ASSESSIiG WHAT A SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNER XNOYS THROUGH ’
STUDENT-TEACHER INTERACTION !

Joanna Labov

In the TESOL classroom, interaction between teacher and student may determine the
success of an exchange (Long and Sato, 1983), (Brock, 1986) (Pica, Young, Doughty. 1986).
However, the communicative success of an exchange is difficult to measure due wo the
multidimensional facters involved | in communication and the presence of
misundersiandings.

The extent of detected and undetected miscommuaication between second language
learners and native speakers of a language has not been studied extensively, nor is its
effect in the language learning process currenily known. What hﬁ been shown is that
knowledge of results plays an important role in language learning (Long, 1977). Long
(1977). has pointed to an apparent iack of clarity and consistency in teacher-feedback
directed at learners in the TESOL classroom? It has not been determined yet which
discourse strategies best promote clarity and consistenéy in teachers' feedback nor
praomots or impede communication.

This paper presents episedes of ‘dmmd misunderstandings and instances of
foncommunication between Pa, 8 Laotian Hmong student, snd his TESOL teacher during an
oral evaluation. It is a case m.udy which investigates the roje of the following variables in
assessing the student’s proficiency of English and in assessing communicition between
teacher and student: the discourse strategies adapted, the iack of shared background among

the interfocutars, the student's nonnstive use of phonology and his choice of lexis.



For this study, the term "communication” refers 1o any exchange between a speaker
and a listener in which the listener receives an interpretation seemingly identical to that
of the speaker's intended message 3 Hymes (1974:15) observes:

To define commuaication as the triggering of a response
[as Hockett {1938:573) has done, and Kluckhohn {1961:395)
has accepted], is to make the term so nearly equivalent io

behavior and interaction in general as to lose its specific
value as a scientific and moral conception.

In addition, the concept put forth by Hawkins of "assumed communication”
(Hawkins, 1982) refers to the belief by at least one of the interlocutors that successful
communicaﬁon has taken place between both partiesd In this paper, I use the term
“miscommunication” to refer to a diffesence between propositional meaning (Austin, 1963)
and listener perceplion aad the term "noncommunication” to mesa a listener's global lack
of comprehension.

Most conversation analysts agree that commusnication occurs through the negotiation
of meaning in interaction between speakers who have shared knowledge and backgrounds
(Labov and Fanshel, 1977} (Gumperz and Tannes, 1979). Furthermore, Ghmperz (1972:4)
notes that the process of communication requires "both shared grammar and rules of
language use” [ pragmatic rules of language use]. Savignon (1983:4) observes “._meaning is -
never one sided. Rather, it is negotiated between the persoas invoived.”

| Varonis and Gass (1983) have noted the role that the lack of shared linguistic, social
and cultural factors play in chserved misunderstandings between native and nonnative
interlocutors. Thus, miscommunication may occur even though the interlocutors’ speech
is free of lexical, grammatical and phonological errors that occur among nonnative sad
native speakers of English. It may be wholly or in past due to speakers’ differing schomata

or interpretations.
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It is the mark of polite cmversaawn Tor interlocuiors 1 pay s.mnﬁon 1o 28k relevaai |
questions, and o respond accardmgiy However, BEawkins (1982) has shown thatthere isa
danger in using the concept of “appropriate resgema“ 23 & measure of communication.
Responses that are appropriale when comprehension exists can be misieading if there is
no comprehension between the interiocutors. Hawkins (1982) found thai native-
nonnative miscomprehension was difficult to measvre since the noanative speakers
responded apbropriately to the native speakers hut their responses did not alwiys signal
comprehension 3

Gumperz (1932:1) warns that cnﬁversa.tiomi responses may aot signal the presence of

~ understanding:

Only when a move has elicited 4 response caa we say that

commuanicaticn is taking place. However, thers are sther

types of situaticns in which interiocutors’ respoases do not

necessarily indicate that they have vaderstocd thair

pariner's intended message.
Even hetweeﬁ native speazers, there may he conversation without commuanication of
information in the strict sense. Malinowski's concap: of phatic commupion does potl
necessitate understand- Malinowski (1933:313) explaias its functicn as"s type of speech in
which ties of uhian are crealed by 2 mere exchange of words.” According to the definition
of‘co.mmunication that | introduced above, "an exchange betwesn 2 speaker and a listener
in which the listener receives an interpretation which is seemin gty ideatical to that of the

speaker's intended message”, communication does ot exist without some comprebension.

