LEFRS AHD STUDEWTS TALE: A Tezscher
Investigates Teacher/Studea ¥riting Conferences!

Eobert Feche
The teacher/student conferencs has ong bean associated with process approaches
to writing (Emig 1960); (Graves, 1983); (Murray 1568). As with any concept that exists

over time, teacher/student conferences runm & wide gamut of manifestations snd

canference is simpiy a meeting to share ideas about g piece of writing in progress, g
potential piece of writing, or the writing process itself " (1983:36). Although perhaps
ot as specific as others, this definition allows for the broad range of practice that the
term "conferencing” ehcnmpm while avoiding gross generality that would render it
useless. |
Practicioners of conferencing speak of ths W2y thal the conference 'sﬁmuhus
children as learners angd places teachers in the roje of advocate or coach (Graves,[983),
(Harris 1986). The implication and the hope is that conferencing represents g break
from traditional classroom discourse, the featurss of which have been the ohject of
maay studies. For example, the teacher-talk regisier is already well-documentsd
(Cazden). In addition, the iastructiona] sequence of initiation, reply and evaluation
(Sinclair and Coulthard, 1978), (Mehan, 1579) is well-established as a traditional
classroom discourse modef, These studies show how teachers dominate the fangusge of
the classroom by conirolling topics aad types of response. Other studies indicats this
domination by citing the farges percentage of time that teachers taik, anywhere from
two-thirds to three-quariers of the Ume speat in the classroom (Flanders 1970):
(Defamont 1983); (Stubbs, 1683), Ia shert, the linguistie componesis of & classroom
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provide a thorough piciure for the purpose of comparison, & piciure that places the
teacher as the dominant speaker, turn-taker and Wea indicator.

In contrasi to this concept of teacher dominance, advocates of isacher-siudest
conferencing speak of its student-centersd characierisiics. Memering reminds ys that
students respond to conferences because "they are umlike anything else in their
experience at the university” in that they are not teacher-dominated (1973:307). These
beliefs are echoed by Duke who offers that “The student-centered writing conference
can play an important role .. in establishing a better environment for developing
skills in writing.” (1973:44) Variations of this theme wiggle tkeir way through the
literature (Atwell, 1987); (Calkins, 1586); (Graves, 1983); (Harris, 1986); (Murray, 1982). |

Recently, however, there has been a flurry of research on the teacher-studeat
conference which questions the notion that conferencing with studeats breaks with
traditional clasroom patierns. A study of Michaels 2t ai out of Harvard University
ctlaims that conferencing remained a teacher-domimated activity and did litle to
change the underiying structure of classroom interaction (198). Florio-Ruane, citing
the Harvard work and that of Freedman and Speriiag (398%) and Jacobs (1983) among
others, comes to the similar conclusion that confereacing is limited "precisely because
it is instructional talz" (19863). Teacher Lucinda Ray, studying her own conferencing
practices, revealed that in most cases she was talking for thres-quariers of the
conference (1987). This research asserts that often conferencing is merely teacher-
centered instruction in a different packagé. Altheugh nome of these studies goes so far
as to suggest that teacher/student conferencing is worthiess or vaproductive, they do'
raise. important considerations for those teachers who confarence. ‘

As s teacher who bas been working with and refizing the »m of conferencing in 8
secondary school setting since 1989, the implications of the research cutlined adowa Rit

home. My owo experiencs wihi ceafersssing @ ww o 2%y o8 Repowfars

undecumented sheervation, ls dhal this strategy bas meds « duuiiend changs 'n the
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structure of my classroom and in my interaction with my T2 studies which

call conferencmg 10 1ask have raised many guesions for me, Hm ) Sisperesiving the
effect of the conference? Do I peed to be more #ware of 27 rale o the mnfarsm@?
Are there compromises that must be made to suthoriacian in order 2 mapage
conferencing in a classroom of thirty-three sindents? a short, hew much has
conferencing in my classroom changed from the izacher-canizred traditional madel, if
atall, and realistically, how much more change can I expect o 2nacy?

