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The Evolution of the Conversation Consultation


Communication Centers often focus on supporting students communicative competencies in public speaking scenarios through targeted feedback in simulated practice sessions.  Some communication centers have expanded this focus to include support for nonnative English speakers.  Armed with research on the value of conversation in language acquisition, the University Speaking Center at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro has incorporated peer mentoring of nonnative English speakers into its offered services.  



Conversation consultations at the Speaking Center have evolved over time through a collaborative process with student staff, Interlink instructors, and nonnative speakers in efforts to be both effective and responsive to those who we seek to support.  Though at times challenges and missteps have forced changes to the consultation process, the motivation to support speakers in their ongoing process of becoming more confident and competent oral communicators has allowed for the development of a multifaceted model of service for nonnative English speakers at each level of language acquisition.
Purpose of Speaking Centers


Speaking Centers and Communication Centers serve as a way to enhance the opportunities for pursuing speaking proficiency (Hobgood, 2000) as society is placing an increased importance on communication skills and their vital role in the workplace, politics, and everyday life. This new importance on the field of communication has prompted campuses to create communication centers in order to promote more well-rounded graduates (Lee Yook, 2006). Speaking centers were created to support the communication across the curriculum programs to give support for oral communication activities and assignments but were usually done so with little money, small facility space, and outdated equipment primarily due to the relative newness of these centers (Preston, 2006). McCracken (2006) points out that in recent years, the call for assessment of student learning in higher education has provided the momentum for developing new approaches to the creation of communication centers with more ambitious goals.
Communication centers usually offer services (consultations) through peer tutors who are trained to listen to assignment requirements and the needs of the students coming in for assistance, and to provide targeted feedback for improvement during simulated speaking practice sessions (Lee Yook, 2006). As seen with the Moore School’s Center for Business Communication (CBC), some communication centers even provide language support for nonnative English speakers and communication workshops for in-class use (Thomas, 2005) in addition to the public speaking consultations. Communication centers are designed to help students develop their oral communication skills irrespective of their major or college as basic speaking skills are necessary in any field.  Morreale, Shockley-Zalabak, & Whitney (1993) believe that the communication discipline is of central importance to the academic experience of all students as it can facilitate the development of students’ higher intellectual processes and critical thinking skills.      
Listening as a vital skill


Helsel and Hogg (2006) conducted a nationwide survey to discuss speaking centers across the country. The results from the survey indicated that instruction in listening through speaking centers is lacking. This survey was not alone in its findings about listening. McCracken (2006) reveals that listening skills are almost wholly absent in communication centers despite the nearly universal agreement that effective listening skills are critical in people’s everyday lives. Three main listening issues need to be addressed in order to create a more successful communication center:

· Few requests for listening services

· Disconnect between the official recognition of the importance of listening

· Speaking is naturally emphasized over listening because speaking is measurable
The issues that McCracken points out about listening are a major obstacle for communication centers. In an assessment of how well the communication center is doing its job across campuses, Lee Yook (2006) found that a point of focus for many institutions of higher learning is that listening is central to assessing the communication center’s work at various levels. Listening is vital to the work of the communication center as it is not only central in the daily consultation process, but it also measures how well we are doing in our work of listening to our clients messages. Therefore, we need to continually focus on training our staff on listening skills and to keep listening to the messages by our clientele.
Challenges centers face: Listening leads the way
As with any organization, challenges will be present and communication centers are no exception. Communication problems from a design stance are found in the gap between normative commitments about what communication ought to be and what communication is. Aakhus (2007) states that a central question that people face from a design perspective is how to make communication possible that was once difficult, impossible, or unimagined and how to create a relationship between interaction and communication. The role of a speaking center can be used to help bridge this gap but often it is combated with skepticism; particularly from faculty outside the communication discipline. Faculty members in some departments are doubtful about the knowledge of subject matter outside the realm of speech communication (Hobgood, 2000) and therefore may be somewhat resistant to bring their students to the center or recommend their services. Thomas (2005) and Hobgood (2000) recognize that this skepticism from faculty can often spill over into the student population where students are offered help from a communication center or advised to get help from them but may not necessarily take advantage of it. They both identify that in order to best serve the academic community a communication center must have support from faculty across all academic disciplines.
Conversation for Communicative Competence

A great amount of scholarship has been devoted to examining the role of interpersonal communication in second language acquisition (SLA).  Vygostsky’s (1978) social learning theory serves as a basis for understanding how interaction affects learning.  Centered on the idea that humans learn through interaction, social learning theory asserts that individual learners cannot be understood without also examining the social world in which they live, suggesting that higher-order functions develop from social interactions.  In application to SLA, interaction serves as an important tool for acquiring and understanding the many facets of a new language.  Ellis (1984) proposes that interaction provides means for learners to contextualize new vocabulary, apply grammatical structures, and practice discourse patterns.  As an interactive tool, conversation provides a significant interactive setting for English language learners (ELLs).