. TBESTUDY

During the Fall of 1986 I observed classroom discourse aad interaction at the Community
College of Philadelphia to study the question "What roie do discourse strategies play in
promoting or impeding communication between student and teacher? This paper provides
a detailed examinalion of a short segment of interaction batween a student and 3 teacher

during an oral evaluation. The anaiysis examines some of the constraints thatare inhereni



in @siwatian which demands thai 8 beginning second laaguage learner's speech be ﬁuent_

ang comprenensibie.

Participants in tae Siuqy

The Student: At the time of the study, Ps, 24 years old, had been in the United States
for several years and was repeating the class for the second time. Ee may have sttended
three years of college in Lacs. He had worked as a cook at a Thai restaurant in Philadelphia
before he had attended the Community Coliege of Philadeiphia, Paisa speaker of Hmong,
iaotian and some Thai (*30% know" in his words, or 50% proficiency).

As will be seen, Pa shows tremendous difficuliy in communicating in English®. His
speech style which relies heavily oo the use of conient words, can be characterized as
“telegraphic speech.” Al times he dnes 2ot use; verbs, pronovns, prepesitions, articles and
- cohesive and coherent ties. |
The Teacher: The teacher, who is g skilled imstrucior, provides an invaluable source for
this discourse analysis. She strove ig promole aa environment in which a studest wha is
barely proficient iz English can mazimize his performance. Aithough an experienced
TESOL teacher, this was her first time teaching 8 Speaking and Listening class. She is not 3.

speaker of either Hmong, Lactian or Thai.

Data Collection

The dais collection consisted of tape recording the finsl oral evaluation of & Jower-

: intermediate Speaking and Listening class? The teacher had announced to the class

previous 1o the day of the evaluatics the topic of the evaluation. She asked the students 1o

describe & holiday of their nstiva couniry ® The holiday that the Hmong student chese to

describe was the Laotian HEmong New Year.

Present at Pa's evaluation wers P, the tzacher and fae researcher. The student was

aware that he was being recorded, for the teachesr’s and the researcher's tape recorders
were placed on the tabis o full view throughout the evaivation.



1n order 16 pass the evaluation, Pa was required to display a level of fluency (in terms -
of continuous speech sroducticn) which was mere ndvanced: than his proficieacy in
- English. Afier colleciing 204 analyzing the data, it became appareat to the resea.réher that
the teacher snd the studen: did not share the same linguistic system#. pragmatic rules of
language use or cultural avareness regarding the New Year holiday. Thus, in order to
clarify my understanding of Pa's culturs, 1 consulted with Gail Weinstein-She, who has

worked extensively 83 teacher and resesrcher with the Hmong community.?

The Student'sand Teacher's U

Due io the pature of an oral evaluation, it may be presumed that if the student did not
fully understand the teachar's questions or comments, the evaluation would not be the
‘appropriaw time to express his iack of comprehension or press for clarification. The rules
for interacticn during the a*;#aﬁana&ian emphasized flueat coaversation (ie. "p'ubiic-
language”, Goffman (1563}, used 1o perform and disphy ability to speak flueauly), between
the pa.ﬂ.ici@m;s‘

Table ] éispia?s the studeni's use of the interactional modifications: confirmation
checks and comprenznsion checks. (See Pica, Young, Doughl.y.q 1986, Long, 1980 for

definitions). Néte the student's Use of zero clarification checks.

Comprebension Checks Confirmation Checks Clarification Checks
17 i 0

The student used the comprehension checks "right?" and “you kaow?" throughout the
evaluation snd cne confirmation check at the end of the evaivation vhch- he was
confirming the day of the wrillen eyamipation. Ezamples of these interactional

modifications are shown in Tabie 2.



Comp;'ehension Checks:

302. student: s large grass and some...um a grass grass
shopper, right?