This study does not'mempt to answer all of my guestions. The Brimary purpess here
isto examine the reiationship between teacher-studen: coafereas ing and the student-
centered classreom. Even Graves, an avowed advecaiz of mﬁféx‘wc"ng castions
pracuuoners to exert discipline upon themsetves so thai the confersnce will aliow for
lrue conversational interaction (1983) aad nat replicaie the arificial ieacher-studen
dialogue alluded to by Stubbs (1983). Inths 224, ] 2932 W Bave a beser Jndersiaading |
of what occurs when | confersnce and 10 ses juss whers the sonfsrepes Hes on the
continuum between leacher-ceniersd sad Studenl-ceniered Vit g.

Specifically this study focuses om thrse queslicas. Ay sy coalzrences more
teacher-centered than studeat-centered. Ifso, is tharn 84 peleniial! for making them
more student-centared? Finally, given that traditionss izacher/student intaraction
differs markedly from the interaction ef copversenis (Bledee, 1993) ugd using baik e
IRE formas and iaform.l conversalions! sirueture g QUSRS pulis 6l s coatiavum, is
Eeacher/smdent conrerencing in my classroom closer 1 1he Watidons) formal, closey
o converw.ieml discourse, or mors a bisrred hybeid ghowing mrually disiineg

qualities of ho&h ends of the continvum?

‘l’he semé of the swdy is aa Eaglise ciaw in gq lanes-2icy aigh scboel. The
aud&al popuwﬁu is 95% Black with the rewaining 1% & pis 2§ Hispemde, Asion sad

|
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white, Economically the families range from lower-middle class to a farge core living
below the poverty level. The current pepulation hovers between 1700 and 1800, dowa
from twice those aumbers in the early seventies and thus reflects the recent deciine in
se;cundary enrollment nationalty. (All figures were obtained from the School District
of Philadelphia’s Management Information Center). A factor compounding this decline
is that the school is desighnted as a general high school and currently does not figure
into the Magnet School Desegration Program of the Schoo! District of Philadelphia,
¢xceptas a source from which students are siphoned.

The classrecom of me study is composed of tenth grade students who, either through
standardized test scores or teacher recommendation, have been classified as abave
average in language ability. The ciass had originally been deéignated 28 & star section,
indicating top ability, but was downgraded to 8 rapid section as a number of siudents
were added (o fill out the roster t the mandatory thirty-three on r-oil. ‘The average
attendance in t.hé classroom is around twenty-five.

The data in this study has been taken from a video tape of five teacher/student
conferences done on the same day in April of 1986. The students conferenced that day
were selected randomly by lottery and asked to be ready with a rough draft when they
came to class. This use of & lottery to assign & conference day is standard procedure in
this classroom and was not done for the purposes cf the study. In addition, this class
had been videotaped earlier in the year, so the students were somewhat accustomed o
the electrbnic intrusion. The only accomodation for the equipment was (0 seat the
students being conferenced in two adjoining rows i facilitate camera angies. As js
always the case in this classroom students were confersnced individually st their seats.

The class was working on a research exercise that bad asked them to develop s
hunch, pursue research vis periodicais and books and writs a daors (2-3 gages) paper

using researched argument and Suppert to prove their sench. The assigamen: hai

. SR o
zaces. the Tew of oo

been im progress siace laie February whe:r thess oo
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scheduled draft conferences, occurred. The aape@ cenlerencss ok placs on the first of
three days of schedujed con!es'emes agam ihe schedule Being consistent with regutar
classroom proceduse. This day Was selecled for taping becauss it was the day that the
videotape equipment and My camera person were svailable. It s2ould also be noted that
the original tapes were made 852 way to show teachers copferencing under classroom

conditions.

then using that research as the basis of comparison, it is hoped ihat the establishment
of conferences on the Wraditional classroom interaction/conversational structure
continuum may be encacted. The Same 4aig are used 1o assess the ieacher-centersdness
of the conferences,

Each conferencee was first transcribed in linear fashion, Iooking much iixe a
priated play script. This linear transcription was then placad into a typed form but
this form was divided into three columnpns representing the Iaitiation, Respanse
Evalvation (IRE) format Mehan (1979) sdspted from Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) This
change from linear to IRE format represented the first stage of analysis, for decisions
were needed to place units of discourse undar one of the thres categories. Once these
Rew transcripts were complete, each comference was evaluated as 10 how well il.
conformed to the model preposed for conversation by Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson
(1974). The transcripts were then assessed for evidenca of tarn-taking procedures with
evidence of fomination, bidding and ueing marticularly ia micd, as wei] as
identification of who initiated esch tyrn. Another soughy category of discourse was the
amount of talk and how i¢ ralated o whom wae mmg
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In addition to this organized asséssment (organized in the sense that thes: categories
were decided upon before the tapes were viewed for assessmeat). a less-proconceived
and more serendipitous assessment occurred. The tapes were examined to see svhai they
would yield. 1a other words, an open eye was left for what might be contained within
this discourse that would point toward singularity apart from that which is known er

accepted regarding classroom or conversational discourse.