 
According to Canale and Swain’s (1980) model of communicative competence, an individual’s language capabilities can be classified into three chief components:

· grammatical competence (vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation)

· sociolinguistic competence (rules for using language appropriately)

· strategic competence (verbal and nonverbal strategies used in compensation with communication breakdown)

Conversation has the potential for engaging ELLs in all three communicative competencies. First, conversation provides an environment for applying, practicing, and attaining grammatical competence. According to Brown (2001), appropriate grammar focusing techniques (1) are embedded in meaningful, communicative contexts, (2) contribute positively to communicative goals, (3) promote accuracy within fluent, communicative language, (4) do not overwhelm students with linguistic terminology, and (5) are as lively and intrinsically motivating as possible.  Conversation possesses the potential applicability of any or all five techniques.


In addition to grammatical competence, conversation provides the means for sociolinguistic competence, which Canale and Swain (1980) divide into two subcategories: discourse competence (understanding the rules governing cohesion and coherence) and sociocultural competence (understanding the relation of language to specific contexts). Regarding conversation's role in discourse competence, Pica (1994) claims that interaction creates the opportunity to negotiate, which in turn provides language learners with increased chances to acquire target discourse conventions and practice higher level communicative skills. Conversation also provides an ideal environment for the use of sociocultural attributes.  Conversation calls for engagement in the following sociolinguistic competencies: turn taking, turn organization, sequence organization, word usage/selection, and repair (Schegloff, Koshik, Jacoby, & Olsher, 2002). 


Along with the many verbal sociocultural competencies exercised in conversation practice, the conversation setting allows for the application of numerous nonverbal, sociocultural competencies.  With regard to the significance of nonverbals, Churchill, Okada, Nishino, & Atkinson (2010) explain that language is “produced through the highly socialized, highly skilled use of our bodies” to produce meaning, and that furthermore “it is the whole human ecology in which language is embedded and by virtue of which it makes sense” (p. 249).  They extend this explanation to include the following components: nonlinguistic embodied modes of semiosis such as gesture, eye contact, facial expression, silence, and body movement/orientation; cultural artifacts such as clothing, computers, grammar worksheets, and science; cultural locations such as classrooms and offices, participation frameworks and situated activity systems such as tutoring sessions, classrooms, family configurations, and workplace relations (p. 249). Conversation provides the components of location and frameworks in their settings, and commonly incorporates and/or relies on the use of nonlinguistic modes communication, such as eye contact and gesture, to increase the clarity of the messages being sent.


Finally, conversation offers opportunities for increasing strategic competence. Repair, or correction, is a common occurrence during conversations involving at least one nonnative speaker (NNS). Informal conversation practice allows ELLs to engage in ‘’organization of repair,’’ which refers to “practices for interrupting the ongoing course of action to deal with problems in speaking, hearing, and/or understanding the talk” (Schegloff, 1997, 2007; Schegloff et al.,1977). There are two forms of conversational repair: self-initiated repair, which is initiated by the speaker of the trouble source, and other-initiated repair, which is initiated by someone other than the speaker of the trouble source (Seo & Koshik, 2010).  Several types of errors necessitate repair during native speaker-nonnative speaker (NS-NNS) conversations.  Most prominent are word choice errors, syntactic errors, factual errors, and discourse errors, which include inappropriate openings and closings of a conversation, inappropriate refusals, incorrect topic nominations or switches, and pauses (Chun, Day, Chenoweth, & Luppescu, 1982).  As a result, NNS students typically engage in repair by means of restatement, clarification, and confirmation of information (Long 1985, 1996; Pica 1994; Foster and Ohta 2005).


As a whole, conversation provides an effective means for ELLs to acquire all three communicative competencies, rather than solely learn them.  Acquisition, which occurs subconsciously, is motivated by a focus on communication, whereas learning is motivated by a focus on form and results in metalinguistic knowledge (Nagle & Sanders, 1986).  The goal of informal approaches such as conversation is acquisition, achieved through engaging ELLs in the process of “actual communication by emphasizing the use of language as a means to some behavioral end” (Ellis, 1982, p. 80). Conversation offers an informal environment where ELLs face ‘real life’ communicative situations, such as greetings and closures, comparisons, problem-solving, and informal debate. Swain (1995) argues that interaction gives ELLS opportunities to command the elements of the new language and apply them, providing chances for using these elements freely and unconsciously.

