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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses one aspect of diversity in the tertiary classroom: the issue of interaction style. It focuses on describing and understanding two very different modes of interaction, and both the problems and opportunities that arise from these differences in a cross-cultural context.

The paper describes a range of behaviours exhibited by some students in first year classes. It attributes these behaviours primarily to a mode of interaction characterised as 'broadcast' and 'continuous'. This mode is contrasted with the 'dyadic' and 'contained' interaction style commonly expected in Australian universities.

The paper concludes that, although perceived as problematic to an observer acculturated to a 'dyadic' and 'contained' mode of interaction, there are aspects of the behaviours described that indicate precisely the kinds of interactive style we are keen to encourage in all our students.

Introduction

Research on tertiary learning suggests that student engagement and interaction, both inside and outside the classroom, is associated with improved academic outcomes (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Asmar, 2001, 6; Asmar and Peseta, 2001, 1-2). The University of Sydney, like many other Australian universities, is committed to promoting and supporting student engagement with both the institution and with peers, particularly at the first year level 
. However, as Asmar and Peseta (2001, 4) observe:

The demonstrated need for enhanced academic and personal interactions . . . comes, ironically, at a time when the increasing diversity of the student body makes the structuring and efficacy of such interactions more problematic for the teaching staff concerned.

One factor that Asmar and Peseta point to as particularly challenging in this context is the high level of off-campus commitments of many students. First year undergraduate students at Australian universities are spending increasing amounts of time engaged in paid work (McInnis, James, and Hartley, 2000). While Jarkey, Noble, & Dalziel (2000) have found that, contrary to expectation, students with high external commitments actually report that they devote more time to studying outside of class than do their less busy classmates, it is likely that these students do have less time for social or academic interaction.

Another issue related to student diversity that is likely to affect both engagement with the institution and interaction with peers is diversity in students’ sociolinguistic and socio-cultural backgrounds. Some of the best known work on this aspect of diversity in the Australian tertiary context focuses on the learning styles of students from particular sub-groups (eg. Ballard and Clanchy, 1991). However, other recent work points to the dangers of labelling students from certain backgrounds: perpetuating or producing stereotypes which may at best be inaccurate, and at worst risk influencing student learning in negative ways (Chalmers and Volet, 1997; Steel, 1997).

This paper discusses one aspect of diversity related to sociolinguistic and socio-cultural background: the issue of interaction style. Rather than describing the interaction style of any particular group, the paper focuses on describing and understanding two very different modes of interaction, and both the problems and opportunities that may arise from these differences in a cross-cultural learning context.

The paper begins by describing a range of behaviours exhibited by some students in first year classes that my colleagues and I have taught - behaviours that may seem to indicate disengagement within the classroom. However, while disengagement may be relevant in some of these cases, the kinds of behaviours described are primarily attributed here to a mode of interaction characterised as ‘broadcast’ and ‘continuous’. This mode is contrasted with the ‘dyadic’ and ‘contained’ interaction style that is commonly expected in the Australian tertiary context.

More and more first year students in Australian universities today are familiar and comfortable with the ‘broadcast’ / ‘continuous’ style of interaction. This style is found to occur in a range of culturally and linguistically quite different groups; it is enacted not only by some international students, but also by many recent immigrants, as well as by some students from remote Indigenous Australian communities.

The paper concludes that, although perceived as problematic to an observer acculturated to a ‘dyadic’ and ‘contained’ interaction style in the classroom, there are some aspects of the behaviours described that may actually indicate precisely the kind of interactive behaviour that we are keen to encourage in all of our students. What is of interest are the ways in which a non-standard interaction style may manifest itself in a cross-cultural learning context, and the ways in which it can be understood and valued within that context.

A Classroom Vignette
Two students - a young woman and man - enter a tutorial ten minutes after the lesson has begun. They take their place towards the back of the room, with no sign of apology to the teacher.

The teacher is actually quite surprised to see them at all, as she had assumed that they must have dropped out of the course. Neither had attended the class the week before, nor had they submitted the homework assignment that had been due on the preceding Friday. The teacher feels slightly annoyed because she has already begun to explain the group-work task she is about to ask the students to perform.

