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Preface
by Dr Barbara A. Fennell

Considered casually, student-supervisor dissertation discussions might
be regarded as constituting fairly routine, straightforward, uncontroversial
and even genteel conversational interaction. But once one considers
them as an example of institutional discourse that is highly focused
on the individuals involved and the task at hand, and adds to this the
cross-linguistic and cross-cultural perspective, dissertation supervision
sessions become a fascinating site of power struggle and role play that
provides insights into how identity is negotiated and performed, how
universities work as an institution, how individuals develop and exploit
their institutional and interpersonal roles and how language is at the core
of the entire process.

In this study, Dong Pingrong investigates the relationship between
language use and identity by exploring in detail a number of interactions
between supervisors and Master’s students in their dissertation
supervision sessions at a British university. This is no simple task; as
such encounters constitute highly sophisticated negotiations, dependent
on characteristics of the institution in question, the individuals involved
and the task at hand. The conversational exchanges which lie at the
heart of these sessions simultaneously reflect and reinforce the role of
individuals as institutional, interactional and socio-cultural entities.

A basic assumption on which this study is constructed is that identity
relations are both reflected and constructed in both interactional and
conventional discursive practice, giving the interlocutors in an exchange
the potential to portray themselves and interpret others in various ways
and to influence the conversational outcomes on a variety of levels.
Following Michel Foucault, it is assumed that the variable knowledge
that lecturers and students display is inextricably linked with the power
they possess: “power and knowledge directly imply each other ... there
is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of
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knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute
at the same time power relations” (Foucault, 1977, p. 27). At the same
time, this study is a perfect illustration of the Foucauldian notion that the
behaviour of members of an institution is regulated by the way in which
knowledge is harnessed and consequently power wielded through its
discourse practices. And another major premise here is that power is
“jointly produced” in interaction, that is to say it takes at least two people
to form a hierarchy and it also takes their acceptance of dominance
(cf. Fairclough, 1995, p. 14). These are potentially highly constraining
features of an institution such as a university, and their influence on the
behaviour of the faculty and students in Dong'’s study is clear, particularly
when the faculty who have greater knowledge of the subject matter also
are native speakers of the language used in the encounter, while the
students are relative novices in the field and speakers of English as a
second language.

Given these complications, it is not surprising that no single method can
furnish the investigator with enough detail to paint a comprehensive
picture of lecturer-student interactions, requiring him to harness a variety
of methods in answering his research questions. As a result, recordings
of authentic interaction between academic supervisors and supervisees
are analysed in this study using a sophisticated multi-modal analysis
that is founded on Conversation Analysis, Critical Discourse Analysis
and ethnographic observation, and is informed by the literature on
these subjects, as well as on work in sociolinguistics, social psychology,
institutional discourse analysis and, to a more limited extent, the study of
English as a Second Language. Indeed the background chapter provides
an extensive review of the work in these fields over the past two decades.
These major approaches are supplemented by ethnographic observation
and the quantification of individual linguistic features, producing a fine-
grained and multidimensional description of the interactants, their
interaction, and, particularly, their language use.

By applying these methods to 11 conversational dyads in a detailed
iterative process Dong has been able to recognize both his subjects’



routine and their spontaneous and individual linguistic and institutional
practices, enabling him to identify the individual participation styles
of both supervisors and student supervisees, and revealing that the
supervision session is the site of negotiation and performance of both
collective identities and individual, personal styles. What emerges are
the conversational features characterizing such roles as the “shy young
Chinese woman”, the “assertive female academic” , the “friendly male
supervisor” and the “clever, but lazy young male student”.

While the main aim of the current study has been to inform our
understanding of the relationship between language and identity, and
the nature of institutional discourse, it has produced some interesting
incidental insights into what kind of preparation Chinese students who
wish to study abroad would need to have in order to derive the maximum
benefit from their academic sojourn. It is all too easy for international
students to see themselves as passive consumers of education, who are
unable to influence their interaction with professors and other institutional
representatives, and who are “at the mercy of” the academic systems they
encounter. But Dong Pingrong'’s research makes it clear that students
need to acquire the conversational competence to shape their interaction
with more powerful lecturers and professors, to intervene and interrupt
politely in-order to get their own point of view across and to influence
the outcomes of such conversations, rather than to assume “defeat”
and leave such encounters feeling linguistically, socially or academically
inadequate or frustrated. A practical application of this research would be
to use it as a basis from which to develop research preparation materials
that deliver the necessary discourse management skills in the academic
institutional context.