Report o indings

If ethpographic research does, as many have said, maka the familar oafapilar,
then this section must begin viin a description of what may appear obvieus but cannat
be taken lightly. For starters, the conferences were done with the teacher moving
from the normal classrcom [ront to s 'posiﬁon of equality either seated next to or
squatting beside but never standing over the student’s desk. This slone helpsto remove
teacher-centeredness because it increases the chaaces for a teacher 1o be seen ss
advocate rather than adversary (Graves, 1983), Coupled with this, the teacher 204 one
student ace the only participants. This physical lowering of statns apd eaualizing of
participant ratio begins the conferencs at a more studest-centered place, encouraging
mutually negotiated discussion over question/answer/evalustion.

The mast obvious finding is ms_t in my role as teacher I talk a great dea! in the
conferences. Score one for the teacher-centered side of the conlinuum. This finding is
evident by merely looking at the printed transcripts. ln all of the conferences I speak
more' times and at greater length than any of the studeats, although the fength vasies
from conference to conference. At times speak less but still more thaa the sindest in
the conference.

Another way ta confirm the teacher domination of the talk in thase conferences is
to examine who initiates the discourse units. Using Sacks’ st al definition of & torn as
"a 'string of utterances spokea by one person hetween cther persan’s ialk” {1974) sad
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applying it to Mehan's IRE formas, topic Initiation cag e plotted tarsugh g spesch
event (1979). The laiter's findings far sins tescher-fronied inssons Were that &1 1% of
the IRE Stquences were teacher-injtiaied while 17.9% wers sudens initiated. Ir tas
five conferences of this Study 78% and 22% were guantifisd respeciively, A s‘emaﬁniﬁ &
2% were relegaied o an “othes Catzgory whick 1 will refer 1o shorily., These
percentages equate ig the much- documented sumbers $222 olaim teachers talk three-
quariers of the time, leaving students she reemizing guzrter {fefamens, 983);
(Flanders, 1970) (Holmes, 1973); {Stubbs, 19233),

Yet these Sequznce initiation numbers also throsw weight ioward the conversa&aﬁaﬁ
side of the conlinvum. To begin, the percestages indicated in the conferences are fess
for teachers and more for studenis than thoss produced by Meban. This aloge indicates
movement towards the mepe equal distribution of peresived power in a conversational
forma:. Locking ai the canferencas individualiy, & range of smdent initiation becomes
evident, much lize (ne dmouat of wlf. This range iscteatss from 2 teacher-initiated
Sequence low of 657 L2 W0 a high of M99, Bug ot I I some confersnies giers js
9pportunity for swdents ¢ take and hold the floor tad taus reduce the teacher-
centéredness of the discourse.

The "other” Category referred to eariier jo 8he producs of & combination oi‘_writiexﬁ
and oral discourse, I W0 cases the seequence was initiarad by 8 note written o the
teacher by the Student. The teacher then initisted the éral porticn of the sequence by

writing the noge and the teacher, in tirn, elected o pursue the sugzgested wpir before
80ing on ts other aspecis of the writisn drait, It ¥1s Lhe written suggestion that then
Sparked the oraj interaction.

So far, the discourse of the five confereniss hovers hosyena teacher-iaik ang
conversation, berwesq teacher- aad siuderi- centerpiness, Again. retuiraing 1w the

- singumiae ags jn

theme of the obyious, 2n exa:nination of bidding 424 o

e
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classroom discourse (Mehan, 1979); (Siaclair & Coulthardd, 1575) - shows that they are
virtsally non-existent in the conferences. Once the teacher makes the initial decision
to work wii.h a student (and this is determined more by the assigning lottery than any
whim of the teacher), then the two enter into an exchange that requires no bidding
por cueing. la addition, nomination follows the rules of conversation. FEither one
speaker nominates the other or self-nomination occurs (Sacks et al). For instance, in

Example 1 the student initiates the conference.

