The interaciion imwediately following 102 sbove sequence litustrates the teacher's
alierpative question {line *133) which lnadvesrtanily forced the studeal to choose between

lines #138-154):

155. teacher: You don't eat anything or you just eat vogetables?

156. studeni: Neo, don't st vegeiables,

157 teacher: You don’t est..anvihing, you eal nathing?

158. student: Mo, only eat rice and mests and like that all the vegetables and

they don't eal.

139. teaches: OX. You eat rice and meat,

160. student: Yesh

161. teacher; but you don't eat vegetables,

162. student: Yeah

163. teacher: for ihree days

164. student: ¥eah and

163. teacher: QK.
Pa had trouble making slear to tha teachor the specific Hmong eating rituals. It may have
been the case that Pa was saying thut the Hmeng shetain from eating the food that they
prepare for the feast or that they don's 62l gresn vegelables during the celebra- tion.
There could also be othar siteraatives tha: are mot immediately apparent. Pa told the
teacher that the Hmong don't eat green vegeiahles {line #124). The teacher asked him “You
don't eat anything or you just eat vegeiahles? which showsd that she had not understood
his statement "Don’l est gresn vegeiabiss.” (line #124)

The teacher interrupted the studest by saving "0X." which possibly signaled that
- she had thought that she had vadersteod ihe student (line *263). The teacher showed a
number of different understandings of the siudent's parrative in lines *#138-183.

1. The Hmong stop eating for thres days.

2.The Hmong do not eal green vegeiabies for three days.
3. The Hmong eat rica and meat for thres davs.

Hoirever. as Weiastzin-She pointed out, {and as ker Hmong informant confirmed), the
Hmong do not fast d&sfﬁng their colebration, rather thay foast. The student explained that

the Hmong "Stop eating «lass «ags {102t} fthas} food S0, afior thrse days thes we can eat.”
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(line *#148) in response to the ieacher's question "For three days?” {line #133)
Miscommunication may have deen due to phonological reasons. It is probable thst the
student pronounced the word “that” as "das” {line *148). Thus, the voiced interdeatal.
fricative /th/ was voiced as the ajveolar stop /d/.

In reviewing the transcript, the teacher noted the point in the conversation where
she feels she began to misundersiand Pa. This occurred when she reformulated his
ulterances in line (#127):

127.teacher: People stop doing!8

from Pa's most immediate preceding statements "They don't have even whose uh do like
thison the already the oid men “(lins *125) and in line ®124 “So we...don't touch anything,
don't eat green vegetables, don't my English I no xxx..". The teacher interrupted the
student's explanation of what the Hmong “stop” doing or don't do during the three days
before the Emong New Year. The sudent had begun to say what was pessibly the word
"work” (wo), in “Yeah, tas peopie stop wo-" (lnme *131) dul was interrupted by the
teacher's alternative question:

.They St(;p working or they stop makiog things?

(line *131-133)

This question is an attempt at reformulating what the student had been in the process of
-sayiag.

The teacher posed the ides that the Hmong stop eating (line *147) and then quickiy
added a "No," as if saying that she did ast believe it Pa’s use of 8 trapsitive form of the
verb “to eat” (“So after three days thea we can eaL” {ine *150) without specifying an objec:
apparently confirmed for the teacher thag the Hmong do not eat for three days. This is why
she said to the researcher in the following line thay it reminded her of Lent (when some
people fast) 19

After the teacher mentioned to the researcher the simiiarity that she saw hetween
Lent and the Hmong New Year celebration pregarations, the researcher asked “For three
days they fast?” (line #152) to which ;ha teacher questionsd the student “For three days?”

i7



(line #153). He mipht have vadersieed the gussiion 1o meas whelher the preperations take
-mrea days and respoaded aifirmalively in £2sp0nse,

Instesd of asking Pa “Whers do the people 83 this parly drink? the teacher supplied
the answers for him in ihe form of & yes/no questisn. She thus established a series of
"check- points” {comprehensicn chscks) by reststing Pa's answers (o determine if her
comprehension of the studenl's spesch wes accuraie. By "checkpeint” I mean the use of
short answers sald wiaﬁ aa sloy intonatios whick indicated the speaker's willingness to be

contradicied, For example:

166. studeni:

167, toachar:
168, studeni:
169, teachse:
170, student:

171. teacher:
172. studeat:

173. teacher:
174, student:

17%. teachar;

The um et rice with va water variver and some some
things. That's i we doa’t eat with the waler and
with the like 3 50da w2 don’teat only thres

days. If you wanl 1o deink or for um partiesum in
the pesty we have

Uty s

but afier parly on Ravary first

Mum hum

sp Wy don't Bays to s for the panty if o

bost mave the party 1o the o they don'i drink

for the party.

