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ABSTRACT
Relationships between teachers and pupils and between pupils, form 
the heart and soul of teaching. Without a positive classroom climate it 
is difficult for children to feel involved and to engage with activities in 
ways that allow them to learn. While many things have been found to 
contribute to classroom climate, research conducted at UNE and the 
MARCS Auditory Laboratories, University of Western Sydney, high-
lights the importance of teachers’ communication style in facilitating 
pupil engagement in communication and the development of a posi-
tive classroom atmosphere.

Communication between teachers and pupils forms one of the key 
underpinnings of successful teaching and learning. This paper re-
ports research into the relationship between teachers’ communication 
styles and pupil engagement. The research was based on a model of 
communication developed in work with mothers and infants. Results 
suggest that simple changes to the way that teachers speak with their 
pupils can dramatically improve pupils’ ability to pay attention in class 
and to understand and benefit from instruction.
 

INTRODUCTION

A major factor in children’s early development is the nature of their 
interactions with those who feature significantly in their lives – primary 
care givers, peers, and mentors.  Also, recognition of the inter-con-
nectedness of a child’s cognitive, social and emotional development 
highlights the interpersonal or inter-subjective nature of communica-
tion in education. Communication involves the interplay of emotions 
among the participants and where communication is not satisfying, 
a child’s cognitive and emotional development and learning, are ad-
versely affected. 

What encourages a person to engage with another? Certainly the 
content of the exchange will be important, but what of the underlying 
dynamics of the interchange?

The research reported here follows upon the work of Erickson (1996) 
who takes up the challenge of viewing teaching as social interaction(s) 
by investigating the dynamics of this interaction, especially its timing. 
This work is within the tradition of what has been called ‘conversa-
tional analysis’, in which video recordings of spontaneous or staged 
conversations between people are measured and analysed. This re-
search has produced evidence that humans commonly interact with 
one another with precision and at great speed, exchanging subtle and 
unconscious rhythms of expression. This style of conversational or 
interaction analysis also occurs in the literature on parent-infant in-
teraction. 

T his is the second edition of the School of Education UNE Research Series.  This series is 
designed to share current educational research with professional colleagues.  Co-editors Dr 

Izabel Soliman and Dr Judy Miller welcome feedback on this edition and on suggested content for 
issues 3 and 4 in 2005.  We can be contacted via email - isoliman@une.edu.au and jmiller7@une.
edu.au

In addition to feedback on the relevance of this series, we are keen to hear from colleagues regarding 
Professional Development Offerings by Academic Staff of the School of Education.

We gratefully acknowledge the assistance and support for this initiative of the Department of 
Education and Training, the Catholic  Schools Office, and Associate Professor Tom Maxwell, Head 
of the School of Education.

What’s new at the School of Education?

Research in Progress:
Professor John Pegg, Dr Lorraine Graham, and Dr J M (Mike) Royer − ‘Enhancing basic academic skills 
of low-achieving students:  the role of automaticity in numeracy, reading, and comprehension’   •  Project 
funded by the Australian Research Council Discovery Grant (2003-2005)  •  To date approximately 250 middle school 
students have completed the QuickSmart program to improve their basic academic skills.  Currently, a QuickSmart 
numeracy pilot project is underway in eight schools in the Northern Territory  •  For more information contact Dr 
Graham at lgraham@une.edu.au

Professor Len Unsworth, Dr Corinne Buckland, and Dr David Baxter −− ‘The impact of images and image/
text relations on students' interpretations of the values in literary and informational texts’  •  This study will 
delineate the aspects of English grammar and the visual grammar of images that teachers and students need to know 
in order to describe how language and images portray a variety of value positions in texts.  This will enable enhanced 
explicit teaching of the ‘text analyst’ role, focusing on students’ learning to identify what values are portrayed and 
how this portrayal is achieved.  Students can then use this grammatical knowledge in understanding how values 
are constructed in the texts they compose.  These are the practical intellectual resources required for realistically 
integrative critical values education across curriculum areas  •  For more information contact Professor Unsworth 
at len.unsworth@une.edu.au