Putting her annoyance aside, the teacher briefly revises the instructions she has already given, and continues her explanation of the task. Throughout her explanation, the latecomers talk quietly but continuously to one another. After a little while, they turn around to talk to another student of the same language background who is sitting behind them. At this point the teacher notices that two other students nearby do not seem to be paying attention either: one is fiddling with his mobile phone on his lap, and the other is resting her head on the desk, apparently asleep.

None of them seems to hear when the teacher asks the students to find a partner and begin the task. As the other students get started, she approaches the group to check if they know what to do. She speaks directly, and slightly crossly, to the young man who arrived late. Her question is met with silence: he keeps his head lowered and she cannot see his face, which is covered by the brim of a cap. After a period of silence that the teacher perceives as extremely awkward, the student sitting behind the other two intervenes, saying that she understands the task and has been explaining it to the other two because they arrived late.

The teacher moves on to assist other students. Ten minutes before the lesson is due to finish, the two latecomers suddenly get up and leave, again with no explanation or sign of apology. The teacher resolves to speak to them about their behaviour at the next lesson, but neither of them appear.

Once again she assumes that the two must have dropped out of the course, until they suddenly turn up at her office the following week, outside of her consultation hours. The young man explains that both of them have had family problems, and asks for an extension on the homework assignment that was due two weeks ago. He insists that they had tried to see her earlier, but that she was never in her office when they called.

Two Modes of Interaction

The kinds of behaviours described in this classroom vignette are typical of an interaction style which can be described as ‘broadcast’ and ‘continuous’ (Walsh, 1997)
. This is in contrast to the ‘dyadic’ and ‘contained’ mode of interaction assumed by many teachers, and the majority of students as well, to be the mode appropriate to the Australian university classroom.

Walsh (1997) explains that the ‘dyadic’ interaction style, as the term suggests, is based on the assumption that spoken interaction is essentially a two-way activity, in which talk is directed toward a particular individual. Interaction in the dyadic mode is predominantly under the control of whoever has the role of speaker at a given time; the individual to whom the talk is directed is expected to wait until the speaker has relinquished the floor and then, in turn, to give some response. The lack of a response, or a silence or gap in the flow of communication, is perceived as highly problematic in this mode of interaction.

Even in a context such as a university class, in which there are clearly far more than just two individuals involved, and in which only one of the ‘participants’ may be doing practically all the talking, this two-way, turn-taking ideal is still upheld to a certain extent. A lecturer who succeeds in making each member of the class feel that somehow her words are directed specifically at him, perhaps by occasional eye contact, is likely to be thought of as far more ‘engaging’ than one who simply throws her talk out towards the back of the room. A student who regularly directs his gaze towards the lecturer, who perhaps nods occasionally or laughs at a joke, will probably be evaluated more highly than one who does not ‘interact’ in these dyadic kinds of ways.

Another feature of the way spoken interaction is viewed in much of Australian society, and particularly in an institutional context, is that it is ideally ‘contained’. That is, interaction is thought of as occurring in discrete chunks that have clearly marked ‘beginnings’ and ‘endings’, often explicitly marked by features such as greetings and leave-takings or other formulaic conventions. A lecture or tutorial starts and ends at an agreed time. Although strict punctuality is more of an ideal than a reality in most tertiary classrooms, there is, nevertheless, some sense of transgression when a participant arrives after the ‘beginning’ or leaves before the ‘end’.

In strong contrast to this ‘dyadic’ and ‘contained’ interaction style is the ‘broadcast’ and ‘continuous’ one. As Walsh explains, broadcast interaction involves talk being simply ‘thrown out’ or ‘broadcast’ by a speaker, not directed toward anyone in particular. If ‘interaction’ occurs in this mode, it is essentially under the control of the ‘listener’, who may choose whether or not to respond, or whether or not to simply take on the role of ‘speaker’, and ‘broadcast’ his/her own talk. There is no sense, in this mode, in which people are necessarily expected either to wait for or to take their turn; multiple sources of simultaneous speech as well as lengthy periods of silence are easily tolerated. Eye contact is not important and potential interactants may not even be physically oriented towards one another.