310. student: If you don't believe so you est right?

344, student: Uh Thats um if um if um whose um have good idea
and whose um have um learn a lots from like uh
learn English all right?

Confirmation Check:

392. student: Friday morning? .

The teacher used a great amount of confirmation checks (27 tokens-63%) which

ippears t0 create a non-thmtenihg atmosphere conducive to convemtioﬁ. Table 3

disptays the amount and type of intera;tional modifications used by the teacher.

-Confirmation Checks 7
Clarification Checks
Yes/Neo questions 3
Wh questioas 4
Declarstive statement 3
Comprehension Checks - 2
Total S

The teacher tried forty five times to understand the student by asking for
confirmation, clarification and verification of comprehension. The following four
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examples are interactional modifications vsed by e teacher (see Pica, Young, Doughiy,

1985 for derintilons, Long 19575,

Tabla 4
Examples of the Teacher's Interactional Maodificgtions

Requests for Clarification
129 teacher: I'm a little confused here.
177. teacher: I'm a littia lost here. 1 got to teil vou.
Request for Confirmation
317 teacher: little animals?
 Comprehension Check -

401. I'll see you Friday morning 0X.?

According to the teacher and sffirmed by the researcher, both the teacher's and the
student’s speech styles can be classified informally as “information filless " 10 This means
that their speech styles are inzémﬁive due to the interiocutors’ quest for supplying and
receiving inf;:rmatian to each other. It can be assumed that the constant interaction

between Pa and the teacher indicates high degree of cooperative involvement This

conversational styie follows oae of LakofTs Rule of Politsness (1973) (later called Rules of
Rapport): Be friendly (Camaraderie} i}

The teacher began tha evaluation by asking the studeni, Ps, to talk about a Hmongy
holiday. The student discussed the Hmong New Year sad thair preparations for the New
Year celebration. According i Pa, on Decomber 27th, the Hmong begin three days of
preparation. From Jaauary first through the third the Hmong abide by the traditional
Hmong regulations of what tasks they are allowsd 27 ars not allowed to pecform (for

exampie, not touching kaives, net bivwiag ox s fire and an eating green vegetables).



Although the teacher was interested in learping the details of the Hmong New Year
celebration and the student was motivated io perform well during the evaluation, neither
of the inter- locutors needed to obtain absolute factual accuracy.!2 The teacher's rationale
for asking about the holiday was to provide a basis with which to evaluate Pa’s fluency in
English. By choosing this topic the teacher ensured that the students' familiarity with the
discourse domain would promote fluency (Selinker and Douglas, 1983). However, in
assessing language competence, Higgs's and Cufrord's suggestion (1982) is relevant to the

assessment of second language learners’ speech in oral evaluations:

- The question that needs to be asked is not merely ."'a.s the
Student able to communicate ?* but What was he able to

communicate and how?* i3

Furthermore, many other aspects of a language slso need to be assessed: skilf in verbal
interaction, grammatical complexity, register, style and appropriateness of "discourse” as a
whole.

The teacher coulid not have tested Pa on the factual accuracy of his description because
she is ot familiar with Hmong holidays.!4 If she had beea planning to attend a Hmong
New Year celebration in Laos, communication weuld bave been more likely secured
through the teacher's need to filf an "information g3p” (Johason and Morﬂ)v 1981). |

In administering oral evaluations which evaluate s student’s proﬁcaencr in a language,
teachers have the difficult job of encouraging the student's speech and at the same time
participating in a4 conversation in which they may not be sware of how mi‘ch information
they may be miscomprehending. By responding coaperatively (Grice, 19751. Pa's teacher
encouraged Pa by providing positive feedback during times whea Pa fwnk it difl‘icult to
articulate his thoughts in Eaglish. !

At no time that the teacher did not understand the student's speech did she damage his
“public face” (Goffman, 1963) or “positive face" (Browa and Levinson, 1978).



i.ahw: Stndeat-Teacher Interaction |
Comﬁwnicauon may have been sacrificed beryesn leacher and student fér the sake of
face-saving, an essential péareqasf:sm for the sludent's persistence in language learning.