Significance of Peer Conversation

Much research has recently been devoted to examining the significance of peer interaction.  Literature in SLA and educational psychology advocates that student–student interactions are both quantitatively and qualitatively different from teacher–student interactions.  In particular, studies have shown that in peer groups, interaction tends to be associated with sense making, meaning negotiating, and joint problem solving activities, and no specific member of the group is responsible for the control and direction of interaction (Mercer 1996; Gillies 2006). Thus, the opportunities for substantive conversation appear to be greater in small peer groups than in teacher-controlled class discussions (Zhengdong, Davison, and Hamp-Lyons, 2008).


In situations where peers share roughly equal status and responsibility for the conversation, the talk which ensues can be freed from the limited type of question–answer series. In an educational setting, it also becomes the responsibility of the group to move the discussion forward, but to do so in ways compatible with the educational requirements of the task. Thus, peer group classroom talk is like everyday talk in that it is collaboratively managed, but like institutional talk in its institutional aim (Fisher,1997, 39).

Significance of Peer NS-NNS Interaction

Just as student–student interactions are different from student–teacher interactions, NS-NNS conversations offer significant differences from NNS-NNS conversations. Sociocultural theory tells us that learners have the ability to internalize new linguistic knowledge by imitating expressions of an ‘expert’ to create their own utterances (Sasaki & Takeuchi, 2010).  Furthermore, the language learner’s progress depends upon the input; specifically, ELLs can learn more from more comprehensible input (Krashen, 1981; 1985).  Thus, native speakers provide more opportunities for learning as they offer essentially ‘expert’ input.


Tutoring is an effective way to help meet the needs of ELLs at the university level (Healy & Bosher, 1992).  When working with NS tutors, NNS students have the opportunity for ‘language socialization’, which they would not have in an NNS-NNS environment. Language socialization refers to “the process by which novices or newcomers in a community or culture gain communicative competence, membership, and legitimacy in the group” (Duff, 2007, p. 310). In an NS-NNS tutoring session, the ‘novice’ is the ELL, while the ‘group’ is the culture that the tutor represents. The process of language socialization is mediated by language, with the goal of mastering linguistic conventions, pragmatics, the adoption of appropriate identities, stances or ideologies, and other behaviors associated with the target group and its normative practices (Duff, 2007, p. 310). Tutoring provides a space for ELLs to engage in routine NS-NNS interaction.  One of the key tenets of language socialization is that “social interaction contextualized within particular routine activities is a crucial aspect of cultivating communicative competence in one’s first or additional languages” (Duff, 2007, p. 311). 


In addition to opportunity for socialized acquisition, much of the significance of NS-NNS tutoring lies in the tutoring dimension itself.  When tutors work closely and collaboratively with students, barriers between those who have knowledge/power and those without begin to break down, especially with tutors increasingly turning over control of the conference to the tutees themselves (Nelson, 1991). Due to cultural issues, this power-related benefit of one-on-one tutoring is especially significant for cultural reasons.  For instance, many ELLs from Asian countries are often hesitant to speak up in class, because doing so in their countries are considered disrespectful to the teacher (Healy & Bosher, 1992).  Thus, tutoring provides a space for crucial language engagement in which many students may not otherwise take part.

Conversation Consultations at the University Speaking Center

The University of North Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG) hosts one of the three Interlink Language Centers in the United States.  The program offers intensive English instruction, cultural orientation, and academic preparation for members of the international community who plan to seek undergraduate and graduate programs at American universities.  Students progress through the program by means of modules based on communication skill (CS) level and reading and writing skill (RS) level.  Students enter the program from all over the world and come from a diverse array of social and familial backgrounds.

Communication Across the Curriculum (CAC) is a cross-departmental program at UNCG founded by Joyce Ferguson whose purpose according to its website is to promote “academic excellence, student development, and excellence in teaching” (2012).  In accordance with its goal to “improve the communication skills of our students,” CAC opened the University Speaking Center in 2002.  The University Speaking Center provides services such as one-on-one tutoring and instructional workshops to aid students, faculty, employees, and members of the Greensboro community in development of their oral communication confidence and competence.  In addition to assistance in the arena of traditional public speaking, the University Speaking Center provides conversation practice to nonnative speakers of the Interlink program.

