the form of reference
guidebooks or as the result of small-scale research, and since conflicting views exist,

there need to be more empirical studies to verify the claims or findings in the literature.
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For example, do conferences really engage students in interaction (Harris,1986) and
stimulate learning through idea exchange (Arndt, 1993)? Or is turn-taking problematic
(Newkirk, 1995) and does it create stress for students (Arndt, 1993)? Is the tension
produced used in productive ways (Tobin, 1993)? Should the teacher set an agenda
(Newkirk, 1989) or should the conference be student-centred (Murray, 1985)? Are
teachers dominant (Ulichney and Watson-Gegeo, 1989) and condescending (Brender,
1998), and do they need to listen more to students (Powers, 1993)? Would it be better
to have the focus be on the draft (Carnicelli, 1980; Murray, 1985) or on the student
(Black, 1988)? Should the teacher or the student read the draft (Brooks, 1991)? Is it
helpful for the teacher to ask questions (Phenix, 1990) or does that wreak more harm
than good (Fletcher, 1993; Johnson, 1993)? How important is it to consider the
affective dimension (Tobin, 1993)? Do students leave conferences understanding the
teacher’s advice or confused (Walker, 1992)? Can the writing conference really be an
effective pedagogical tool (Freedman and Sperling, 1985) or is that a naive assumption

at best (Black, 1998)?

2.4.5 Inclusion on student samples from different geographical locations
Although there has been an increasing body of conferencing studies in the last decades,
few have been conducted in the context of L2 writing conferences, and that those that
were, either did not focus on interactional influences or involved small samples. For
example, Goldstein and Conrad’s investigation (1990) involved three students only; and
in Patthey-Chavez and Ferris’s study (1997) where there were eight student-informants,
only four were international L2 students. Sperling (1990), who studied conferences with
high school students of the same teacher from the same classroom, urges further
research on different teachers and students. Ferris (2003a) also believes that it is
necessary to add data and observations from a more heterogeneous group of teachers

and students. She also thinks that it is important to consider the nature of the student
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population being studied and how the characteristics of that group may affect the

conferences and subsequent revisions.

An even smaller number of studies have been done in the context of Hong Kong or
with other Chinese learners of English in Asia. The few studies that have previously
been carried out in this part of the world were not empirical. For example, Arndt’s (1993)
research was a survey, Shi's (1998) was a piece of action research with herself as the
teacher, and Schaetzel and Ho’s (2003) was an explanation of how tutorials were used
at the University of Macao. There is, therefore, still much to explore about the writing
conference, particularly in the setting of a society where English is taught as a second

language by both NS and NNS teachers.

The various issues raised in Section 2.4 above have prompted me to conduct the
present study which explores the verbal and nonverbal interactions in English writing
conferences with Chinese university students, and the influences these exchanges
have on the meetings and the participants. The issues that | have identified have also
led me to my research questions and choice of methodology, which | will now present

and explain in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

After reviewing the literature on the interaction in two types of institutional encounter, in

particular that on writing conferences, this chapter states the three research questions of
the study and introduces the methodology employed to answer them, which includes the
mixed method approach, analytic framework and research method, sampling, sources of

data, procedures and instruments.

3.1 Research questions

A perusal of the literature in the previous chapter has shown that students may share a
common belief regarding the purpose and nature of an oral response session with the
teacher (Harris, 1997), but the expert and the novice in academic and medical
appointments can harbour different expectations that affect the encounter (e.g. Fisher,
1984; Fisher and Todd, 1993). Although health professionals have been found to be
“appallingly unaware of their failure to communicate” (Golden and Johnston, 1970,
p.131), and researchers encourage doctors and teachers to be more aware of their use
of verbal and body language (McAndrew and Reigstad, 2001; Sarangi, 2004a; Cicourel,
2004), few conferencing studies have included both verbal and nonverbal observations.
In the literature on the writing conference and the medical consultation, in particular the
latter, it has been found that the affective dimension of the encounter influences the
participants’ satisfaction and rating of the meeting (Walker and Elias, 1992; Flynn and
King, 1993; Suchman et al., 1997; Black, 1998; Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001). While
previous studies on the writing conference seldom focused on student understanding,
studies on the medical consultation have shown that the health expert's behaviour and
handling of the communication can affect the novice's compliance and understanding
(DiMatteo et al., 1980; Heszen-Klemens and Lapinska, 1984; Street, 1991; Tannen and
Walllat, 1993); and understanding is important because it is a main purpose of the

face-to-face meeting (Street, 1991; Heritage and Sefi, 1992).
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On the basis of my literature review, | ask the following three research questions in

the present study:

1. What are teachers’ and students’ beliefs and expectations about the writing
conference? How are these related to the way they handle their conferences?

2. What happens in the course of the writing conference with regard to both verbal and
nonverbal behaviour? Are there any patterns of behaviour that can be traced
across conference participants?

3. What is the relationship, if any, between the aspects mentioned in questions 1 and 2
above (i.e. the participants’ beliefs and expectations, the way they handle the
conferences, and their verbal and nonverbal behaviour) and
(a) students’ evaluation of their conferences and
(b) students’ understanding of the writing task, the teachers’ advice, and how and

why they should revise their writing?

To answer these research questions, it is necessary to investigate the process of
and the interactions in conferencing. According to Sperling (1994b, p.207), who has
conducted analyses of writing conferences with ninth-grade writers, “the writing
conference invites linguistic analyses adapted from more general studies of
conversation ... as well as analyses adapted from sociolinguistic studies of formal
classroom interaction”, with both strands emphasising “the social and constructive
elements of conversation” (italics in original). Investigations should explore aspects
such as students’ and teachers’ feelings about conferencing before, during and after the
conferences; the implementation and facilitation of conferencing, and any problems
therein; as well as the verbal and nonverbal activities that occurred. As Black (1998,
p.20) states, “conferences are identified more by the talk that occurs than the written text
under discussion”. This study aims to uncover what the participants say and do in the
conferences, and the beliefs and expectations they bring to the meetings; what elements

the conference talk consists of; what factors impact which aspects of the talk, and how;
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and how the talk affects its participants, especially the students, and why. Since
conferencing is more about the interaction than the written work, a useful measure of the
value of conferences is the perceptions and feelings of the participants. It is therefore
necessary to understand the participants’ views. This study examines the conference
process, as well as the interaction from the participants’ perspectives, including their

perceptions of, and feelings generated through, the conference.

3.2 Research method — areview of the qualitative approaches

Since this study aims at exploring the attitudes and behaviours of writing conference
participants, as well as the processes and affective dimension of the meetings, it is
deemed essential to adopt a primarily qualitative approach. Denzin and Lincoln (1994)

define qualitative research as:

... multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its
subject matter.  This means that qualitative researchers study things in their
natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of
the meanings people bring to them. Qualitative research involves the studied
use and collection of a variety of empirical materials — case study, personal
experience, introspective, life story, interview, observational, historical,
interactional, and visual texts — that describe routine and problematic moments

and meaning in individuals’ lives. (p.2)

Creswell (1998) provides a briefer definition of qualitative research:

Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct
methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a social or human problem.
The researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports

detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting. (p.15)

Qualitative research is an inductive approach to understanding, explaining and
developing theory (Field and Morse, 1985, p.11), and often there is “no clearly defined,

indicated or implicated theoretical framework” in qualitative research (ten Have, 2004,
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p.9). It searches for “hidden meanings, non-obvious features, multiple interpretations,
implied connotation, unheard voices” (ten Have, 2004, p.5), and finds not only normal
cases but deviant ones as well (ibid., p.135). Pursuing a step-by-step process that
builds theory as data is collected and interpreted through “transcriptions of interviews,
observations of the setting and of the actors”, qualitative methods are rigorous like
guantitative methods “to ensure credibility, dependability, and transferability” (Davis,
1995, p.452). Since the purpose of qualitative research is not to measure distribution of
characteristics, the number of subjects studied is usually small (Patten, 2000, p.19;
Patton, 2002, p.227), normally selected via purposeful sampling and is not intended to
represent a larger population (McMillan 1996, p.243). In this way, the question of
generalisability is not a necessary concern (Field and Morse, 1985, p.11; 59) and the
results are “relatively noncomparative” (Stake, 1995, p. 47). Instead of generalisability,
gualitative methods focus on validity and the ways in which qualitative research looks at
generalisability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Stake, 1995). The issue of validity will be

discussed in Section 3.5 below.