Based on the student's performange during the oral evalualion and on a written
examination on an vnrejated topic several days later, the teacher determined that the
student should retake the class once again. The siudent was given a grade of "Making
Progress.”

After the student had left the Learning Lab, (the site where the evaluation had taken
place), the teacher mentioned 1o the researcher that she had not vndersiood the student's
explanations regarding the Hmony's rituals. OF significapce is the teacher’s formulation of
ker involvement as s determinani ia the suicome of the misuaderstanding:

412. teacher: OX. that'svery cormplicated-xxx But why would you

Dot ezi vegetabies and why would you nol driak
excepl if you had i lesve?

413 I.: Maybe cause vou're farmers and Fegelables are yous
livelihood. J

414. teacher: Thai's whai your sTeryday thing -

413. JL: So

416. teacher: That was what [ was thinking het { coulda't quite
get thal idea from him. I mear that [ felt that
idea was coming Irom my head

- The teacher poted that she did not Xaow wny dhe Hmong do not drink at the Hmong
New Year ceremony. Sae commented st another tme that perbaps the feason she had not |
asked was hecause she feared she would a0t vaderstand the response. What is missing ia
the data is an evajvation by the student of how well b thoughi he undersioed the teacher's

questions and comments (Hawkins, 19827, 15

Another instance of “non-communicasion” is the stidenat's explanation of why Lae
Hmong do not drink at their ceremeny (See Appeadix B). M cap b hypothesized that ejther
1) the student did not understand tie teacher's questicas, 2} did not know the answer or 3)

knew the answer but did not Znew how 1o SXPTEss il o Whal the teacher would understand.

The teacher and student used clarification checks azd confirmation checks to resoive

misunderstandings over whether the Hmong fast or f2ast during the New Year ceremony



and what was the sequence of evenis copcerning the Hmang’s ritual of leaving their
ceremony (o drink. These misundersiandings witl be treated in detail after the relevaat

discaurse strategies are shown.

ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSE STRATEGIES USED IN THE EVALUATICH

Interfocutars use & variety of conversational strategies depending on whether they
believe that they have understoad each other. The discourse strategies used by the student
and the teacher during the evaluation can be categorized into two groups: those that may
have promoted communication 2nd those that may have impeded communication.

I use the term “promoted” to refer to the speakers’ creation of opportunities for
negotiation of meaning to clarify information not undersigod previously. Ia addition, I use
the concept of discourse strategies promoting communication (and not "resixlting" in
communication), because 1 do not claim a direct cavsal reiationship between discourse
Strategy and the communicative su;ccass of an interaction. Due to the nature of the sitution
researched, in which aii contributing factors could nat be centrofied, there was no way to

verify that communication resuited.

Discourse Strategies Which Mav Bave Promoted Communication

In the first set of discourse strategies examined, the (zacher remjnded the student
several limes the location and piace of the writien ezamination. Subsequently the student
appeared at the designated time and place to take the examination, A direct correlation is
not being claimed regarding the student's comprehension of the teacher's speech. It seems
likely that there was a causal relation, but it is alse possible thai the student understood the

teacher’s reminders by asking a fellow student at 2 later date.

Confirmation Check and Comprehension Checks: As the end of the evaluation, the
teacher needed to confirm that the stedent undersicod when and where the written

examination would take place (See Appendix B).

HH



391. teacher:

392. student:

393. teacher:

394. student:

395. teacher:

396. student;

397. teacher:

398. student:

399. teacher:

400. studeny:

401, teachesr:

402. student:

403. teacher:

404, student:

Laso¥: SIBgen-leacher Interaction

0.E. I will s2e you oa Friday morning.
Friday morning?
Yes, we have a testin B.

same time. Ninsg o'clock.

OK.

On Friday morning

0K,

I'll see you Fridey morning. 0K.?
0K.

Just be about an hour 0K7

0K.

| After the student bad confirmed that the examination would take place on Friday
morning (line #392), the teacher again reminded him of its date (line *401). At the same
time, she confirmed his understanding with the compreaension marker "0K7" In this
manner, the teacher used 3 series of "chm&pa&ﬂs‘ 1z reming the student the time and the

location of the examination and 1o ensure his comprohension.