Example |
$2: Ready? T: (nods)
Example 2 shows how a student completes one sequence and then self-nominates into

another topic.

Example 2

T: Soyou needto
get your reason
first.

Bring in the

wvarning signals

but then quote,

either quote the

article or docu-

ment the article.

One way or the

other. 4. OK.

S4: If I wanted o

bring thisup,

I could just

write “The

suicidal rate ..”

But not at the

first sentence. T: Now,again, your
first sentence
of 8 paragraph
should be just
that there are
warning signals.

The examples point out a natural flow or shift betweesn speakars. the lack of a aeed for

-bidding and cueing and the ability to seli-nominate a5 w3l as other-nominate lend &
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senss of more equalized exchange to the confersnce and incrpase the apportunity g
reduce teacher-centeredness,

These examples point toward an interesting finding of this study. At least as far as
these five conferences are concerned, the IRE formal is rarely adhered to, the
transcripts taking on the lock of a conversational dyad instesd. The iRE, however, is
Dot tatally abandoned (see Exampie 3).

Example3
T: Now remember
vhen we talked
about intreduc
tions?
Where should the
proposition go? S1: (student points) As T: Yeah, 0% Atthe

the end. end of the iatro-
duclion .

This is a classic [RE seequence. However, as Eramples i ang 2 dispisy, the evaiuation
component is often missing with the discourss Nowing as sither the leacher lakes a
lengthy turn or the teacher aad studeat interact. Exampie 4 introduces the Ietter.

Example ¢
S4: Sobut, the
article that ]
8ot this cut was
called "All Teen
Suicides Can Be
Prevented” T: OK, but that's
what their
purpose is.
T: That'snot yous
purpose. 54 OK.
T: Yousee whatI'm
seying. S4: Umhmam,

The topic initiation and respoase responsibilities are shassd betwean ke studon’ 2ag
teacher in this exchange. The compoaent of one participans svaluaiing the ressonge

of the other is ignored. Instead esch perticipeal vammenis aul FESRs im much the

61



same way conversants do. The more these m;ensibm&ss are shared, the more
student-centered the confersnce becomes. | |

In coding within the IRE formal the word OX |, with its multiplicity of uses, nresented
some sticky situations, as seen in Example 3.
Example 3
T. Inother words,

we want to know

that you didn't

make that up. 84. OX.
T: OK.

That, that, well

four thousand,

five thousand

sounds good; I'll

just make that up.
The OK used by the student is an Acksowledgement. However the OF ussd by the
teacher is 2 Marker framing his initiatien (Sinclir and Covitherd, 1975). The sivdent
response is accompanied by a falling infoastice indicaiing closwrs., The leacher
response is 2 aeutral intonation, neither really falling ser rising, and thus points
toward continuation. There is sething evalusiive in iis use or imtonatica. This
distinction is important because it reduces the number of cccurrences of the [BE
format and thus heightens the rolationship of these conferences o & lese teacher-
controlled experience. |

Ia another type of comparison, the conferances alizn with the fourisen componsals

of a conversational model with ke possible ezceptica of Component ®10 "Number of

parﬁes can change” (Sackssi gl 1874: 11). There was po evidence of sdditions! studsais
entering into conversation during these comferences, aﬁtmugh I heve poted this
occurring in other experiences witk conferesmcing. The thirteen other componenis,
however, were displayed in the video tapes. Of particviar acte aad slready meationed is

the confereace sdherence io tura-aliocation techniques This componeni serves as
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distinct Separation between the mainly teacher-nominated cfass Toutine and the
mutually nominating text of conversation. |

Finally, two trends seemed evideat. First, the teacher talk was pierced regularty by
tomprehension checks, usually either OK or all right voiced as a question. This trend
fed the second which Wwas a consistent dispia-,y of back channeling - both ora) and non-
verbal - by the students. In this instance, the éonferences resembled a common
situation where ope person might be telling apother how to get to such-and-sych 2
place; the speaker periodically ascertains thas the listener is following and the |
listener, for her part, provides affirmation. If this is the case, and further study would
be warranted, the conferences would lean avay from the norm of teacher-fronted

classrooms and toward speech events that show more equality among participants.