Broadcast interaction tends not to be ‘packaged’ into discrete units, as is the case with dyadic interaction. Talk of this kind is ‘continuous’ rather than ‘contained’, not in the sense that there are never any silences, but in that there is no need for formal ‘beginnings’ and ‘endings’. In Walsh’s words ". . . the communication channel is turned on and left on" (p. 8). People move in and out of interactive situations at will, with no expectation of greetings, leave-takings, or excuses.

The contrasting characteristics of these two interaction styles are summarised in Table 1 (adapted from Walsh, 1997, 8).

Table 1. Two modes of interaction

	Dyadic and Contained


	Broadcast and Continuous

	Talk is directed / ideology of talking in twos


	Talk is broadcast

	Potential interactants should face each other


	Potential interactants need not face each other

	Eye contact is important


	Eye contact not important

	Periods of silence avoided / turn-taking


	Periods of silence tolerated

	Control by speaker


	Control by hearer

	Communication channel ‘switched on and off’


	Communication channel continuously open


When the Two Modes Meet
The kinds of behaviours exhibited by the students in the classroom vignette presented at the beginning of this paper clearly belong to the broadcast / continuous mode of interaction. This is, in fact, the predominant mode of interaction in many communities, both in Australia and elsewhere. For example, Walsh (1997) describes it in detail as it is enacted in Australian Aboriginal communities, and mentions that it has also been reported among some native American and Brazilian Indian groups (pp. 17-18). I have observed it myself in my linguistic fieldwork amongst Hmong speakers from Laos, in a wide range of contexts including the home, the classroom, and in formal ceremonies.

It is important to note, however, that the ‘broadcast’ / ‘continuous’ mode also occurs in less ‘exotic’ cultures, although it may be quite strictly limited to certain contexts and entirely inappropriate in others. I have noticed (in my own extended family interactions) that speakers of the dialect of Sri-Lankan English enact this interaction style in informal situations, but far less so in formal ones. In the tertiary context, some of my colleagues and I have encountered this mode of interaction among some (though not all) Korean-speaking students, and other colleagues have reported that some Japanese students exhibit certain features of this interaction style in the classroom (Nakane, 2001). Outside of this context, however, Korean and Japanese speakers engage in highly dyadic and contained interaction, in which features such as greetings, leave-takings, and back-channelling are extremely important.

The broadcast / continuous mode of interaction is by no means entirely foreign to ‘mainstream’ Australia. Although it would be rare to find it as the predominant mode in a formal or educational context, it is quite likely to occur in settings where people are quite intimate, and are engaged in a common task, such as fishing, working side-by-side in a computer laboratory, or watching TV together (Walsh, 1997).

For a teacher or student familiar with the dyadic / contained interaction style in a classroom situation, however, an encounter with this alternative mode can be quite confronting. It can be equally confronting for someone used to the broadcast / continuous mode to find herself in a situation in which dyadic and contained interaction is the norm. It is important to realise, then, that neither mode is, in itself, inherently aberrant or impolite. Problems arise only when the two modes meet, or when those comfortable in one mode enact it in a context in which the other is expected.
Just as neither mode is inherently more impolite, in the same way neither is more educationally sound. Neither ‘listener controlled’ nor ‘speaker controlled’ necessarily equates with ‘learner-centred’. However, by taking a ‘learner-centred’ view of a context in which the two modes meet, we can come to a position not just of tolerating, but of valuing the diversity that we encounter.

From the students’ viewpoint

Students who are relatively inexperienced in interacting in the dyadic / contained style have explained to me that they often feel quite frustrated by the inaccessibility of their teachers outside of the classroom. The preference of these students is quite clearly for a continuous, unbounded interaction, in which they can approach the teacher for informal assistance or advice after the formal class time is over. However, the extremely high demands on academics in Australian universities today, along with the tradition of limited ‘consultation hours’, may make teachers highly resistant to these approaches. While we practise a dyadic style of interaction, for largely pragmatic reasons it seems we have come to prefer to deal with our ‘interlocutor’ en masse rather than individually. For these same reasons we insist on strictly contained interactions. Little wonder that students familiar with the ‘master-apprentice’ style of education (prevalent in remote Aboriginal communities and in many Asian educational settings) find this problematic, frustrating, and disengaging.