Confirmation Check: In the foliowing example, the conversation teacher used o

discourse style which consists of reformulating their comments in the form of a question
in order to confirm her understanding {(*172). Ia this seguence the student explains the

Hmong's ritual which forbids drinking a1 their ceremony.

the um eat rice with uom waler g river and some
some things. That's it we don't eat with the water
and with the type of scda we don't eat only three
days. If you want to driak or for v parties um in
the party we have

166: student:

167. teacher:

168, student:

169. teacher:

170. student:

171. teache=:

172. student:

Um hum

but after party on Jasnuacy firs

Mum hum

so we don't have to eat for e party il whose have

the party in the so they don'i drink for the party.

Mum hum

If you want to drink, so you want s um...you get up from the

party and you go to drink.
173. teacher: Oh, vou go somewhere else and deink?

174. student:

Yeah, after finish then um afier vou drink sens come back xxx

{obscure} and bave party.

i1



In line #173 it appears 23 if the teacher vnderstood the sequence of the events but

noL tae rationale. HMere, tde geal 1S adis 10 communicale imformation regarding the
"here and now" but not to cenvey abstract concepis. His assertion that the Among leave the
party 1o drink conflicts with the teacher's assumption and past life experiences in which

people drink at pariies,

Clarification Check, Opsn-Ended Quesiions and Confirmation Check: The teacher used a

clarification check in line #129, an open ended question (Wh-question) in line #1353 and a

confirmation check in line #137.

120. student:
121. teacher:

122. student:

123. teacher:

124. student:

125. teacher;

126. student:

127. teacher;

- 128. student:

129. teacher:

130. student:

131. teacher:

132. student.

133. teacher:
134. student:
135. teacher:
136.student:
137. teacher:
138. student;

Fee, so on the, no oh January first

Mum Hum

uanti! January thirch, three day

Mum hum

so we don'i touck anything, don't eat green vegetable, dum my
English po {obscure) bro so that you know um bro the fire? bro
like {pantomimes blowing motion).

0h, biow on the firs. Yeah
They den't have even whose uh do like this on the aiready the
old men

People stop doing

‘Yeah, yeah

I'm con I'm a littie con F'm 2 litile confused here

Yeah, the people stop wo—

They stop working? or they?

Yeah

or they stop making things?
Yeah

For how long?

For uh three day.

For three days?

Yeah. Stop working and something.

Pa answered the teacher's questions affirmatively in lines #132 and *134. One
result was to profeng the conversation, which in iiself may be s means of promoting
communication. However, prolonging the conversation may result in miscommunication if

the student is unwilling to question the teacher's reformulations. The student may not have

12
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thought it was important to correct the teacher, or may have considered it impolite to

correct her or may actually have misunderstood her. .

Discourse Strategies Which May Have Promoted Miscommuanication

The teacher used four discourse strategies thai may have inadvertently led i
ﬁliscommunicat.ion: 1) backchanneling designed to indicate her comprehension in
instances where the teacher actuaily did not understand the student, but thought that ske
had; 2) backchaaneling to continue the conversation when the teacher did not understand
the student; 3) alternative questions; 4) an interruption.

Confusing Backchanneling: Backchanneling devices used in teacher-student
interaction do not atways indicate comprehension !% Backchanneling can be used in three
different situations: 1) when a teacher fas undersiced the student and is signaling
comprehension; 2) when 2 teacher thinks he or she has snderstood the student but has ace,
(“assumed communication”) and signals comprehension; 3) when 8 teacher signals for the
student o continue whether or not he or she has vadersiood, They may be designed to

Serve as encouragement to the student to coptinue.

| The teacher's frequent use of backchaanel signals lite "Mmmm*, “Mum hum" and "Uk
huh® may have led the student to think thai she had understood him. However, the Hmong
speaker’s telgraphic speech which often resulted in incoherence intra gad
intersententially meant that during the evsivalion his descripions were not always
comprehensible: ie., there was insufficient discourse cempetence (Savignon, 1984). (see
Appendix A)

Alternative Questions: The conversation teacher asked the student six alternative
questions (“or-questiops”), which according o Hatch {1983) are a characteristic of
foreigner talk.