Qualitative research exposes “processes of responsiveness and accommodation of
conversation style” (Tates and Meeuwesen, 2001, p.850). Such knowledge is
constructed through employing rigorous data collection procedures (Stake, 1995, p.99;
Creswell, 1998, p.20). The researcher collects data in multiple forms and at various
stages in the field. The observables are emphasised, and the context of the observed
is studied in as naturalistic and noninterventionistic a manner as possible (Stake, 1995,
p.47). Qualitative researchers are interested not only in the cognitive process but also
in how mental processes “are situated in a larger sociocultural context” where meaning
is co-constructed (Davis 1995, pp.452-453). This meaning is discussed from the “emic”

viewpoint, “studying behaviour as from inside the system” (Pike, 1967, p.37).

In order to present a detailed, constructed view of the phenomenon under study, a

qualitative report often contains a great deal of narrative description (Stake, 1995, p.102),
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and incorporates a number of quotes to provide readers with emic perspectives from the
participants as well as to substantiate the researcher’s claims (Creswell, 1998, p.17).
The reports are often long and detailed accounts of the subjects and phenomena, with

much analysis conducted on each particular case.

To summarise the features of qualitative research, here are the twelve themes of
gualitative inquiry identified by Patton (2002, pp.40-41):

e Naturalistic inquiry: studying naturally occurring real-world situations;

o Emergent design flexibility: allowing the modification of research design to adapt
to changing situations;

e Purposeful sampling: selecting cases that are “information rich” to gain insight
rather than for generalisation purposes;

¢ Qualitative data: including details and direct quotations;

e Personal experience and engagement: emphasising researchers’ direct contact
with informants;

¢ Empathic neutrality and mindfulness: being understanding and avoiding being
subjective;

¢ Dynamic systems: paying attention to fluid process and ongoing changes;

e Unique case orientation: believing the uniqueness of each case;

¢ Inductive analysis and creative synthesis: studying data in detail to find patterns
and themes;

e Holistic perspective: observing the whole rather than separate parts;

e Context sensitivity: placing findings in a social, historical, and temporal context;

e Voice, perspective, and reflexivity: the researcher being reflective about her own

voice and perspective to convey trustworthiness.
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3.3 Combination of research paradigms and methods

3.3.1 Qualitative and quantitative approaches

The traditional research distinction between the qualitative and quantitative paradigms

has been questioned (Nunan, 1992, p.3). According to Grotjahn (1987, pp.59-60),

there are three issues that should be taken into consideration when deciding the
research approach. They are

0] the method of data collection: In the present study, descriptive data were
collected in a natural setting, and are regarded as non-experimental and
qualitative;

(i) the type of data yielded from the collection process: In this study, the data
generated through interviews and video observations were mainly textual, which
are considered as qualitative;

(iii) the type of analysis undertaken: This research offers thick descriptions in the
tradition of qualitative research to present the common themes that emerged
from interviews and interactions; as well as numerical analyses where
descriptive statistics were deemed useful in order to enrich the understanding of
the findings. The analyses undertaken were therefore both statistical and

interpretive.

Grotjahn (1987) proposes six possible paradigms, with purely qualitative at one end
of the continuum, purely quantitative paradigms at the other, and four mixed paradigms
in between. A mixed paradigm can, for example, be experimental in design, yielding
gualitative data to be analysed interpretively; and another mixed paradigm can be
exploratory in design, yielding qualitative data to be analysed statistically. This study,
with its qualitative design and data, and its combination analytical approach, would fall

into the latter category of mixed paradigm.

Other researchers have also questioned the oversimplicity of a

guantitative-qualitative divide. Reichardt and Cook (1979, p.232) believe that often
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research follows one paradigm and simultaneously employs methods of another
paradigm. In studies of “a qualitative nature”, “a quantitative emphasis” may be found
“under the label of ‘content analysis™, thus leading to “an integration of quantitative and
gualitative approaches” (van Dijk, 1985a, p.9). According to Scherer and Wallbott
(1985, p.223), “quantitative evidence can be well suited to strengthening qualitative
observation”; and the “gap” between qualitative and quantitative approaches “has to be
bridged”, for example, in “the empirical study of nonverbal behavior in conversation”.
Hammersley (1996), in his paper on methodological eclecticism, states the
complementarity of the two approaches, with qualitative research informing “interactional
processes and ... participants’ perspectives” and quantitative research “documenting
frequencies and causal patterns” (p.168). Williams (2005, p.40) agrees that in research
on human interactions that involve videotaping and recall sessions, the use of
guantitative measures in the coding of interactional features together with participant
reflection data deepens the analyst’s understanding of the roles of the participants.
Van Lier (1988, p.57; 1990, pp.33-34) proposes a model to show the intersection of
gualitative and quantitative approaches through “four semantic spaces”: “measuring”
space, “watching” space, “controlling” space and “asking/doing” space. A primarily
gualitative study with some statistical analysis would belong to “measuring” space,
where there is a very low level of researcher intervention with a high selectivity of the
features for investigation. An example of “measuring” space is a study of the effect of
teacher guestions on the length and complexity of student responses (Nunan, 1992, p.
7). These proposals and models reveal that while distinctions between qualitative and
guantitative paradigms exist, they are not always clearly defined. Researchers can
subscribe to one paradigm while employing some of the features of another, and “see
gualitative and quantitative approaches as complementary rather than antagonistic”

(Thomas, 2003, p.6).

There are a number of advantages of employing mixed paradigms. They include

triangulation to strengthen the corroboration of data and to use the findings from both
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methods “to check each other” (Hammersley, 1996, p.467); the richer detail generated
by multiple methods of analysis; and the development of new thinking and insights
(Rossman and Wilson, 1984). Quantitative data can help a qualitative study by
providing background information, separating the general from the specific and
cross-checking qualitative findings (Sieber, 1973), thereby providing “an index of their
validity” (Hillocks, 1994, p.199). Thomas (2003), in his recent book on blending the two
research methods, believes that “the best answer frequently results from using a
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods” (p.7). Miles and Huberman (1984,
p.42) state three levels of “qualitative-quantitative linkage”: (i) quantizing link, “where
gualitative information can be either counted directly... or converted into ranks or scales”,
(ii) data type link, “where qualitative information...is compared to numerical data”, and (jii)
study design link, involving “combinations of case study, survey, experiments, and
unobtrusive-measure studies”. The present study fulfills the linkage at the first two
levels through the counting of verbal and nonverbal features, such as volubility and eye
contact frequency, which are then compared with researcher observations and
participants’ retrospective perceptions. This counting and comparison “demonstrate
the level of consistency in interpreting the data, [and] in applying categories” (Hillocks,
1994, p.202); and the “quantitative summaries of coded writing conference discourses”
allow the description of the interaction “on the basis of the patterns that counting reveals”

(Sperling, 1994b, p.222).

3.3.2 Ethnographic and conversation analytic approaches

With an aim to “strengthening qualitative observation” with “quantitative evidence”
(Scherer and Wallbott, 1985, p.223), authors of institutional interaction studies believe in
using conversation analysis to supplement ethnographic research. While both
ethnography and conversation analysis are methodologies commonly used in analysing
institutional interactions, when used separately, each has its own shortcomings; but
when used together, they present a fuller picture of the situation that is being studied

(Frankel and Hourigan, 2004, p.55).
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“Ethnography is the study of lived experience” (Brodkey, 1987, p.25). Institutional
ethnography “begins with some issues, concerns or problems that are real for people”
(Smith, 2002, p.23) and explores the social relationship from the participants’
perspective (ibid., pp.30, 39). The ethnographer employs “an informant- or
participant-observation approach” (van Manen, 1990, p.178), and relies on “a blend of
techniques” including extensive fieldwork, such as observational methods, interviews
and “some systematic counting” (McCall and Simmons, 1969, p.1) to capture informants’
attitudes and motives (Alasuutari, 1995, p.47), their experiences, the way they reason
and talk about certain topics (ten Have, 2004, p.7), and their behaviour “in a range of
situations”, which includes their “less flattering moments” (ibid., p.116). The researcher
then becomes an “eyewitness” of the social event (Brodkey, 1987, p.38; Herndl, 1991,
p.325), and transforms it “from a passing event ... into an account” (Geertz, 1973, p.19)
through the use of thick description. Through observation, selection and reflection
(Fitch, 1994, p.55), as well as semistructured interviews (Cicourel, 2004, p.35),
ethnographers “delay ‘judgment’ on what is significant to study” (Edwards and Westgate,
1994, p.79), and with an open-mindedness, code their findings to obtain broad patterns
of what happened in the interactional activities (Fitch, 1994, p.87), such as whether one
setting member is able to persuade another (Milller, 1997, p.168). Ethnographic
fieldwork and interviews gain insight into the participants’ perspective of the institutional

setting and the “tasks at hand” (Hak, 1999, p.448).