Initially, the Conversation Consultation program at the University Speaking Center was loosely structured.  Interlink students would meet with Speaking Center Consultants for thirty minutes at a time to provide time for students to practice speaking English with native speakers.  Those initial consultations generally consisted of the consultant first asking if the Interlink students had a preference for conversation focus.  Occasionally, students would have projects for their coursework for which they were seeking either assistance or practice.  Sometimes, students would request information on practical matters such as where to get a haircut, good placed to eat, and traversing the city.  More often, however, consultants were left to ask questions of the students with regard to descriptions of their home country and culture.  This led to a common Interlink student complaint that they were having similar conversations over and over again.  

Adding to repetitiveness of the conversations was a disconnect of what the mission and capacity of the University Speaking Center and what the Interlink students felt was the determined point of the consultations.  Often students were seeking assistance with grammar, pronunciation, and accent reduction.  These skills, however, were not the focus of these peer-to-peer consultations.  The purpose of these consultations was to engage nonnative speakers in conversation to provide a nonacademic area to increase confidence in speaking in English.  Criticism of the quality of the students’ speech changes the dynamic of power in the conversations where the consultants were no longer peers, but an authority.



Armed with feedback from the Interlink students, members of the University Speaking Center and faculty from the Interlink program met in the fall semester of 2009 and discussed ways in which the conversation consultation program could be improved.  In order to reduce confusion with the students with regard to consultation expectations, the University Speaking Center crafted informative welcome letters for each student and began performing orientation presentations prior to the students’ first consultation.  Both emphasize the purpose of the conversations as a compliment to the program to provide an opportunity to engage with native speakers in a conversation to enhance confidence in English speaking.  In addition, the orientations emphasize the idea of the center as a refuge to discuss openly the differences and difficulties Interlink students confront in the cultural environment of Greensboro.  

With our purpose more clearly articulated, changes to the conversation consultations evolved through an emphasis on providing individual focus for the consultations.  Specialized tip sheets were created to expand consultants’ discussion building openings.  Though the consultant’s first priority is to have conversations of choice to the speaker, as previously discussed, often Interlink students enter the Speaking Center without a specific direction of interest in conversation.  The tip sheets were designed to be an additional tool for the consultants when not provided guidance by the speaker.  One tip sheet includes over thirty-five suggested conversation starters which encourage the Interlink students to share their perspectives on a broader swath of interest areas.  Topics include expressing dreams and goals, experiences in childhood, and people they admire.  


The conversation starter tip sheet provides greater subject matter to initiate conversation; however, several tip sheets focus specifically on the experiences of Interlink students.  The first focuses on guiding the speaker to create strategies for asking for clarification when having difficulty in understanding an English speaker.  Another focuses on nonverbal behaviors such as eye contact in respect to both the speaker and consultant’s cultures.  As many of the international students face uncertainty in interactions outside their culture, a tip sheet was geared toward reducing anxiety when interacting with new people.  The guide specifies to consultants that conversations should revolve around appropriate reactions both in the speaker’s culture and in American culture.  Sample questions include: 
· How important are “first impressions” to you?

· What are some good things to ask someone you just met?
· What are some things you should not ask someone you just met?


The introduction of these tip sheets allowed for a greater engagement and culture sharing than had previously been evident in conversation consultations.  In addition to their import for the speaker interaction, the tip sheets provided a more concrete structure for the consultants.  Though their use increased the satisfaction of both speakers and consultants, criticism that the conversations could repeat themselves as speakers visited a variety of consultants remained.

In the Fall semester of 2010, the University Speaking Center instituted a new speaker tracking program to ensure that conversations were evolving rather than repeating.   A file was created for each Interlink student which contained a conversation tracking form.  The form included spaces for topics discussed, goals for the next visit, and the purpose of the consultation.  In addition, the forms were differentiated by CS Level and Interlink Program goals for communication.  Though the forms assisted in the development of conservations for an individual, they also brought a new consciousness to the consultants.  Each time a consultant had a conversation consultation, they could prepare for the skill level of the individual speaker.  This recognition of different competence levels led to several changes to cater specifically to the needs of the speakers.


For example, students at levels CS1 and CS2 are still mastering simple language and dialogues.  With that frame in mind, the staff began to recognize consistent difficulties of students at these levels.  One hurdle was the feedback survey all speakers are asked to complete at the end of their consultations.  The University Speaking Center asks all speakers to complete a survey via an online survey at the end of each consultation.  Typically, the consultant will complete some demographic information and the speaker will answer both quantitative and qualitative questions regarding their visit.  However, students at CS1 and CS2 were struggling to complete the surveys.  As a result, an alternative paper feedback form was created which simplified the language of the questions and included the use of emoticons for quantitative questions.  The use of these surveys reduced the time students required to complete and lessened speaker anxiety.