Associate Professor Karoline Afamasaga-Fuata’i and Professor John Pegg − ‘Concept Mapping And Vee 
Diagrams: Innovative Learning In Science And Mathematics, Effective Teaching Strategies and Tools’  •  Project 
funded by DEST as an ASISTM Project (Australian Schools Innovations in Science, Technology and Mathematics  •  
The aims of the project are to 1) introduce hierarchical concept maps and vee diagrams (maps/diagrams) to teachers 
and students as meta-cognitive tools to foster critical inquiry and develop competence in analysing mathematics and 
science content, problems and investigative activities; 2) ensure sustainability of innovation, teachers are trained 
first with appropriate support over a term before students begin constructing their own maps/diagrams.  Outcomes 
include increased competence of teachers/students to use maps/diagrams as meta-cognitive learning tools to 
scaffold their thinking, reasoning and communication in mathematics and science.  Teachers become competent 
in using maps/diagrams as planning, instructional and assessment tools whilst students become proficient in using 
them as learning, presentation and communication tools  •  For more information contact Associate Professor 
Afamasaga-Fuata’i at kafamasa@une.edu.au

Associate Professor Karoline Afamasaga-Fuata’I − ‘An Investigation of the Usefulness of Concept Maps and 
Vee Diagrams as Analytical and Pedagogical Tools in Secondary Mathematics Education.’  •  Project funded by 
the University of New England   •  The study investigates critical problems in mathematics education such as student 
teachers’ procedural views, pedagogical competence and dexterity to systematically design learning activities that 
develop deeper conceptual understandings of mathematics and critical mathematical thinking.  Outcomes identify 
explicit ways use concept maps and vee diagrams critically to unpack conceptual structures underpinning the 7-12 
Mathematics Syllabus, communicate and work mathematically, and enhance mathematics learning.  Research findings 
will contribute to the literature in mathematics education and teacher professional development.  Future research 
directions will be informed by recommendations from this study  •  For more information contact Associate Professor 
Afamasaga-Fuata’i at kafamasa@une.edu.au

Dr David Paterson – ‘Help-seeking in inclusive high school classrooms’  •  Project funded by the University 
of New England  •  Effective learners attend to their own cognition and affect, seeking assistance from the teacher 
or a classmate when necessary by using adaptive help-seeking strategies to engage extra explanations, prompts, 
hints, or cues.  There has been some research interest in the area of adaptive help-seeking in recent years.  One 
finding of this research has been that for a number of reasons those students who most need assistance are least 
likely to use effective help-seeking strategies.  Students who have disabilities, who are increasingly being included in 
regular primary and secondary classrooms, are in the greatest need of instructional techniques and personal learning 
strategies to expedite their classroom learning.  The study will, by focussing on this particular group of learners, build 
on the existing research to explore these perspectives.  It is anticipated that the findings will identify instructional 
approaches by which students with disabilities can more meaningfully be included in regular classrooms  •  For more 
information contact Dr Paterson at dpaters1@une.edu.au

Dr Peter Merrotsy - ‘A Gifted Synergy - Children and Parents.’  •  Project funded by the Telstra Foundation  •  This is 
a two-year project involving teachers from the Broken Bay Diocese of the Catholic Schools Office.  The project focuses 
on an educational intervention to help students express their talents and explore existing and potential relationships 
that could foster this expression among the students, their families, and their teachers  •  For more information 
contact Dr Merrotsy at pmerrots@une.edu.au IS
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COMMUNICATIVE  MUSICALITY

Critical features of sensitive parental responses 
to an infant are harmony of gesture,expression and 

timing, which in turn enhance the infant’s ability to mod-
ulate feeling states, and express a range of emotions.  An 
infant seeks not just encouraging communicative signals 
from her mother; the signals must be contingent on – or 
related to - the infant’s own behaviour, through appro-
priate timing and inflection. Analysis of the vocalisations 
and body movements of mother and infant interaction 
has shown it to be music-like communication, which Mal-
loch (1999/2000) calls communicative musicality (CM).  
Communication takes place not through the meanings of 
words, but through the intentions (underlying impulses for 
action) and feelings, carried by the ‘music-like’ qualities of 
their joint vocalisations, in combination with joint ‘dance-
like’ gestures of their bodies and facial movements, within 
a shared sense of time.  Sometimes, this harmony of in-
teraction breaks down, as can happen when the mother 
suffers from post-natal depression (PND). This can have 
both short and long-term implications for the infant’s cog-
nitive development.

We propose that the model of CM applies not only to par-
ent-infant interactions, but also to the underlying patterns 
of all human interaction.  In the world of teaching, evi-
dence for CM is supplied by the work of Erickson (1992, 
p. 34) who claims that: “Timing appears to be what holds 
the whole ecology of interaction together in its perform-
ance. The relative timing of the teacher and class is an 
important aspect of the ordering of the collective activity 
of conversation in both its reciprocal and its complemen-
tary aspects”. 