Conversation Analysis (CA), emerging from ethnomethodology (Heath and
Hindmarsh, 2002, p.101; ten Have, 2004, p.24), is primarily concerned with the “ongoing
accomplishment of the activities of daily life” (Garfinkel, 1967, p.vii), i.e. “the social
organization of ordinary, naturally occurring, human conduct” (Heath and Luff, 1992,
p.332), such as adjacency pairs and the sequential turns of talk (Sacks, Schegloff and
Jefferson, 1974), to “yield the technology of conversation” (Sacks, 1984, p.413). The

focus is on the procedure of practices as opposed to their causes, conditions or effects
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(ten Have, 2004, p.27). Ethnomethodology and CA are “not interested in anything that
‘goes on in the mind’ or ... ‘intentions’, ‘emotions’ (ibid.), and there is no need to access
motives” (ibid., p.158); and so differ from mainstream qualitative research interests in
cultures, experiences and views (ibid., p.180). Through detailed inspection of the
actions, ethnomethodology places its focus on the activities rather than the actors as
many ethnographers do (Cuff et al., 1990, pp.191-192). To do so, CA researchers
require a detailed record of verbal and/or nonverbal behaviour captured on audio or
video tape (Clarke, 2001, p.18), and a “detailed inspection of transcribed fragments” of
the recordings (ten Have, 2004, p.18), which often become the “only data source” for
conversation analysts (ibid., p.41). They believe in “the importance of analyzing talk
first before collecting data on the wider context” (Roberts and Sarangi, 1990, p.390).
Even if interviews are conducted, interview data are “rarely used as core data” (ten Have,

2004, p.85) but as “supportive evidence” (ibid., p.127).

Though “admired”, CA is also “admonished” (Roberts and Sarangi, 1999, p.392)
because of “its total reliance on recorded and transcribed data” which can distort the
conversation studied, as CA only examines what is observable in the data and does not
gather information on, for example, indirect conversational inferences (ibid.). The
method is further criticised for its refusal to view participants’ behaviour as affected by
their characteristics such as attitude and personality (Hammersley, 2003, p.755). It
also assumes that “interactants share communicative resources”, which may not be so

with conversants from diverse backgrounds (Roberts et al., 2004, p.162).

A number of researchers of institutional interaction, such as physician-patient
encounters, encourage the use of a combination of ethnography and conversation
analysis (CA). Fitch (1994, p.88) calls for a productive cross of “methodological
boundaries to pursue common aims”, while Edwards and Westgate (1994, p.59)
advocate a “harmonious blending of different techniques ... in illuminating different

aspects ... when the phenomena being studied are highly complex and many-faceted”.
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There is increasing use of systematic analysis of discourse in ethnographic studies (van
Dijk, 1985b, p.9). Itis believed that a combination of ethnographic and conversation
analytic methodologies in the analysis of institutional discourse is beneficial, as they are
“not competing, but complementary, methodologies” (Miller, 1997, pp.156, 159). Such
studies benefit from the “deep immersion in social settings associated with ethnography”
and the “detailed conversation analyses of a limited number of video- and/or audiotapes”
(ibid., p.159). While CA provides information about the organisation of the interactions
and concrete procedures, such as question-answer sequences, as well as the resources
participants use to construct the dialogue, ethnographers have long-term experience in
the social setting together with interview data to understand the ways participants use
these resources as well as the setting and background of the interactions (ibid., p. 159,
161, 164). Miller uses the example of studying silence to show that while the
conversation analyst can state how silence is accomplished in which turns, the
“ethnographer’s sustained and in-depth involvement in social settings” can assess the

meaning of the silence, such as assent or resistance (ibid., p.171).

This view of combining the two approaches is supported by Heath and Hindmarsh
(2002, p.102) who believe the two complement the weaknesses of each other. CA has
a “seemingly narrow focus on talk” and a “disregard” of the participants’ identity and
background, the physical setting and the “wider organizational framework”. Neither
does CA “aim at describing all aspects of social organization” (Perékyla, 1997, p.205).
Hak (1999, p.445) refers to Miller's 1997 study of quarrels to show that CA focuses on
the detailed construction of quarrels rather than on quarrelling as a type of institutional
practice. Ethnography through field observation alone, however, is not adequate either,
as it fails to provide details of the talk (Heath and Hindmarsh, 2002, p.102; ten Have,
2004, p.127). Extensive fieldwork can be augmented by detailed analysis of
interactions and settings captured on video (ibid., p.103, 116, 118). In integrating the
two methods and blurring the disciplinary boundaries, multilevel analysis — analysis that

goes beyond turn taking and sequential organisation of talk to a richer understanding of

67



Chapter Three

the interaction event including its setting, participants, purpose, verbal and nonverbal
acts, norms and strategies (van Dijk, 1985b, pp.9-10) — will enable the “rounding out [of]
the picture of what actually transpires” in the interactions (Frankel and Hourigan, 2004,

p.55).

3.4 Case study research

One methodology used in institutional talk research (e.g. Cicourel, 1993) belonging
primarily to the qualitative approach of ethnography but with possible quantitative
conversation analysis features is the case study method (Merriam, 1988; Patton, 2002),
which is an informative process (Waitzkin and Stoeckle, 1972, p.198) that explores a
“bounded system” through “detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources
of information rich in context” (Creswell, 1998, p.61). The bounded system, or the case,
can be people, events, activities and programmes. In order that “a wide array of
information” can be gathered, data are collected in depth and breadth through
observations and interviews, and involving the review of documents and records in the
form of written and audio-visual materials (Stake, 1995, p.114; Creswell, 1998, p.62;
Gillham, 2000a, p. 21). Besides these data collection methods, Yin (1989) also
recommends retrieving archival records, conducting participant observation and
examining physical artifacts. The various methods of collecting data from different
angles provide channels for a holistic analysis of the case, from which a multi-faceted
description emerges. Such an analysis is rich in presenting evidence not only about
the case but also about its context, including its history, social, economic, cultural and
physical settings. The case study method allows “penetrating questions to be asked”
and develops “observational and analytical methods which can then be applied ... to
other ‘cases™ (Edwards and Westgate, 1994, p.80). When more than one case is
studied, this is referred to as a collective case study (Stake, 1995). The reporting of
multiple cases typically starts with a “within-case analysis”, i.e. a detailed description of
each case, before conducting a “cross-case analysis” which explores themes across the

cases and interprets their meanings; and finally ends with the “lessons learned from the
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case” (Creswell, 1998, p.63). The use of “detailed small samples illustrate the very
depth of context” that are “crucial to understanding teaching and learning” (Hodges,

1994, p.226).

3.5 Reliability and validity in case study interaction research

To pursue trustworthiness and rigor in research, issues of reliability and validity need to
be examined (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson and Spiers, 2002, p.5). In qualitative
studies, reliability and validity involve the appropriate use of methods to yield quality
data (Cano, 2000). Validity, in particular, refers to whether the research method
matches the research questions so that the findings explain the research issues (Mason,
1996, p.147) and “represent reality” (Field and Morse, 1985, p.116). Two of the main

criteria for establishing validity are credibility and account accuracy.

The former can be established through appropriate sampling of credible participants
who can represent the population and possess knowledge of the subject under study
(Field and Morse, 1985, p.117). Besides gathering data from credible informants,
gualitative researchers enhance research credibility by triangulating observations.

They use “multiple methods focused on the diagnosis of the same construct from
independent points of observation through a kind of triangulation” (Campbell and Fiske,
1959, p.81). Inthe last decade, triangulation has achieved more than data confirmation;
it has become an analytical technique to “search for additional interpretations” of data
(Flick, 1992, p. 195). It allows for the verification of the data gathered by providing
information “from the perspectives of the participants in addition to the perspective of the
analyst” (Davies and Tyler, 2005, p.153). In communication behaviour research, for
example, triangulated analysis can include a detailed examination of the conversation,
“commentary by the participants”, and the researcher’s independent analysis of “specific
aspects of the discourse which reveal tensions or difficulties” (ibid., p.135). If possible,
“representative members of the relevant speech communities” can also be invited to

give commentaries to further strengthen the triangulation (ibid.).
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Another criterion for establishing validity is account accuracy, which concerns the
truthfulness of assertions and conclusions. This is sometimes achieved by participant
review of findings, also known as ‘member checks’. After initial analysis of the data, the
researcher asks the participants or informants to review the analysis to see if the two
parties view the data in the same way (Field and Morse, 1985, p.120). But this method
may not always be feasible since showing preliminary analysis to participants may affect
the content or even quality of the next batch of data to be collected from the same
participants. Also, participants may be tempted to say what they believe the researcher
wants to hear (ibid., p.121). Another problem with member checks is that they may in
the final analysis address participants’ individual concerns more than the researcher’s
concerns, and consequently “invalidate the work of the researcher” (Morse et al., 2002,

pp.7-8). Instead of being established, validity is threatened.