When students comfortable with the broadcast / continuous mode of interaction feel disinterested in what is going on in the classroom, they often exhibit highly disengaged behaviours. Such behaviours include fiddling with a mobile phone, resting one’s head on the desk and going to sleep, or getting up and leaving the room before the interaction has ‘ended’ from the speaker’s point of view. In the words of one Japanese student in Nakane’s study (2001, 8): "I think it is possible that Asian students just give up if they find it [discussion] pointless". From the point of view of those who see the classroom as a speaker-controlled situation these kinds of behaviours seem extremely rude. However, if we view the interaction as listener-controlled, such behaviours are not impolite at all. The students concerned are simply exercising the listener’s right to ‘tune out’ or ‘switch off’, and interfere in no way with the speaker’s right to ‘broadcast’.

While these disengaged kinds of behaviour may suggest high levels of self-confidence, some students have described feeling threatened, or even scared, when they are expected to take part in a typical ‘turn-taking’ classroom interaction, such as responding to a direct question from a teacher (cf Nakane, 2001). It is certainly true that even a student who is thoroughly used to the dyadic mode may feel concerned about this situation, especially if she does not know the answer. However, in that case the student’s discomfiture would probably be attributable to potential loss of face, rather than to a clash of interaction styles. Even if she has no answer, but she would probably feel obliged to give some sort of response, even if only an apology. The student who is not practised in the dyadic mode, however, is likely to experience considerably more discomfort when singled out, and may choose to simply not respond at all in this situation.

Notice in the classroom vignette, however, that even though the ‘target’ of the teacher’s question offered no response, another student in the group did. In my own experience, it is quite common that one student in a group like this - perhaps one a little more familiar with the mainstream Australian institutional context or a little older or more competent in English than others in the group - may take on the role of ‘mentor’ to a number of others. This is an entirely familiar role to those aware of the senior-junior (senpai-kôhai) relationships in Japanese and Korean culture.

The adoption of the role of ‘mentor’ by one student in a group frequently results in a considerable amount of discussion amongst members of the group, both in the classroom and outside. For a teacher, and even for some other students who expect speaker-controlled, turn-taking in interaction in the classroom, these ‘competing’ sources of sound can be very distracting. For those assuming a listener-controlled interaction style, and who are quite used to mentally ‘switching off’ sources of sound that do not interest them, there seems to be no problem.

Conclusion
In spite of the difficulties encountered when these two very different modes of interaction meet in the Australian tertiary classroom, the value of many of the behaviours associated with the broadcast / continuing mode must be acknowledged. Students comfortable in this mode tend to view learning interactions as something that extends well beyond the temporal and physical boundaries of the classroom. They exercise choice regarding what they will attend to, often choosing not to attend at all if they do not perceive the classroom activities as useful or interesting to their learning. Finally they actively seek to establish informal peer learning and mentoring networks - precisely the kind of interactive learning strategy that we are so keen to encourage amongst all our students.

In our quest to promote engagement and interaction in the academic lives of our first year students, there is a pressing need to understand more about the interaction styles that those from diverse educational and cultural backgrounds may bring with them to the tertiary classroom. By understanding the assumptions that underlie certain kinds of behaviours and ways of interacting, including our own, we can come to truly value and respect difference, and to enrich the interactions of all participants in our diverse learning communities.
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�  I refer here to the third of four principles for enhancing the first year experience at the University of Sydney, 


endorsed by the Academic Board in September, 2001.


�  Walsh (1997) introduces these terms in his discussion of typical interaction styles in Australian Aboriginal communities, and uses the term ‘communal’ rather than ‘broadcast’. However, in the classroom situation described, the term ‘broadcast’ is more appropriate.
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