Classroom  Linguistics


In this issue I would like to present the language of everyday conversation. Lately I have read an interesting article by Deborah Tannen – a professor of linguistics at Georgetown University. And this is what I want to share with other teachers.

Thanks to more insights into typically male and female ways of using language, it is quite easy to  find out why women who go to single-sex schools do better in later life and why males talk more when young women  sit next to them in a classroom. It doesn’t mean that all men talk in class or that no women do. It is simply that a greater percentage of discussion time is taken by men.

The research of sociologists and anthropologists demonstrates that boys and girls learn to use language differently in their sex – separate peer groups. Typically, a girl has a best friend with whom she sits and talks, and frequently telling secrets. It’s the telling of secrets, the fact and the way they talk to each other, that makes them best friends. For boys, activities are central: their best friends are the ones they do things with. Boys also tend to play in larger groups that are hierarchical. High – status boys give orders and push low – status boys around. So boys are expected to use language to seize centre stage: by exhibiting their skill, displaying their knowledge, and challenging and resisting challenges.

This has recognisable implications for classroom interaction. Participating in class discussion is necessary for successful performance. Yet, speaking in a classroom  is more congenial to boys’ language experience than to girls’, since it entails putting oneself forward in front of a large group of  people, many of whom are strangers and at least one of them is to judge the speakers’ knowledge and intelligence by their verbal display.

Also making many classrooms more hospitable to most men than to most women is the use of debate – like forms as a learning tools. It has been proved that the educational system is fundamentally male in that the pursuit of  knowledge is believed to be achieved  by ritual opposition – public display followed by argument and challenge – which is fundamental to the way most males approach almost any activity (e.g., the little boy who shows he likes a little girl by pulling her braids and shoving her ). But ritual opposition is antithetical to the way most females learn and like to interact. It is not that females do not fight, but they do not fight for fun. They do not ritualise opposition.

These  thesis presented above  should  explain why different teaching styles should take place in our classrooms and that they must be made more hospitable places to different students. Male students are likely to be comfortable attacking readings and might find inclusion of personal anecdotes irrelevant and weak. Women are more likely to resist discussion they perceive as hostile, and, indeed, it is women in my classes who are  most likely to refer to personal experiences.

Another reason boys speak more in class than girls is their different attitude toward speaking in class. Students who speak more in class, many of whom are boys, assume it is their job to think of contributions and try to get the floor to express them. But many girls monitor their participation not only to get the floor but also to avoid getting it. Many female student say that if they have spoken up once or twice, they hold back for the rest of the class because they don’t want to dominate. Moreover, if they spoke a lot one week, they are silent the next. Since these different ethics of participation are unstated, those who are silent have nothing to say, and those who rein themselves in think the most talkative students selfish.

The classroom is a  different environment for those who feel comfortable putting themselves forward in a group than it is for those who find this chastening or even terrifying. When a teacher asks, “are there any questions?” students who formulate statements fastest have the greatest opportunity to respond. Those who need significant time have not really been given a chance , since by the time they are ready to speak, someone else has the floor.

In a class where some students speak out without raising hands, those who feel they must do so and wait to be recognised do not have equal opportunity to speak. Telling them to feel free to jump in will not make them feel free. When asked, those students who never raise hands to speak out would like to be this way while others say they wished people would raise their hands and wait until asked.

The goal of complete equal opportunity in class may not be attainable, but realising might help motivate to find more diverse methods to serve diverse students – and every classroom is diverse.

According to Deborah Tannen there are two different speaking styles. She defines these styles as “rapport – talk” and “report – talk”, respectively. Rapport-talk -  women’s conversational style – involves an attempt to create intimacy. Report-talk – men’s conversational style – involves an attempt to convey information. For men, conversation is often a contest, reflecting a hierarchy whereas for women, talk is “the glue” that holds relationship together.

The following table should help us understand differences between the speech styles of men and female:

	      Women’s Speaking style 


	     Men’s Speaking Style

	Women are believed to talk too much.


	Studies show that men get more air time.

	Women share talk in private

or small communications.


	Men speak more in public.

	Women use talk to build relationship.
	Men use talk to negotiate status, 

and to avoid failure.

	Women overlap.


	Men speak one at a time, or interrupt.

	Women attempt to create symmetry, 

an equality between speakers.


	Men attempt to establish asymmetry, 

or hierarchy.


According to D. Tannen, overlap is when two speak simultaneously during a conversation. However, some overlaps are co-operative – they include a few words of encouragement and not a full sentence about a different subject. Uncooperative overlap. On the other hand, is interruption. Thus, those who interrupt are expressing disinterest in the conversation, and a desire for dominance and control.
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