One validity concern in quantitative research is the generalisability of findings. Itis,
however, realised differently in qualitative research. The purpose of the latter is “to
elicit meaning in a given situation” and “to demonstrate the typicality of a phenomenon
observed in a particular situation at a particular period of time” (Field and Morse, 1985,
p.122). “Intrinsically interested in particular cases” (Hammersley, 1996, p.169), the
value of qualitative research lies not in its ability to make extensive generalizations, but
to discover and learn from the experiences of the participant groups (Myers, 2000).
Nevertheless, “discourse within individual institutions may be generalizable within the
institutions themselves” because the members of institutions usually “have fixed roles
and fixed goals” (Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford, 2005a, pp.28-29). Although it is possible
to partially generalise findings to similar populations, it is the methodological quality that

warrants general applicability (Yin, 1989).

Reliability is “the extent to which what is recorded as data is what actually occurred

in the setting that was studied” (McMillan, 1996, p.252). One way of achieving
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reliability is through a reliable coding system to interpret a large quantity of textual
material (Crabtree and Miller, 1999, p.163). Codes can be symbols or terms “to
represent categories of frequently occurring behavior or events” in order to facilitate the
analysis of different kinds of behaviour (Bloom, 2003, p.179). The use of coding often
leads to the inclusion of descriptive statistics in the analysis, such as frequency counts
and average measurements, enabling a partial combination of qualitative and

guantitative methods.

Besides the coding method, reliability is also addressed by the use of photographs
and videotapes (McMillan, 1996, p.252), which can be reviewed as many times as
necessary to note details and check accuracy. With these visual data, descriptions and
transcriptions can both be more accurate. “Participant quotations” and detailed
descriptions can then be provided in qualitative reports to further enhance the reliability

of the research (ibid., p.252).

3.6 Methodology of this study

After a general review of qualitative inquiry, the combination of paradigms, the case
study approach and issues regarding the reliability and validity of qualitative research, it
may be useful to restate here the aims of the present study before explaining the
methodology adopted, including the paradigm, sampling, data collection methods, data

analysis methods as well as the reliability and validity of the study.

As stated in Chapter 1, the aims of the study were to find out what happens in the L2
writing conferences of four teachers and eight students in the natural context of a
university classroom in Hong Kong, and why; how they interact verbally and nonverbally,
and what effects these interactions have, including whether students understand the
writing task, the teachers’ advice, and how and why they should revise their writing. By

doing so, the study hopes to resolve some of the contradictions that abound in the
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literature on writing conferences, including the desired focus of conferencing as well as

the nature, purpose and amount of talk.

These aims mean that the study has to be non-interventionist and exploratory in
design, using an overarching ethnographic approach to investigate the setting,
background and purpose of the writing conferences as well as the participants’ views,
expectations and feelings of their interactions. The study also employs conversation
analytical techniques to yield detailed information about the organisation of talk, and
codes the nonverbal conduct to gain further insight into the interactions. The analysis
of the data is both interpretive and statistical, intertwining thick narrative descriptions of
actions and perceptions with descriptive statistics, such as frequency counts and means
of discrete verbal and nonverbal behaviour categories, “to explore the nature of
pedagogical talk” (Haneda, 2004, p.214). As such, the study belongs to the mixed
paradigm of “exploratory-qualitative-statistical” advocated by Grotjahn (1987, pp.59-60).
In order to strengthen “qualitative observation” with “quantitative evidence” (Scherer and
Wallbott, 1985, p.223), it places “a quantitative emphasis” (van Dijk, 1985a, p.9) in the
counting and coding of interactional features to supplement the analysis of data from
interviews and stimulated recall (Williams, 2005, p.40). In so doing, it hopes to achieve

“the best answer” to its research questions (Thomas, 2003, p.7).

3.7 Setting and sampling

To achieve the aims of the study and to answer the three research questions set out in
the beginning of this chapter, and in order that the study could record naturally occurring
cases of interaction, data need to be gathered in a naturalistic setting where teachers
and students would be conferencing with each other at the same venues and in the
same manner, even in the absence of the research study, in order that the study could
record naturally occurring cases of interaction. This meant that the sampling of
research subjects had to be purposeful (Creswell, 1998, p.62; Patton, 2002, p.230) in

order to “provide a credible answer to the research question” (McMillan 1996, p.287),
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depending on accessible cases. Informants had to possess knowledge and experience
of the writing conference in order to be credible representatives of the population (Field
and Morse 1985, p.117). Consent needed to be obtained in which the researcher
agreed to “preserve the anonymity of the participants”, who were “guaranteed a final
veto” on the circumstances in which the recordings would be used (Heath and Luff, 1992,

p.328).

With this in mind, | set out to contact English language teachers in the Department of
English and the English Language Centre at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University to
seek out those who had the practice of conducting conferences as part of their language
courses. | hoped to find both male and female participants, and both Caucasian and
Chinese teachers, as that would reflect the situation of university language teachers in
Hong Kong. However, my efforts to achieve entrée encountered difficulty when around
ten out of the twenty-odd strong faculty at the Department of English refused to
participate fully in my study, and only less than one-sixth of fifty-five colleagues at the
English Language Centre would be conducting conferences in the following academic
year. Inthe end, | managed to receive the consent of four teachers at the English
Language Centre who had had the habit of conferencing with students for at least two
years. (See Appendix 1 for the consent form.) They were two female expatriates and

one male and one female Chinese teacher.

The first participant was Fiona, who is in her mid 40s and is an expatriate teacher
from the UK. She holds a BA, an RSA Certificate in EFL, and RSA Diploma in EFL and
a Primary Teaching Diploma, all from UK institutions. She has had at least 24 years of
teaching experience, 6 years of which were of EFL courses in the UK, and 6 years in
Spain teaching Cambridge First Certificate Level, business English courses as well as
teacher training. She then spent 4 years in Dubai tutoring college students, five months
teaching general English at the British Council, followed by 6 years in Hong Kong,

teaching mostly academic, workplace and general English courses to full-time
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undergraduate students and some business English to mature students. Apart from
being a teacher, Fiona has worked in a number of companies, including furniture and
book shops, an airport, a news broadcast company; and was a trainer and administrator
of courses for UK health service managers for 2 years. She has been conducting
writing conferences with students for over three years, but she has not learned any
conferencing skills in university or teacher education programmes. She believes that
the closest training she has received to training in communication skills was when she
observed a professional psychologist’'s counselling sessions with UK health service
managers, which was where she realised the importance of the interpersonal side of the

interaction.

The second participant was Ashley who is a female expatriate in her 50s. She was
born in the UK but has lived in the US and Hong Kong for many years. She received
her BA in Connecticut, her TESOL Certificate from the British Council, and her MA in
TESOL at Teachers College, Columbia University, New York. She has worked as an
English language trainer for an international bank in Hong Kong, and taught TESOL in
the United States for two years. In the last five years, she has been working in Hong
Kong, the first three years as part time ESL teacher, and in the last two years as full time
English language instructor of undergraduates. Like Fiona, she did not have formal
training in conferencing skills when she was a student; but she has always tried to fit in
conferencing wherever she has taught. In the last two years working in the same
university, she has incorporated writing conferences into all her courses in each

semester.

Jane is a Chinese woman in her late 30s. She has a BA in English Language, a
post-graduate diploma in education from the University of Queensland, and an MA in
English Language Teaching from a university in Hong Kong. She has had over 16
years of teaching experience, 6 of which were in Hong Kong with 5 of them at university

level. She started conferencing students three years ago when she felt that the nature
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of the writing assignments made conferencing a suitable step mid-way between teacher

announcing the assignment task and students submitting their work for grading.

The last teacher participant is KK who was the only male teacher in the study. He
was born in Hong Kong around 50 years ago and was brought up here. He received
his qualifications (BA, MA, MBA, Certificate of Education) almost entirely from Hong
Kong, except for his doctoral degree in management, which he acquired by
correspondence from Southern Cross University, Australia, in association with
International Management Centres in Britain. He has had over 24 years of teaching
experience, 11 years of which have been at tertiary level. Like the other three teachers,
he has never officially learned how to engage in conferencing, but believes that it is
something he should do with his students. In the last four years he has always tried to
schedule it in his courses, until, as he mentioned at the pre-conference interview, the
syllabus became so tight and the “system so rigid and unfriendly to process writing” that

finding time for conferencing was like “squeezing teachers at the neck”.