The qualitative analysis of complex interactions in such fine detail in
English is beyond the ability of most non-native speakers, but in this
study Dong Pingrong displays both impressive linguistic proficiency and
sensitive interpretation of the data. My frequent visits to China over
the past five years have allowed me to develop a sense of the kind of
research that is prevalent in English studies, and while it has become



o ldantiiy and Styie in Intercultural Instiutional Interaction

“trendy” to do large scale surveys and quantitative analysis, | believe this
also partly betrays a lack of confidence on the part of young Chinese
academics in their ability to interpret and use the English language
with the same sophistication as native speakers. The current study is
an exception to this, and | hope it encourages others and heralds the
beginning of a new era of English language study at Chinese universities,
one which shows true intercultural understanding and appreciation of the
language, ultimately producing original, world class discourse analyses.
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introdution

This book analyses face-to-face and one-to-one supervision sessions
between British academics and Chinese students at a British university.
It argues that identity relations can be reproduced and transformed in
discursive practices. Three levels of identity relations — interactional,
institutional, and sociocultural — are identified to investigate both collective
identities and individual styles in intercultural institutional discourse.

Chapter 1 presents a review of the literature covering the major
contributions to our understanding of the relationship between discourse
and identity, and, based on these, Chapter 2 argues for a multi-
modal analysis of intercultural institutional interaction, combining three
complementary approaches: conversation analysis and critical discourse
analysis; ethnographic analysis and discourse analysis; and qualitative
and quantitative analysis. Chapter 3 introduces the specific context of the
study and process of data collection, and presents the research focus
on the reproductive and transformative attribute of identity relations in
discursive practice.

The institutional identity dyad supervisor-student is taken as a focal
point around which interactional and sociocultural identity relations
pivot. Taking supervisors and students as two separate but related
homogeneous groups, Chapter 4 investigates their shared discursive
practices to demonstrate the nature of the collective identities reproduced
by the relevant social structures. Chapter 5 complements this analysis by
highlighting the contrasts and differences amongst individual supervisors
and students, and examining the ways in which identity relations are
transformed. In order to enrich our understanding of these collective
identities and personal styles, the qualitative discourse analysis is
supplemented by word frequency statistics, and ethnographic accounts of
participants’ orientations and routine linguistic and institutional practices.

The conclusion to this study in Chapter 6 reinforces its contribution
to the research of discourse and identity, that is, the introduction of a
rich, multi-modal approach to the investigation of collective identities
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and personal styles. With supervision sessions taken as a specific type
of institutional discourse, the routine and individual practices of British
academics and Chinese students are analysed to provide insights into
intercultural talk-in-interaction in the institutional context, supervision
styles of local supervisors and participation styles of international students
at a British university. As a result, the book concludes with a discussion of
the implications for spoken-English teaching in China and proposals for
future research.
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Transcription Notation

The Jefferson transcription system is used to transcribe the verbal
data with some minor modifications. The notations are taken largely from
Jefferson (2004) and Gardner (2001).

Tloud?

11shoutt?

lquiet]

Llwhisper] |

A left square bracket marks the point at which two
overlapping utterances start.

A right square bracket marks the point at which two
overlapping utterances end.

A pair of equal signs mark the point at which there is
no gap or no overlap in the continuous stretches of talk
by one speaker or between two different speakers.

Numbers in round brackets mark pauses within a turn
or gaps between turns in tenths of a second.

A full-stop in round brackets marks pauses or gaps of
less than 0.2 seconds.

A pair of single up arrows bracket an utterance that is
louder than its surrounding utterance.

A bair of double up arrows bracket an utterance that is
much louder than its surrounding utterance.

A pair of single down arrows bracket an utterance that
is softer than its surrounding utterances.

A pair of double down arrows bracket an utterance that
is barely audible.

A pair of right/left carets bracket an utterance that is
faster than its surrounding ones.
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.hh

hh

word(hh)

(talk)

@)

(@)

.shih

kn/KN

A pair of left/right carets bracket the utterance that is
slower than its surrounding ones.

A question mark indicates a rising terminal contour.

A dot-prefixed row of “h”s mark an audible inhalation.
The more “h’s, the longer the inhalation.

A row of “h”s mark an audible exhalation. The more
“h"s, the longer the exhalation.

A single dash marks an abrupt cutoff.

The “h’s in round brackets after a word mark plosiveness
associated with laughter while the word is being
uttered.

The word(s) in round brackets marks an utterance
which is not clear and thus dubious.

A pair of empty brackets mark the unintelligible
utterance and speaker.

A pair of double empty brackets indicate the
descriptions of interactional contexts.

Sniff
Throat clearing (weak/loud)

An asterisk marks percussive non-speech sounds, e.g.
tapping a table or a book with a hand or pen.

Tutting
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