13



Lixe backchanneling, alisrnsiiv: guestions may serve en interactive fuection and
thus promote convarsativn if thsy sucosad in sliciling speaech. However, it is possibie for
the student 1o uaderstand only cne alteraative or possibly neither alternative. 17

The following quotaticn fusnciioned by “forciag” the students to choose an answer
even when neither of the alizraatives posed were correct.

133. teacher: You don't eat anything sr you just ea vegeiables?
As seea from the datas, aiiama&ive questions continue miscomprehension if the choices
themselves are incorrect. The teacher asked the student o answer alternative questions
and then repeated his uiterances whesn she did not understand,

Perh#ps if the teacher had asked more "wh-questions” the possibility for
communication would have iacrsased, For example, If the teacher had asked the student in
line 167 "What de you do?” or "¥hat do you eat? {during the three days of the holiday)
instead of “You stop eating? mors detzilz might have been obtained and perhaps
ctommunication wenld havs r@mﬁ%ﬂ. The student might have replied "Ve prepare food for
the holiday. We don't eat it vatil then " Iastead Pe used the referent “thal” which the
teacher did not understood due 1o phonslogicel reasens.

The Teacher's Interruption: The teacher intersupted the student once, as seen in Lhe
following example:

130. student: Yeah, the people stop wo-
131. teacher: They stop working? or they
132. student: Yealh

133. teacher: or they stop making things?
134. student: Yeah

There is no guarantes thas the siudent noderstood the teacher or that if the teacher
had not interrupied him in line #130 that Ris speech would have been comprehensibie.

The teacher is a highiy proficient sad experienced TESUL professional. Yet, as can be
seen, the comprehension of 2 second laaguage learner's speach is a difficult task. The

above discourse strategies may have boen desizasd 1o provide direction and su pport to the

student and the teacher's desire to understsad the gudent's sgeech.

far
1.8
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OF A MISCOMMUNICATION—"FAST (B

The following emﬁi@ illvsirstes many of the discourse sirategies given above. At this
point, Pa istrying to explain 2 Hmong eating cusiom of the New Year's celebration. But he
has trouble conveying the information. Note the clarification check in line #1239,

For, se on the, eh Janvary first

120. student:
122. student: Until fanuary thirch, three day
123. teacher: Mum hum
124. student: so we..don't touch anything, doa't eat green vegetable, don't
my English I ao xxx [5ro] (blow) so that you know um [bro] the
fire?, [bro] like {pantomimes blowing motion).
125: teacher: Oh, blow or the fire. Yeah
126. student: Th;y don’t have even whose uh do like this on the already the
old men.
127 teacher: People stop doing
128. student: Yeah, yeabh
129. teacher: I'm con-I'm a little con-I'm
130, student: Yaah, the peapls stop wo-
131. teacher: They siop working? or they
132. studeat: Yeak
133. teacher: or they stop making things?
134. student: Yeab
133. teacher: For how long?
136. student: For vk three day
137. teacher; For three days?
138. student: yeah, stop working and semething. Eating eat for for the wood
(wu?] for the food (futs). (ie. gather ficewood to prepare food).
139. teacher: Uk huh
140. student: So we, stop ooh ul eat the green, like uh the green vegetable
14]. teacher: Uh huk !
142 student: (which are all) green. . {year?) take ‘em from-from the farmes,
from the garden (so). :
143 teacher: Uk huh. So they-
144. student: 8o they do (?) eat : :
143 teacher: S ;.hey prapare ahead of ume. They didn't they get ready
pefors.
146. studens: Yeah.
147. teacher: Now, iz thess three duys, you siop esting? No.
143. student: Stop eating des das food (=¥e doa't eat that food)
149. teacher: Oh,. 0.
130. student: After three days we can eat. So, alter three days thea we can
eat («Fa can eat that food).
131. teacher: Oh, then you can ect. It sounds like Leat, sort of
fto the rescarches).
152. JL: For three days they T2917? [10 the 12achey)
133. teacher: For three daya?
134 student: Yesk.
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