Mum hus

If vou want to drink, so you wani to um..you get
up from the perty and 4w go to drink,

0%, 7ou go semewhore cise and drink,

veal, afies finish then um afler you drink «fas
2503 come back waxx {obscure) and have party.
How now the people who are i this party

176, siydent: Yeah : ‘

177. teacher: D'm 2 138802 Jost hiare § ol io 2l you. The
seopis i3 this pariy are salla g rica.

178, student: Yesh

179. ieacher: aad mesd

180 stndent: Yaah

181, teachar:

132, sigdeny;

183 teachesr:

134, sindest

183, teachsr:

186, studenl

bug if they wan) sofwtAing b drink.. they 8o
spmewhere Giflorent?

Yenkh

ke a drink

yean

end then come back?

Yeah

In the exchzngs displzyed above {linss 188~ 138), Pa sules 1ba the people who are
atiending ths cslebration lesye s oy v 4rink. The teacher reaflfirms this with a
declarstive statomens t6 which Pa rosponds sifirmaiiyely, Yei, in Hines 175 through

o
e
L]
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186 the teacher double-checked cnce 2gain by asking comprehension checks ascertain hep
understanding of what the sident had said, '

FINDINGS
Six lindings are suggested by this study:

1) Teachers who sdminister oral evaluations are placed into the dual role of
interiocutor/facilitator.

2) The teacher's use of the interactional modifications-clarification checks,
confirmation checks and comprehension checks may have promoted communication.

3) The teacher’s use of a topic which was not familiar to her and her use of confusing
backchanneling promoted fluency (coatinucus speech production) but not a successfyl
exchange of information.

4) Communication may have beesn impeded by lack of shared knowledge among the
.interlocutors due to the nature of ths task, severa! of the teacher's discourse stralegies and
the student's nonnative uce of phonslogy and lexis,

3) This study confirms the apparent lack of clarity and consistency in teacher-feedback
noted by Long in 1977 with regard to the use of backchannsling.

6) A dynamic exists between the interlocutors’ desire to maintain flueacy of speoch and
the nonnative speaker's abitity to produce grammatically correct sentences with
appropriate lexical choices.

Language learning is belisved by many second languvage acquisition researchers
tobea process of hypothesis-testing, hypothesis confirmation and rule-modification. With
regard to these procssces, second iangusge learnesrs depend op learning the
communicative success of their interaction with interiocutors. This is in accordeace with
the important role that knowledge of resulis plays in language learning.

Pa’s teacher ofien asked for clarification and expressed a Iack of understanding of
what Pa had said. Her double rele of interiocuior/facilitator required her to participaie
fully in the conversation and also io enccurage Fs in his atempts 1o converse. Yet if she
had terminated the conversation at the points where she did not understand she might not

have been considered a goed interiocutor.
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Althsugh conversation feachers 40 ot wazsl 1o break the flow of coaversation,
students need lo koo whan thers i3 2 summunication breakdvwn. IF the teachsr were

evaluale fully the student's speach for factual aceuracy she would be required to “stall” the

evaluation ai points I which she was dublous of compraliension. Then she would have to
verify meaning through sither 22 interprater or through Wms 1aking measuremanis such
as enaciment o, During ap oral evalvation this is 4ifficslt 1o accomplish when there
o0ccur many commugnication breakdowas, detectad saad undetected.

The teacher's assessmant of 1he student’s proficieacy was limited due to the topic of
the evaluation which was loc advanced and thus emphasized fluency rather than accurate
exchange of content. Oral evaluations of advanced second language learners speech might
- profitably isclude wopics which requirs sharsd cultural schemata between teacher and

studeat. This strategy would chalienge the sudent's knowledge of the pragmatic rules of
second language wse. The mesulis mighd orove valuable ss iafor- mation regarding
techriques of assesslog pragematic rules of language ase Fithout shared culiural schemata
The teacher's vee of back-channsiing snd the swdent's and teacher's efforts to
maintain & coherent conversation, ofien guve the impressicn thal communication had
taken place whea in fact it had not. Although ihe teacher was consistent in her attempts to
-encourage the sivdent's efforis (0 converse in English, 1he sivdent would 086 doubt be

 discouraged if he wors io know the full exiens of his falurs to communicase 20

CONCLUBION
The eral sssesament of students’ proficiency in 3 second langurge is multifaceted.
Several challenges exist for TESCL ¢onvarsation teachars in assessiag the proficiency of
second language learners during oral svaiuations: 1) prometing accurste exchapge of
information 2) eacovraging oageing fluent conTorsstion, ) informing students of the
communicalive success ¢f the interaciion w further their progress in the second isaguage

learning nrocess,
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The examination of the role that the teacher's discourse Sirategies played in
proinoting communicalion betweén ieacher and student revealed that the interactipnal
modifications- clarification checks, confirmation checks sad éomprehension checks- may
have promoted communication. The use of confusing back-channeling, alternative
questions and an interruption may have promoted miscommunication. TESOL teachers
might investigate for themseives whether indeed the above discourse siraiegies promote or
impede communication. 7