After these four teachers had agreed to participate in the study, the next step was to
find student participants through purposeful sampling (Harnett and Soni, 1991, p.204;
Patton, 2002, pp. 230-244), also termed purposive sampling (McMillan 1996, p.92).
This sampling method was adopted to facilitate the observation of the conferencing
characteristics with students of distinctly different proficiencies, and comparisons thereof.
Each teacher selected four students from each class with which they would be arranging
conferences. They each identified the student who had received the highest English
grade (B+ or A) in their class and the one who had received the lowest grade (D+ or low
C), as well as two other middle-ranking students. Consent was then sought and
received from these sixteen students, who were all in their second year of university and
would be taking the same mandatory English subject in the coming semester. This
means that they would be doing the same report writing assignment (on the prevention

of a problem that may occur in the workplace), and would be evaluated based on the
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same grading criteria. (See Appendix 2 for the assignment task and Appendix 3 for
teachers’ notes on grading.) The conferences with the most and least proficient
students of each class would be the main targets for in-depth observation, but in case
any of the subjects decided to withdraw from the study, or was absent on the day of the
recording, or if there happened to be any mechanical failure, the conferences of the
other eight students could also be recorded and analysed. In other words, a larger

sample than necessary was secured as a safety measure.

3.8 Data collection phases and instruments

A three-phase data collection process: Pre-conference, In-conference, Post-conference,
as well as a combination of data collection methods, needed to be implemented to
address all the research questions. The pre-conference stage allowed ethnographic
studies of the participants’ background, and the setting of the organisation, including its
“chain of command” (Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford, 2005b, p.205), to be researched
before the main observation stage (Roberts and Sarangi, 1999, p.391; Hak, 1999,
pp.427-428). Three credible means of data collection in qualitative research were used:
interviewing, observing via video-recording and video stimulated recall. Employing
these multiple methods was to allow “limitations in one method” to be “compensated for
by the strengths of a complementary one” (Marshall and Rossman, 1999, p.133).
Interviewing was employed in the first and last stages to “yield information such as
teacher and student motives for giving or completing particular writing assignments, their
reactions to certain classroom writing activities, their own histories as teachers and
students of writing, and, not least, their reflections on particular writing conferences”
(Sperling, 1994b, p.216). Although some interviews may have contained closed
questions to find out factual information (Gillham, 2000b, p.41), the main interview
method was the use of semi-structured questions which were “open-ended yet specific
in intent, allowing individual responses” (McMillan, 1996, p.155). By asking
“issue-oriented questions”, the researcher ensured “a degree of standardization” of, and

comparability between, interviews (Gillham, 2000b, p.45-46); and aimed to discover a
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description, an explanation (Stake, 1995, p.65), “motivations and roadblocks to
compliance” (Hamilton, 2004, p.61), or “a particular type of knowledge” which the
respondent might not have been aware of (Miller and Crabtree, 1999, p.91). For
example, the Pre-conference phase included pre-conference interviews with teacher-
and student-participants regarding their background, beliefs, experience and
expectations of the writing conference. Asking open-ended questions offered the
opportunity to find out if there were points or characteristics that one participant would
mention but another would leave out. This inclusion and exclusion of information could
reveal the types of concern that the participants had. As experienced by Sperling
(1994b, p.217), it is valuable to find out “what interviewees remember, forget, [and] cling

”

to”. For example, if three out of the four teachers in this study mentioned the mood of
the meeting, this could perhaps indicate that the fourth teacher did not consciously take
conference atmosphere into consideration. Besides interviews, access was also
granted by two of the teachers, Fiona and Jane, to video-record the lessons in which

they announced the upcoming writing conferences to their class. Data collected in this

phase was intended to throw light on the first part of the first research question.

The second phase of data collection was conducted during the days when the four
teachers held conferences with their students. The conferences were recorded on
VHS with a video-recorder placed unobtrusively in the corner of the conference
area/room. This method of audiovisual recording is a means of data collection in case
study research for behavioural observation by outsiders (Kendon, 1990, pp.5-6; Bloom,
2003, p.165) “to capture the daily life of the group under study” (Marshall and Rossman,
1999, p.124). Through video-recording, the researcher has “access to the richness and
complexity of social action” (Heath and Luff, 1992, p.328) that can be repeatedly
inspected and scrutinized (Heath and Hindmarsh, 2002, p.103, 109). This “provides
some guarantee” of appropriate selection of analytic methods (Heritage and Atkinson,
1984, p.4), thus increasing the validity of the data (Field and Morse, 1985, p.59),

especially when the cases of interest are concerned with the manner and use of
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paralinguistic devices in communication (Gillham, 2000b, p.84-85). The use of the
video in the study provided information about the nonverbal and physical aspects of the
interaction for the researcher to view as often and frequently as necessary, at regular
speed or in slow motion (Givvin, 2004, p. 208). Instead of relying on field observation
notes and unreliable memory, the researcher was able to re-examine the cases many
times on video, which helped to reduce the possibility of observer bias in the
interpretation of data (McMillan, 1996, p.153). Guba and Lincoln (1981) believe that
behavioural observation is powerful as it “maximizes the inquirer’s ability to grasp
motives, beliefs, concerns, interests, unconscious behaviors, customs, ...allows the
inquirer to see the world as his subjects see it, to live in their time frames, ...[and]
provides the inquirer with access to the emotional reactions of the group
introspectively...” (p.193). Combined with interviewing, observations enhanced the
understanding of the conference participants’ behaviours and activities (Marshall and
Rossman, 1999, p.110). Video recording also allowed the researcher to develop an
idea of what was salient (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Then the researcher was able to
“determine the frequency or duration of selected behaviors” (Bloom, 2003, p.175), and
when appropriate, to measure behaviour via frequency counts and records of duration,
lapses and intervals (ibid., p.179). This involved the use of some descriptive statistics,

which is valuable in supporting interpretations of behaviour in case studies.

Some scholars have cautioned against possible observer effects (Field and Morse,
1985, p.117; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper and Allen, 1993, p.98; McMillan, 1996, p.153),
termed the ‘observer’s paradox’ (Edwards and Westgate, 1994, p.77), i.e. the fact that
an interaction is being observed may alter the nature of that interaction and the
participants’ normal manner. But other researchers and equipment providers believe
that nowadays video equipment can be set up rather easily and unobtrusively, and
participants forget about its presence soon after the recording begins (Sperling, 1994b,
pp.211-212; Gillham, 2000b, p.26; Clarke, 2004). Larsen and Smith (1981, p.487)

report that previous studies have “shown that a camera does not have a significant effect
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on those taped”. There is even less of a problem when the researcher is not present
during the recording (Routio, 2003), as “the use of cameras ...have less effect ... than
having a human observer” (Heath and Luff, 1992, p.329). In a case where the
participants already know each other, and the place and task are familiar, it is all the
more likely that the observer effect may be minimal and participants will conduct their

meeting naturally (Markee, 2000, p.48).

As the researcher had a full-time job, she could in any case not be present for a
number of the recordings. For some conferences, she had to set up the equipment and
start the tape running before she left; for some other conferences, the class teachers
pushed the start buttons themselves. The absence of the researcher had negative and
positive consequences. One negative consequence was that on two occasions, since
the conference participants were deeply involved in their meeting, they did not realise
that the tape had stopped or the battery connection had loosened, so two of the
conferences were incompletely recorded. (Fortunately, these two conferences were
taped as extras and their incomplete recording did not affect the study.) One positive
consequence of the absence of the researcher at the recording was that this minimised
the effects of the observation on the participants’ performance (Routio, 2003). Data
collected at this middle phase of the research were to contribute to answering the
second part of the first research question, i.e. the way the participants handled the
conferences, as well as the second research question, i.e. the verbal and nonverbal

behaviour of the participants.

The third phase of data collection started with post-conference interviews that were
conducted with each of the teacher- and student-participants individually as soon as
they could be arranged. This introspective method provided “informants’ own
statements about the ways they organize and process information, as an alternative or
supplement to inferring their thoughts from behavioural events” (Feerch and Kasper,

1987, p.9). The interviews aimed to discover the participants’ feelings and evaluations
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of the teacher-student encounters; and to give them an opportunity to explain their

actions and behaviour at the conferences.