A Discussion of the Findings

The findings of this Study are both pertinent and immediate. As the teacher
invalved in the study, Iam its first benefactor. However, all teachers who conference
can claim both the caution and optimism of this Study as their own. The caution is that,
like the studie-:s that fueled this research, it is evideat thag teacher/student
tonferencing can bea teacher-centered aclivity if left unchecked. The amount of time
that teachers talk, the leagth and number of turas taken, as well as the aumber of
turas initiated all suggest that 3 teacher who wishes to decentralize via conferencing
must do so in a manner that reflects the principles behind the act. To rephrase, a
cbnferencing teacher must be one who maintains an awareness of what gets said, how
often, and by whom, and further, must pe willing to interact with students outeide 2
traditional IRF format. Periodic audio and video tape recordings would serve to place a
teacher in touch with conferences as they actvally accurred and not as they are

reniembered, thus enabling the reflective process.

"
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The study's epiimism lies in (he conferance’s poteniial o be Joss isacher-conierss
and i@s tendency o émnaiaz& the ﬁmm uf comversaiion. Py @king the leacher o the
swdem. focusing on the studeat's work, and siiminsiag the pesd for cueing acd
bidding, the coafereace gives the sensitive tsacher g chance @ close the gap belwesn
the disparate power levels of ths teacher/studens relstionship. They may never be
equal (Wha.i dyads are?), but the conferencing lets the two participants slide nearer.
Keeping this m mingd gives the teacher a target to shoot for, 8 geal to reach. Xnowing
that the conditilens faver a sharing of power will hels ta realize thm collaboration.,

i is optimistic that the conferences tend toward some aspect of conversational
participation. This coadition alse indicates & willingness of boils parties o mest on
soe plane. By showing increased student involvement via topic imiama. verbal back
channsling, sad seif-pominstion, the conferances aporsach 8 medel of mors equal
participation ibas iv evidemt in most classrooms.  Falling semevhers belween
conversation and pedagogy, the conferaces seem o be 2 goparele spesch event wiikin
the classroom.

The fact that the traasceipis show litle of the classroam IRE formal supports tae
idea that conferences are of a separaie description from the traditional freni-of -the
reom fesson, Whea teachers take it upon themselves 1 sondference, hey are entering 8
situation different from the usual classroom give-aad-take znd should thus expliedt the
inbersnt positives. By downgplaying their roles a3 imfermastion givers and topic
initiators, teachers ¢an use the céf&ﬁ“ar&me aal oaly 0 heln students become more
effective writers but also to bridge the teacher/student power gap.

-This study and the ons2s thel preceds it have merely touched the surface of
teacher/student conferencing and its relaticnship to the writing classrocom. Mare
work needs io be done just ascertaining the content of conferences. Fhat is said when

teacher and sivdead taix?
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Using this study as s springboasd, there are several disections indicated. Most
important of these is determining the characteristics of o cémi‘erence. Viil other
studies find the tendency toward conversation found in this study? If, as found here,
the IRE format is by-end-large inapplicable, then What is or are the formais? Given
these findings, what is the most effective way to implement what isknown?

Always intriguing are the studies not done. In other words, as the data were being
assessed, what avenues beckoned but were left unezplored. For example, of the five
conferences, transcripts of 3 and 4 were the most student-centered, Quite simply, why?
V¥as it these swdenis? What made them more willing to talk than the other three? Or
was it merely placement - in the middle, away from mmaj pervousness of the teacher
and the press of time at the end? The questions give way to more questions?

Teacher conferencing needs to he studied. Itis often not as advertised - o student-
ceatered heuristic for developing writing. This study shows both the strong backbone
agd vuinerébie underbelly of caqfere.acing. If not reflectad ugon, conferencing can
become a teacher-dominated strategy. The students can be discouraged from taiking
and the old power structures can remain in place. Bul this study also reveals that a
teacher who recognizes the conversational aspects of confersaciag can bring teacher
and student closer in terms of power. The effects this new alignment can have upon
learning are intriguing and open for investigation. ¥What we peed &re teachers who
are more willing to conference and, deing so, are then willing to reflect upon those
conferences. In ih.is way educators will continue o zdd to the rich description of the

teacher/student conference.
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