The analysis of detected and undetected misunderstandings and instances of
noacommunication can serve a multitude of purposes with regard o the assessment of
second language proficiency and the role discourse strategies play in communi- cation
between student and teacher. The identification and quaniification of misunderstandings
will prove helpfu! in determining the exteat to Which speskers miscommunicate.

Suggestions for further research in assessing sivdeni-teacher interaction inciude
the following questions regarding discourse sirategies: How does the student interpret the
teacher’s response of "Mm@.m". "Mum huh” and "Ub huh”, e.g. involvement,
encouragement or comprehension? How do the student and ieacher determine if each
other understands his or her speech? Which discourse strategies minimize
misunderstandings? What is the ideai ratio in the classroom for openended vs. alternative
questions?

| It is not yet clear how extensiveiy sach discourse Stralegy shouid be used to promote
interaction and hopefully, communication. whm is the role of visual cues with regard to
discourse strategies? Videotapéd oral evaluations might provide valuabie information
regarding the paralinguistic variable that accompanies miscommunication. How would the
findings of this study compare with those found in a large scale quantitative examination
of the discourse strategies of interlocutors during az oral evaluation?

21
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Clifford 1982; Swain 198%) that learnars pain opn
capacity in the sscond lap guags if demands are plages
interlanguage systom so that they can maks Lhair inil
meapingful to thelir interiscutors.”

3 Canale {1983) notes tha: "as poiated oul by Haley (1963) and elsers, such information
[which is trapsmitted in interaction] is pever poimanzally worzed out nor fized but is
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pr'mciples results in 3 communicativs siratagy ¥hich makes u p sivie. Conversely,
conversational siyle resulis from habitval usa of linguistic devices motiveied by these
overall strategies.

12 1t is widely acknowledged that interiocutors may share similar but limited goals. Some
of the general goals of conversation include: (1) an exchange of information, {2) the
maintenance of social boads of friapdship, kinship, (3) the negotiztion of statuses and
roles (4) decisions and joint action. Most of these are not the goals of “conversation
teachers” in evaluating studnet: {2) and {4) are barely present and ({) can be quite limited
as well, '

13 Higgs and Cliffard (1982) note "The question of how weil one must perform in order to
communicate successfuily continues to be & maiter of serioys debate, but it appears that no
one has asked why there should be such vigorous differences of cpinion in this area. One
reason may be that the discussants are working with restricted ranges of fanguage
proficiency and often base their opinions on totally different communicative tasks.”

14 An important variable in the miscommunications thas sccurred may have been whether
the student was aware of how litile the teacher ksew about his culivre. Atthe end of the
evaluation (line 372-373) after the misunderstanding regarding the food, the teacher said
that "all this was new to me " An important question to be ssked would be whether the

student was aware of thiz before the stert of the evalvation.

15 The method of retrospective saalysis is useful bul ot times is insufficient because of the
unreliability of recaiied data.

16 The utterances "Ut huh” and “Mman” havs basp labelad a3 “asseniterms” (Schagloff,
1968 p. 109), “feedback itsms™ (Dittman and Lizwellyn, 1962, p_30), “backchannel cues”
(Yagve, 1970, p. 563, "verbal reinforcers” and “racognition responses” RRosenfeild, 1973,
P.67), "short utterances’ {Kendon, 1967), “iying terms” {Sacks, lecture 22, p. 111, 16/10/677
aad "underlining sthers” {T. Labov, 1989, g. 19735

These discourse strategies will continus io be referrad o a8 "backchanneling devices™.
17 A further disadvantage of alternative questions is that the studest may choose a one
word answer which may lead to 4 termization of the subiect under discussion.

13 Weinstein-Shr posits that it is likely that Pa used the word "Slop” 1o mean “don't” ("We
don’t eat that food") in response o the teacher's questicn "How in these three days, you stap
eating?, No." (line 147). This would mean ihat the siudent meant o say that the Hmong de
ot eat the food that they are preparing for the three duy celebration and not that they
fasst for three days. ‘

Weinstein-Shr further hypothesizes that the teacher's repeated use of the verb “stop” in
lines 127, 131 and 133 influenced the studsal 1o use the word “siop” in the sentences “So we,
stop ook uh eat the gree, fike uh the green vegeiabie (line 140) 2nd in the sentence “Stap
eating «as> «das: (that) fuod.” {line 140).