A couple of weeks later as soon as a convenient time could be arranged, each
teacher was invited to a video-taped stimulated reflection session, or what some
researchers call “post-lesson video-stimulated interviews” (Clarke, 2004, p.212), where
the teacher watched his/her taped conferences with the researcher. This retrospection
method supports the “informants’ verbalization by again presenting to them the original
‘stimulus’, ...and counteracts informants’ tendency to conflate different events or
confound them in retrospect” (Feerch and Kasper, 1987, p.9). This method that
involves video playback “allows the elicitation of interpretations” from the participants
and can provide “crucial insights” for the analyst (Davies and Tyler, 2005, p.153). The
introspection was both “self-initiated” and “other-initiated” (ibid.), allowing the
participants to stop the tape to verbalise and the researcher to ask questions as they
watched the taped conferences together. Some scholars such as Edwards and
Westgate (1994, p.76) however caution against over-reliance on this method because of
memory problems and “defensive reinterpretations of what ‘really’ happened'.
Researchers should consider the participants’ retrospective interpretations as “no more
valid” than the researcher’s perceptive observations (Barnes and Todd, 1977, p.18), and
“evaluate [the responses’] plausibility” (ten Have, 2004, p.74). Despite the possible
problems of memory and participants’ subjective reinterpretation of events and
behaviour, the use of video-stimulated recall allows not only the social events in the
conferences to be recorded on tape, but also captures the participants’ construal of
those events. The post-conference interviews and stimulated recall sessions offered
“additional insight into participants’ intentions, actions and interpretations” (Clarke, 2004,
p.212), and supplied some answers to the third research question, i.e. whether there
was any connection between the actions and procedures in the conferences on the one

hand and the evaluations of the conferences on the other; and whether these actions
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and procedures helped students achieve a deeper understanding of the task and

teacher feedback.

To summarise, Table 3.1 provides an overview of the three stages.

Table 3.1 Data collection stages

Stage 1: - Audio recorded interviews with all teacher- and
Pre-conference phase student-participants
- Video-taped the lessons of two teachers in which they

announced the upcoming conferences

Stage 2: In-conference | - Video recorded all eight writing conferences

phase

Stage 3: - Audio recorded post-conference interviews with all teacher-
Post-conference phase | and student-participants
- Conducted video-stimulated recalls with all four

teacher-participants

In structuring the data collection of this study into the three phases of pre-conference,
in-conference and post-conference, “the recording and transcribing of “discursive”
events is embedded and, thus, regulated by an overarching ... ethnographic endeavour”
(Hak, 1999, p.448); and “conversation... analytic techniques are integrated in, and made
subservient to, ethnographic fieldwork” (ibid., p.447).

3.9 Data analysis framework

Section 3.3.2 in this chapter has reviewed some literature on the combination of
ethnography and conversation analysis. Since writing conferences are situated
practices and “interactional events” as defined by Kendon (1990, p.11), a holistic
examination of conferences cannot be achieved solely by following conversation analytic
techniques, as CA focuses mainly on transcriptions of talk and is more concerned about
the talk as revealed in the transcript than in its contexts. While CA can be employed in
the analysis of verbal and nonverbal behaviour, other ethnographic methods, such as

field observation and pre- and post-interviewing, were needed in this study to
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supplement information on such elements as the physical setting of the meeting, the

sociocultural context and participants’ perspectives of the actions and meanings of talk.

3.10 Data management and analysis

Data management and analysis began soon after data were collected. First of all,
videos were watched to decide on the prompts for post-conference interviews and
reflections. Then conferences, interviews and reflections were transcribed in full and
categorised so that the word counts and discourse features of the conferences could be
tallied. “The process of transcription is an important analytic tool” (Heath and Luff,
1992, p.329), and the transcriptions used in this study roughly follow the set of
conventions set out by Psathas and Anderson (1990). When the focus of interest was
on the content of the conversation, the transcriptions focused on what was said; but
when the focus of interest was on the way things were said, the transcriptions also
included how they were said (ten Have, 1999, p.76). Instead of transcribing laughter, it

was stated or described (ten Have, 2004, p.44).

As pointed out by Heritage and Atkinson (1984, p.12) and Hodges (1994, p.232),
since a full transcript of all the words, sounds and sequences would be confusing and
difficult to read, it was necessary to strike a balance between a detailed and absolutely
faithful record and a reader-friendly, accessible transcript. The transcription system
was therefore selective, with several aspects of the conversation foregrounded and
other aspects “minimised or ignored” (Ochs, 1979, p.52), and would “never catch all the
relevant details” (ten Have, 2004, p.43). Researchers differ widely in their transcription
considerations and practices (Edwards and Westgate, 1994, p.61), and “no transcription
system is perfect” (ten Have, 1999, p.76). Indeed, some renowned researchers, such
as Gumperz, find the conventions developed decades ago by Jefferson deficient in
some aspects (Prevignano and di Luzio, 2003, p.22). Some academics do not feel the

need to use highly detailed transcriptions (Mazeland, 1986), some modify existing
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conventions to suit the purposes of their study (Wilson, 2001), and others add or delete

transcription detail selectively (Sperling, 1994b, p.215).

The transcription of nonverbal behaviour is even less agreed upon than that of
verbal behaviour, and “has long been a vexed question” (Heath and Luff, 1992, p.336).
As Heath and Hindmarsh state, “there is no general orthography used for the
transcription of visual and tactile conduct, but ...ad-hoc solutions to locating and
characterizing action” (2002, p.110). For example, Goodwin (1981) devised a system
to transcribe gaze in detail using dotting lines, commas and dashes. This level of detall
is possible when the transcription involves “fragments” of data only (Heath and Luff,
1992, p.343; ten Have, 2004, p.18). Heath and Luff found the use of a range of “ad hoc
signs and symbols” and “various means” to represent visual behaviour and voice quality
(ibid, pp.238-239), and assert that “it is unlikely that a general orthography will emerge”

(ibid., p.236).

Researchers seldom exhaust their transcript (ten Have, 2004, p.48); often, only a
part of what has been coded and transcribed is analysed. The transcripts of the
conferences in this present study try to enable readability (ibid, p.50) by loosely following
the kinds of information available in a transcription as discussed by Psathas and
Anderson (1990, pp.80-84), and contain (i) the identification of the participants, (ii) the
words and sounds, (iii) indication of inaudible or incomprehensible sounds or words, (iv)
long pauses, (v) overlapped speech, and (vi) some indications of pace, stresses and
volume etc. An explanation of the transcription conventions used is in Appendix 4, and

the key to the symbols used for the coding of nonverbal behaviour is in Appendix 36.

3.11 Analytical features

According to Waitzkin and Stoeckle (1972, p.198), there are three main methods of
analysing data gathered from participant observation: “(1) quantitative measures of

content, (2) qualitative measures of content, and (3) measures of time”. This present
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study employed all three methods.

To explore the verbal interactional influences, this

study analysed verbal features that have been examined in the literature (e.g. Sperling,

1994; Thonus, 2002).

Table 3.2 below shows the verbal features that were analysed in

this study, and provides references to the literature and appropriate examples from the

data.

Table 3.2 Features of verbal interaction examined in the study

Features and explanation

Example from data

Volubility factor, including teacher-talk vs.
student-talk and word count

(Street and Buller, 1988; Tannen, 1994;
Thonus 2002)

In the conference between teacher Ashley and student
Keung, they spoke 2864 and 1108 words respectively,

yielding a student to teacher talk ratio of 1:2.6.

Discourse phases

i.e. conference segments

including opening phase, directive phase and
closing phase

(Walker and Elias, 1987; Ulichny and
Watson-Gegeo, 1989);

as well as any unofficial talk (Edwards and
Westgate, 1994, p.88)

Example of opening phase:

T: How do you think | can help you?

Example of statement in directive phase:

T: You need to change this.

Examples of closing phase:
T: And do you have questions to ask before you go?

T: Thank you very much.”

Initiation-response-feedback sequences
(Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975)

Teacher: Do you call it background?...
Student: It seems to be recommendation.

Teacher: It seems to be recommendation exactly. ...

Use of questions and interrogations, by whom,
and response

(Carnicelli, 1980; Phenix, 1990; Fletcher,
1993; West, 1993; Miller, 1997)

T: So, you interviewed one department? Do you know
these people? By yourself? You know these
people? How did you interview them? You went to
ask them some questions?

S: Yes.

Directives and mitigation

including the use and receptions of directives
(Fitch, 1994; West, 1990)

use of mitigations

(Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper, 1989)

Example of use and reception of directive:

T: So you’re not taking preventive measures, you're
just recommending preventive measures.

S: Recommend my boss?

T: Recommending to your boss. Yes.