Students at CS3 and CS4 have a broader grasp of the language and are delving into more abstract notions in their English communication.  As students progress through these levels, the conversations take a far less academic tone.  Often these conversations are more natural and culture exchange is more organic.  Students are more confident in both their skills and their place in the city.  For this reason, the University Speaking Center has added “Coffee Talk” sessions in addition to the traditional consultation.  This allows for larger groups of native and nonnative speakers to engage in a nonacademic atmosphere.  These activities allow for Interlink students to experience the normative practices of native speakers in natural environments.  

CS5 students are engaging in mastering comprehension of academic lectures and college level presentations.  These consultations may take the form of native speaker consultations which focus on traditional public speaking skills.  In addition, the University Speaking Center created a workshop program to assist CS5 students in performing a mock trial requirement for the Interlink program.  In order to continue challenging the Interlink students and prepare them for attending an American university, the Speaking Center will be implementing high level conversation tip sheets in the Fall of 2012.  These tip sheets incorporate Communication Theory with conversation communication needs of Interlink students.  Topics include immediacy, attribution and uncertainty and include briefs on academic writings following by discussing questions on the topic.  
Feedback


Since the implementation of a tracking system that allows for the evolution of conversation that recognizes students as individuals at a variety of skill levels, feedback from Interlink students has steadily improved.  The University Speaking Center no longer received criticism that the conversations repeat.  As the focus has moved to diversifying conversation dynamics, feedback on the level of perceived help has improved.  During the 2010-2011 academic year, 97% of the Interlink students felt their conversation consultations were helpful.  Thus far in the 2011-2012 academic year, that rating increased to 98.7%.

Though the quantitative data is impressive, the qualitative responses were far more telling.  In response to the request for the most important thing learned, the responses range in topics from American past times and TV shows, to learning new vocabulary to social norms such as “American women don’t like to give their age” (student communication).  One student remarked that the conversation provided help in explaining their pain to a doctor.  A common thread to what the students found most helpful was simply the opportunity to speak to “real Americans” in a safe environment and the feeling a greater comfort with English.  
Highlights of Speaker Responses

Below is a sampling of some of the nonnative speaker open-ended responses to questions on how they viewed their experiences at the University Speaking Center.  The responses are their unedited responses and reflect a variety of vernaculars and skill levels.
· Helps you know how to improve and they don't bring you down by judging or criticizing

· Because if they miss to communicate with others and they miss some English skills, here is good place to find all benefits.

· Kind of nervous to talk face to face, but it could be a nice opportunity to improve English skills 
· I felt be more comfortable speaking English here in Speaking center.

· It is comfortable and casual place to be and we can practice English with fun!

· It's a great opportunity to speak English
· This center can help them to improve their speaking specially foreigner

· Speaking center is very beneficial place for students to improve their English skills

· Because to an international students who want to speak English well, it's a better choice
· It is really helpful to improve English skills.

· I can speak a lot of English. It was very helpful for me.

· Having a conversation about what I have listened was helpful.

· Because all my questions were answered in an understandable way
· We talked about the difference between my country and America and I learned a lot of expressions.

· It was helpful because we talked about many issues related to U.S

· She made me comfortable to speak English

· Because she's a good listener and I understood what she said

· I could have chance to introduce Korean culture to a native American.

· It is good to give me a chance to speak with more relax
Moving Forward


The University Speaking Center’s Mission is to “support speakers in their ongoing process of becoming more confident and competent communicators through instruction, collaborative consultation, & feedback.”  The application of that intent is evidenced by the development of the nonnative conversations program supplemental to the traditional public speaking services it provides.  Armed with a focus on the individual needs of nonnative speakers, the program has adapted through a variety of considerations.  The program attempts to be both reactive to student feedback and proactive to the goals of communication competence at each skill level of language acquisition.  

However, just as the program’s evolution from inception has brought great improvements, one must look toward the future adaptations of application of conversation at the Speaking Center.  Classroom application of conversation should also be explored.  As the Interlink program usually provides twenty minute sessions in class for conversation, Speaking Center consultants provide native speakers to include in the conversations.  In addition, the Speaking Center may consider application of conversation beyond academic settings.  A nonnative speaker noted in his feedback that he wanted his wife and child to be able to do conversation consultations.  Outreach to refuge populations may offer an opportunity for the Speaking Center to have a greater impact through serving greater populations.
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