Erickson (1996) has shown that a regular metrical pulse 
occurs as teacher and students take sequential turns in 
question and answer, and comments.  He found that there 
is a particular moment at which an answer to a question 
is expected to be given ‘on the beat’, and that information 
salient words (e.g., the ‘S’ in the, words, “this letter is an 
S”) fall on the beat, and the children’s attention directed 
to this moment of important information.  Using the CM 
model to analyse teacher’ classroom talk follows upon 
Erickson’s pioneering work. In particular, in this study we 
began to investigate teacher-student interaction in the 
classroom and the effects of the teacher failing to act 
contingently with the students.

THE RESEARCH

To test our ideas, we analysed video recordings collected 
of three teachers from three schools, instructing grade 3 
primary school children (7/8 years old) in a second lan-
guage (Italian) class. Ninety second extracts from these 
video recordings were rated for class engagement by 

seven expert raters. Measurements were made of timing 
in the vocal interactions between teacher and students, 
and ratings and measures were statistically compared.  
We hypothesised that the more engaged the classroom 
interaction is rated, the more ‘harmonious’ the classroom 
interaction will be. Harmonious, in this context, means 
fewer interruptions and overlapping turns (of the teacher 
by a student or of a student by the teacher) and less stu-
dent-to-student talking while the teacher is talking. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

As we predicted, our results suggested that the more 
engaged the classroom interaction was rated, the more 
‘harmonious’ were the classroom interactions. Higher rat-
ings of student engagement were significantly associated 
with longer teacher pauses, fewer and less time spent in 
student/teacher overlapping turns, fewer student/student 
interruptions, and fewer occurrences of and less time 
spent in student background chatter. 

All of these aspects can be interpreted as indicating a 
more harmonious, flowing, and a more ‘listening’ interac-
tive style of communication. On the teacher’s part, she 
pauses for longer (but not more often) which allows more 
time for the students to respond.  Such pauses contribute 
to the students and the teacher taking vocal turns in an 
ordered fashion, giving rise to fewer overlapping turns 
between teacher and student.

Erickson demonstrates the importance of rhythm in in-
struction and turn taking between teacher and student, 
and also reminds us of the disrupted interaction style 
that can occur in mother-infant communication in cases 
of PND. The rhythm of interaction indicates when it is 
appropriate to take a turn, so we suggest that the pres-
ence of a greater number of disrupted interactions is a 
symptom of rhythm being absent or not appreciated.  The 
predictable consequence for the students is that they are 
not held in the process of the ‘narrative’ of learning, and 
therefore, they disengage.  It is important to note that the 
narrative of learning is co-created between teacher and 
student, although the teacher orchestrates it, just as a 
mother orchestrates the interaction with her child, or fails 
to orchestrate it, as might happen during PND.  A flowing 
or harmonious style of interaction can also be considered 
as one that involves being aware of the other in the inter-
action – of listening to the conversational partner – and of 
valuing the other’s contribution to the flow of interaction.

This study supports the stance that the nature of teaching 
is not just about the supplying of information, but an im-
portant component of teacher effectiveness is the man-
ner in which information is given. This needs to be sensi-
tive to the co-created learning narrative as it emerges 
through the lesson.  Future studies will attempt to further 
describe the effective interactive learning environment 

and will consider the effects of class size and teacher 
familiarity with the class on teacher-student interaction, 
as well as potential changes in a teacher’s interaction 
style over time. Such findings may have implications for 
teacher training.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CLASSROOM  PRACTICE

People are generally quite unaware of the aspects of 
communication that we describe here, however, some 
useful hints for teaching can be derived from our results.  
These are: 

• Form the group visually and verbally – make eye 
contact with all students and use words like ‘our’ 
and ‘we’.

• Make sure all children have a chance to have 
their say, and to finish what they are saying.

• Listen more than you talk, at least during group 
discussions.

• Control interruptions; make sure children allow 
each other to finish what they are saying, and 
practice this yourself.

• Manage the tempo of the discussion and let 
children see that pauses are important because 
they allow for reflection.
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IN EDUCATION? ...

UNE offers a range of postgraduate courses in 
education...including:

 • Graduate Certificates
 • Master of Education
 • Master of Education (Honours)
 • Doctor of Education

For further information, please contact:

Dr Terrence Hays
Course Co-ordinator for Postgraduate Education 
Studies

T: (02) 6773 3649
E: thays@une.edu.au
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information:
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