Example of mitigation:
T: Perhaps you can move this to the end of your

report; it's better.
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Overlaps, interruptions and backchannels Example of overlap and interruption:
(Duncan and Fiske, 1977; Street and Buller, S: ... according to this [author...
1988; Stenstrom, 1994) A: [Yea, but what if you've ...

Example of backchannelling:

S: some suggestions will be quite, um, operational and
not so, not giving a direct goal, direction or goal,

T: mm

S: but some are guidelines.

T: mm
Laughter as a conversational activity Two examples of laughter in T-S conversation:
including its occurrence and position T: You get it. | knew you’d get it. Ha ha.
(Jefferson, Sacks and Schegloff, 1987) S: He he. (Both T and S laugh.)

T: I'm sorry that you have to do it all again. Ha ha. (T

laughs; S leaves.)

As reviewed in Chapter 2, nonverbal behaviour — defined as “attributes or actions of
humans other than the use of words themselves which have socially shared meaning,
are intentionally sent or interpreted as intentional and are consciously received and have
the potential for feedback from the receiver” (Burgood and Saine, 1978, p.9) — is often
believed to be at least as important as verbal behaviour in the teacher-student
relationship (Richmond and McCroskey, 2000, p.279). This study therefore found it
necessary to study nonverbal exchange in the analysis of interaction in conferences,
and did not follow the practice of much previous research that “concentrated on verbal
interaction” (Edwards and Westgate, 1994, p.84). Although previous research by
Cappella (1980), Street (1984) and Street and Buller (1988) coded nonverbal conduct
every 60 seconds, and many studies concentrated only on “fragments” of video clips
(Heath and Luff, 1992, p.343; ten Have, 2004, p.18), the present study coded nonverbal
behaviours of all the eight conferences in 30-second intervals. Table 3.3 on the next
page lists the nonverbal features that were analysed in the study, explains the reasons

for choosing these features and provides references to the relevant literature.
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Table 3.3 Features of nonverbal interaction examined in the study

Feature

Reasons for examining the feature

Posture and

body movement

- provide valuable information that relays personality, attitude, feelings
and communicator style (Dittman, 1977; Norton, 1983; Trenholm
and Jensen, 2004)

- show how actions are accomplished (Goodwin, 2000)

- openness of limbs usually indicates a positive engagement in
conversation (Mehrabian, 1981)

- aclosed posture signals unwillingness to continue a conversation,
and turning the body away symbolises an attempt to decrease or
end contact and a strong indication to disengage conversation
(Beebe et al., 2002, pp.213, 226)

- sharing a similar posture leads to congruent body positions which

signify participant cooperation (Malandro et al., 1988, p.110)

Gesture

- forms “an integral part of the act of utterance” (Kendon, 1988, p.131)

- canillustrate or complement a message, and help regulate the flow
of conversation

- arm- and leg-crossing form barriers and can be decoded as
defensive, hostile and threatened (Pease, 1997, pp. 59. 140)

Facial expressions

- the face is “the exhibit gallery for emotional displays” (Beebe et al.,
2002, p.218)

- provides a wealth of information that offers facial feedback to others
(Dimberg, 1997, p.48; Knapp and Hall, 1997, p.332)

- facial expressions have been found to induce emotional reactions
(Dimberg, 1997, p.49) and these reactions can be evoked extremely
fast (ibid., p.58)

- the smile, a facial expression, deserves attention as it conveys a
whole range of feelings from delight to “anything but enjoyment”
(LaFrance and Hecht, 1999, p.45), so distinction should be drawn

between the genuine smile and the false smile.

Gaze

- reveals the like or dislike of the conversants as well as (dis)interest
in the other’s speech and reactions (Knapp and Hall, 1997, pp.
390-391)

- anincrease in eye contact can mean comfort, interest and
happiness while a decrease can signal guilt, sadness and
embarrassment (Malandro et al., 1988, p.141)

- avoidance of eye contact, also labelled as gaze aversion, indicates

discomfort and a wish “to disengage an interaction (ibid., p. 137)
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Vocal quality
including pitch,
tone, pace and

volume

vocal behaviours are more influential than people realize (Malandro
et al., 1988, p.21)

“The voice conveys emotional cues fairly accurately” (ibid., p.235)
and affects the expression and perception of feelings, status and
personality

vocal cues express feelings and varying them can communicate
different emotions and dominance levels (Beebe et al., 2002, p.220);
the tone is closely related to the voice and is “powerfully dealt with in
a speech situation” (Rose, 1982, p.326)

teachers could consider adopting a vocal quality that make them
sound professional and caring at the same time (McAndrew and
Reigstad, 2001, p.29)

The analysis of the writing conferences in the study did not observe only verbal and

nonverbal exchanges, but also took into account the contextual factors and the affective

dimension of each meeting. Table 3.4 on the next page lists the other features that

were examined in the study and provides explanation for their inclusion.

In the process of examining the above verbal, nonverbal and other features present

in the conferences, insights into the participants’ communicator styles, such as

‘dominant’, ‘relaxed’, ‘attentive’, ‘open’, ‘friendly’, ‘contentious’ (Norton, 1978, p.99),

were acquired. Themes and salient characteristics, also termed “analytic foci” by some

interaction analysts (Jordan and Henderson, 1995), emerged and allowed phenomena

to be compared across conferences of the same teacher and across all conferences, so

that patterns could be traced. Analysis across the eight cases also exposed

inconsistent data, and unique features became prominent. According to Soy (1997),

these multi-data collection and analysis methods can provide new insights that

strengthen the findings and conclusions of the research.
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Table 3.4 Other features examined in the study

Features

Explanation

Interaction and

contextual cues

e.g. the setting, the activities, the situation (Merriam, 1988)

e.g. can the novice follow the expert or vice versa (Cicourel,
1993, p.65)

e.g. the setting and spatial organisation (Jordan and Henderson,
1995)

Participant feelings

e.g. found things clear or confusing; understood what the other
said/meant or not; satisfied or dissatisfied with the interaction
event (van Dijk, 1985b, p.2; Frankel and Hourigan, 2004, p.46)
e.g. can participants remember what happened (Cicourel, 1993,
p.60)

self-perception done through reflection and self-observation
(Trenholm and Jensen, 2004, p.180, 200)

discover the level of the participants’ awareness of their own
attitude and behaviour, as well as those of the other person at the
conference through pre- and post-interviews and video stimulated

recall

Centre of conferences

e.g. teacher-centred or student-centred

Teachers’ and
students’
preparations, power
relations, compliance

and reluctance

these features determine whether the conferences facilitate the
teacher or are they conducive to learning (Wallace, 1994b)
power difference can be a source of problems (Black 1998, p.39);
one’s power vs. another’s frustration (Waitzkin and Stoeckle,
1972, p.185)

(un)equal power distribution affects opportunity to talk, talk-time
distribution and nature of talk

control (of talk/text) can be yielded or gained, contested,
accepted or preferred, and can affect level of active participation
of participants

worth considering reasons for student reluctance and developing

various coping strategies by teachers (Harris, 2000)
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3.12 Piloting

Formal piloting was not feasible in the research process for two reasons. First of all, in
order to collect data on writing conferences, the researcher needed to exploit an
opportunity when students would be working on a writing assignment that required them
to be engaged in a writing process, during which they would attend a writing conference
with their English language teacher. This opportunity, however, presented itself only
once a year. In Hong Kong, plagiarism is a big problem and in order to prevent
students from plagiarising, some university teachers avoid giving take-home
assignments. For example, in the university where the data were gathered, there are
two mandatory English courses that undergraduate students are obliged to take: English
for Academic Purposes, offered in the autumn semester, and English in the Workplace,
offered in the spring semester. In the former course, all written and oral assignments
are done in class; and when none of the assignments explicitly require students to do
process writing, heavily-laden teachers usually do not organise writing conferences with
their students. In the latter course, in the year 2000-2001, there was only one
assessed take-home assignment which students were given three to four weeks to work
on. That was the only assignment for which teachers would arrange writing
conferences. These circumstances did not allow for the luxury of full piloting. To wait
a whole year before performing the main study represented an unacceptable risk, as the
syllabus might have changed or the teacher-participants might have withdrawn, and

student-participants would have to be newly selected.

Another practical concern was that just before the data collection phase was about
to begin, there were internal speculations that the take-home assignment would be
replaced by an in-class one the following year. This meant that if piloting was to be
done that year, there might not be a chance at all to collect real data afterwards.
Therefore, the researcher decided to proceed with the main data collection phases

without piloting. In retrospect, this was a correct decision, for in 2001-2002, all the
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assessed assignments in the English language courses in that university were done in

class to eradicate the problems that might arise from plagiarism.