19 What is net knowa is the elfect of the teacher's comment 1o the reseasrcher on the
student's understanding of English. It is possible 1hat the studeat may have become more
sensitive to the presence of the researcher than he would havz besn befcre the teacher's
remark to the researcher. Pa might have become hesitant io Clarify any

misunderstandings (and thus suffer even greater doss of “face” ) in front of a third party.
20 The student does not know the resnlis of this ressarch. Bowever, the teacher's
familiarity with the study is evident throughoui ihe paper. Dus w the study's findings. the
teacher altered her speech in the classroom by using less alternative questions, more wh-

questions and loss inlerruptions.



The student was act abls to euplain why tha
New Year cel _

285. weacher

324. studeni:

APPEMDIL A ,
shreliog,

Do vou know why . ihe-the
because the mest and the r

¥ don't eal vegetables at this time? Is it
ice wrs 5o goed? Or? Do you know the reason?

236. student: Yes, umai..] don't know whers bul m7 mother and
father they told ma so um sal v gresn vegotabla,
287. teacher: Um hus
288. studeni: So, in my couniry they wers farmer.
289, teacher: Um bhum
Z90. student: So, if you eat em green vegetabls. 5o when vou..grow the rice, right?
291. teacher: Um hum
292, student: You grow the rice and um grow ihe corn and everything,
293. teacher: Uh hum
294. student: you grow oa the farm.
295. teacher: Um hum :
296, student: They sav something. Eat if y8 in the new year and in the holiday xxx 0n
the threoe day. )
297. teacher: Uk ham
298. student: in the new year. Sa Vi el Uik green vegets- vegelable So vou have
usmsmayhe in vour farms vou haveuma farge slass re thag,
299. teacher: grass?
300. studeni; Yean
301. teacher: U bum
302. student: & large gross and some.. um 2 #rass grass shopper, right? They cus it
303. teacher: They cut the grassuh huk.
304. student: They cut it and rice andun everyihing. 0h we grow in the farm.
305. teacher: Um hum
306. student: So they um they don't have o ea,
307. teacher: Uh hum
308, student: Soms if vou if vou eat that in your farm some, mavbe do like that thea
isdy um old men so they 58y is Lrve. So becagse | zeen before.
309. teacker: Uh hum
310. student: If you don't belisve s vou 22t righi? Then when you grow the rice b the
farm
311 teacher: Uk hum
312. student: So vor havs a 8 b0t monsh. So than sacEih
3i3. teacher: 7
314, student: ke s dead in this muth mouth the um in the tovta (house) in
313. teacher: mice?
31é. student: Yeah
317, teachesr: li-little animale? '
313, student: Yeakh, the animais. And they cvithe riceand gveryibing so..4a the farm.
319. tzacher: U hum
320. student: They have
32, teacher: Mmm
322. swydent: many mary hing.
323. teacher: Thi-thiskindof s lhing? Um wlraws picturs of 3 2ouses
Yean? Heh

o
sdin

Hmong do nol ent 3reon vegelables during the
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323. teacher: a mouse?

326. student: yeah

327 teacher: 0.

328. student: and aad the grey supper. A fot of they cut it rice and the corn um
something else vm young (?) grow in the farm.

329 teachor: Um hum

~ 330. student: They say that sort of uh old lady and old young old men say that they don't
give enough people to eat the green vagetable.

331. teacher: Um hum

332. student: so that was...maybe um they make up from the China bacauss um they

333. teacher: You think it might of come this idea ‘

334. student: yeah

333. teacher: came from China?

336. student: yeah. Maybe um three..in the order (older?) or uh (laugh)

337. teacher: Um hum

338. student: or the lie or the month before,

339. teacher: Um hum

340. student: they do from

23



The Teacher"s Use of Comprahension Checks

391. teacher:

392. student:

393. teacher:

354, studani:

395. teacher;

396. student:

397. teacher:

328, student:

399. teacher:

400. studeant;

401. teacher:

0.K. I wiil 2ee you on Friday morning.
Friday morning?
;{es, we havestestinB
O
Sams room,
oK.
same time. Nine o'clock,
0k
Oa Friday morning
00X

T'li sze vou Friday morning Q.E.?

402, student: QK

403. teacher:

404, student:

405. teacher:

406, student:
7. L
408. student:

409, teackher:

410, stiident:

411, teacher:

Just be about an hour, 0E.7
0K

aliright, 1ake care.

Bye-Byz, Thank you

fake cars. Good luck.

0X. Bya

5—%@; oumber —-, Remamber that,
Allright (lavgh)

26
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