3.13 Reliability and validity of the study

To achieve the reliability of recording that which actually occurred (McMillan, 1996), this

study adopted the following measures:

1. video-recording and transcribing in detail all the conferences and interviews;

2.

using a reliable coding system (Crabtree and Miller, 1999, p.163; Bloom, 2003,

p.179) by employing categories of verbal behaviour used in previous research, such

as, to name a few:

- volubility (Tannen, 1984)

- discourse phases (Walker and Elias, 1987)

- overlaps and interruptions (Duncan and Fiske, 1977)

- patterns of teacher-student interaction, like question-asking and idea-receiving
(Stake, 1995, p.31); and

by following categories of nonverbal behaviour used in previous research, such as,
to name a few

- postural movement (Dittman, 1977, p.97; Norton, 1983)

- gesture (Kendon, 1988, p.131)

- facial expressions (Dimberg, 1997, p.48; Knapp and Hall, 1997, p.332);

recording visual and oral data on video tape (McMillan, 1996);

transcribing all the interviews and conferences;

including participant quotations and detailed descriptions in the report (ibid.).

To achieve the validity of using a research method that matches the research

guestions, explains the research issues (Mason, 1996) and reflects the reality (Field and

Morse, 1985, p.116), this study adopted the following measures:
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1. conducting research in a naturalistic setting (Stake, 1995);

2. securing an appropriate sampling of credible participants (Field and Morse, 1985,
p.117) by:

- having teacher participants who can represent the population and possess
knowledge of the subject under study, and

- having student participants who are typical students in the context of the research
study and so can represent the targeted population;

3. triangulating observations (Campbell and Fiske, 1959) from multiple sources of data
to verify the findings and to “search for additional interpretations” (Flick, 1992, p.
195) through the following means of data collection:

- video-taping classroom lessons

- conducting pre- and post-interviews

- video-taping conferences and interviews with all participants to gather data from all
perspectives

- conducting post-conference video stimulated recalls;

4. conducting member checks (Field and Morse, 1985) by having participants review
data via interviews and video stimulated recall;

5. adopting a combination data analysis approach with the inclusion of descriptive
statistics in the interpretive analysis process, such as frequency counts and average

measurements of volubility, to corroborate data (Rossman and Wilson, 1984).

3.14 Summary

Before concluding this methodology chapter, Table 3.5 summarises how the researcher
set out to answer the research questions stated at the beginning of the chapter, and

where the relevant results are reported in this dissertation.
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Table 3.5 Answering the research questions of the study

Research question How it was answered Related
(e.g. research phase, method, etc.) chapter(s)
#la () In phase 1 of the research, by Chapter 4.1
What are teachers’ and interviewing teacher and student
students’ beliefs and participants before they conducted
expectations about the writing any conferences together.
conference? (i) In phase 1 of the research, by
observing and videotaping lessons in
which the teacher announced to
students about the upcoming
conferences.
#1b (i) In phase 2, by comparing what Chapter 4.2
How are these (beliefs and participants said they would do or Chapter 6
expectations) related to the way expect with what they actually did at
they handle their conferences? the conferences.
(i) In phase 3, by interviewing
participants about the conferences as
well as what they did or did not do in
them, and why.
(iii) In phase 3, by conducting stimulated
video recalls with teacher participants
about the conferences as well as
what they did or did not do in them,
and why.
#2a () In phase 2, by observing and Chapter 4.2
What happens in the course of rewatching the videotapes of all the
the writing conference in both conferences.
verbal and nonverbal aspects? | (i) By transcribing all the conferences in
full.
(iii) By categorising and analysing the
verbal and nonverbal features and
interactions (e.g. talk sequence,
volubility, gaze, gestures, etc.).
(iv) In phase 3, by interviewing
participants about their verbal and
nonverbal behaviour and interactions
during the conferences.
#2b (i) By categorising and analysing the Chapter 5
Are there any patterns of verbal and nonverbal features (e.g.
behaviour that can be traced talk sequence, volubility, gaze,
across conference gestures, etc.).
participants? (i) By comparing the verbal and

nonverbal behaviour across all
teachers and across all students.
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#3 (i) By analysing participants’ input in the | Chapter 4.2
What is the relationship, if any, interviews and stimulated recalls in Chapter 6
between the aspects mentioned phase 3.

in# 1 and 2 above (i.e. the (i) By comparing the participants’

participants’ beliefs and evaluations and perceptions of the

expectations, the way they conferences with data from their

handle the conferences, and pre-conference interviews in phase 1,

their verbal and nonverbal the recordings of the conferences on

behaviour) and videotape, and the analysis of the

(a) students’ evaluation of their coded categories of verbal and

conferences and nonverbal behaviour.

(b) students’ understanding of

the writing task, the teachers’

advice, and how and why they

should revise their writing?

3.15 Overview of the following chapters

The next two chapters, Chapter 4 and 5, will report on the data collected by the multiple
methods described above at the pre-conference, and the in- and post-conference stages
respectively. Chapter 4 will describe the teacher- and student-participants’ previous
conferencing experience, expectations of the conferences this time, and how the
teachers prepared students for the meetings. Chapter 5 will present a
conference-by-conference examination of the salient verbal and nonverbal elements of
the conference talk that determine the participants’ interactions. The participants’

evaluations of the conferences will also be presented.

Cross-case analyses will be undertaken in Chapter 6 in which consistencies and
inconsistencies in the participants’ behaviour will be traced to establish patterns and
draw attention to any unique features that seem to have strong impacts on the

interactions and the participants.

Based on the analysis, Chapter 7 will then discuss the interactional influences that
affect the participants’ evaluations of the conferences, and will attempt to apply a health

analogy to analyse the situated experience of conferencing. Chapter 8 will end the
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report with a conclusion, comment on the significance of the study and offer some

suggestions for further research.
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Chapter 4 Data analysis I: Pre-conference

This chapter will describe data collected at the pre-conference phase and is divided into
four parts. First, students’ beliefs and previous experiences of conferences are
described in Section 4.1, then teachers’ perceptions and expectations about writing
conferences are explained in Section 4.2, followed by Section 4.3 which discusses the
pre-conference preparations that the teachers asked of themselves and of their
students. In Section 4.4, an examination is made as to whether the teachers’
pronouncements regarding conference preparations corresponded with their

expectations of the upcoming conferences.

4.1 Students’ perceptions and expectations of writing conferences

The first time that the researcher met with the students was when they were interviewed
individually around a week before their first conference in the data collection process of
this study. The interviews were to fulfill three purposes: to find out (1) whether these
students had had writing conferences before; (2) if yes, how they remembered those
experiences; and (3) whether they had any expectations or feelings about their
upcoming conferences. (c.f. Appendix 5 - 12 for the students’ pre-conference interview

transcripts.)

4.1.1 Previous conferencing experiences
The two tables in Appendix 13 show respectively the experience, perceptions and
feelings of students who had had writing conference experience before this study was

conducted, and those who had not had any.
Half of the student participants of this study, including Fiona’s students, Yvette and

Lily, and KK’s students, May and Peggy, had had the experience of a writing

conference before the data collection began. Three of them, Yvette, May and Peggy,
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had had conferences in a university setting, which were all with English language
teachers about assessed assignments. Yvette, who was taught by expatriate teachers,
had had all her conferences conducted in English; and the other three students had had
them in both Cantonese (the teachers and students’ mother tongue) and English.
Without exception, all these assignment-related meetings were teacher-initiated; and

most of them were one-to-one meetings.

The ‘experienced’ students’ comments on their previous conferences were all
positive. They gave a few similar reasons why the meetings were helpful, most of
which were related to what students received. Lily, May and Peggy said that they
received information about the mistakes they had made through seeing the teacher
face-to-face, while Yvette said she managed to obtain answers from teachers and Lily
felt she could get a higher mark for her assignment. The interviews showed that three
out of the four experienced students were passive recipients during the teacher-student
meetings; only Peggy mentioned that conferencing gave her a chance to ask questions,
indicating that students could, besides listening to the teacher, take an active role too.
As can be seen in Table 1 of Appendix 13, two other reasons for positive evaluation of
previous conferences included the opportunity to have more personal interactions with

the teachers (Lily), and to practise speaking skills (Yvette).

Out of these four students, Lily was the only one who described an unpleasant
conferencing experience. She said: “Some nervous, because | think my English is not
very good.” Conference anxiety could thus be caused by the students’ awareness of

their low ability to comprehend and communicate in a foreign language.

Pre-conference interviews also revealed that these four students had all had the
experience of chatting informally with teachers about homework. Unlike formal
conferences that were organised by their teachers, the informal chats were initiated by

the students; a