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Abstract

Research has identified the importance of the school practicum placement experience

for the professional development of teachers. In particular, positive interpersonal and

professional relationships between pre-service teachers (mentees) and their

supervising teachers (mentors) have been highlighted as crucial during the process of

induction of new teachers into the profession. However, research has also identified

potential and actual tensions in this relationship. Such tensions may be created if

existing experienced teacher practitioners are positioned as ‘experts’ despite not

necessarily having been exposed, or supporting contemporary schooling principles or

practices, whereas their pre-service student teachers may be positioned as ‘novice’

practitioners, despite the possible expectation that they have expertise in

contemporary pedagogies. This paper documents an example of a meeting between a

pre-service teacher and his mentor to examine how their relationship was actively

talked into being. Conversation Analysis (CA) and Membership Categorisation

Analysis (MCA) are used to interrogate the data to highlight the active construction of

their relationship as evidenced through this institutional talk-in-interaction.

Introduction

This paper is derived from a new research project focussing on the school practicum

placement experience as one component of the induction process of new teachers into

the profession. School practicum placements are included as a key constituent in most

teacher education programs throughout the world. As such, it is important to ensure

that the practicum experience is a positive one, both for pre-service teachers and for

their supervising teachers. The larger project from which this paper derives is

investigating how different kinds of interpersonal and professional relationships are
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actively constructed within and through the talk-in-interaction (cf. Heritage and

Drew, 1992) between new pre-service middle years of schooling (MYS) teachers

(mentees) and their supervising teacher / mentors during their practicum experiences.

In this paper I demonstrate the effectiveness of conversation analysis (CA) and

membership categorisation analysis (MCA) as a means of documenting the ways in

which the relationship between a particular pre-service (mentee) teacher and his

supervising (mentor) teacher was actively talked into being during a meeting which

was held to evaluate this pre-service teacher’s pedagogic practices.

The relationship between pre-service teachers and their supervisors during their

school placement experiences has traditionally been one of novice/expert (Smith &

Strahan, 2004).  However, contemporary thought regarding induction processes into

the profession favours a more collaborative mentoring approach. This may well be

problematic when pre-service teachers have, or are expected to have, more expertise

and knowledge of particular schooling practices than their supervising teachers,

resulting in the possibility of tensions developing in the relationship. This paper

commences with a discussion of the middle years of schooling, and presents some of

the key considerations and principles that informed the recent introduction of a new

BEd (MYS) teacher education program at the University of Queensland (Ipswich

Campus). The paper then considers some of the potential tensions that might develop

between experienced supervising teacher/mentors and their pre-service teacher/

mentees, before presenting strategies that previous research has highlighted as

effective for mentoring conversations. The paper then briefly summarises the key CA

and MCA analytic strategies used to interrogate the transcript of the talk between a

particular BEd (MYS) pre-service teacher and his mentor that took place at the end of

his practicum placement. Their talk is analysed using these techniques to identify how

their relationship was actively talked into being within and through this particular

institutional event. The paper continues by comparing what happened in this instance

with contemporary research findings regarding what constitutes ‘best practice’ in

supervisory and mentorship relationships. The paper concludes by arguing that

effective supervisory/mentorship practices are not necessarily based on mere

commonsense, and that there well may be a need to provide a professional learning

program for both pre-service and supervising teachers in preparation for the practicum

experience. It is argued that such a program would facilitate the development of more
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effective and mutually positive and productive professional relationships during the

practicum components of teacher education programs than presently exists in many

cases.

Students in the middle years of schooling

Throughout the western world much research and innovation has been occurring in

the middle years of schooling. Research has identified that the needs and challenges

for students in the middle years of schooling are significantly different from those of

students at an earlier or later stage of their schooling years (Pendergast, 2005). During

the middle years, students are making the least progress in learning, the gap between

low and high achievers increases markedly, and a worrying number of middle years

students are experiencing difficulties in literacy and numeracy, making their transition

into higher schooling problematic. As a direct consequence of such findings there has

developed a demand for teachers with particular expertise in middle years pedagogic

principles and practices. In 2002 The University of Queensland (UQ) was the first

university in Australia to introduce an education program uniquely aimed at preparing

pre-service teachers with the expertise to meet this demand. The program aims to both

impart and model the main features of effective middle years of schooling practices,

including negotiated student ownership of authentic learning experiences,

interdisciplinary and integrated curriculum, teamwork and collaboration,

technological literacy and extensive practicum experience. It can be noted that school-

based practicum and internship experiences are a learning component of every

semester for the students enrolled in this Bachelor of Education (BEd) Middle Years

of Schooling (MYS) program.

In 2003 Education Queensland published a directive that every Queensland school

must issue a statement regarding the ways in which they cater for students in the

middle years (Education Queensland, 2003).  As such, it was to be hoped that all the

UQ BEd (MYS) practicum placement schools would provide authentic middle school

schooling practices for pre-service teachers to observe and undertake practical

teaching experience in the field. However, schools in Queensland have introduced

middle years principles and practices in a variety of ways. Some newly-opened

schools were built and staffed in ways that allowed for the easy implementation of
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middle schooling practices. Other existing schools, particularly all-age schools, have

developed their middle schools from within, and are increasingly working towards

implementing middle schooling principles and practices. In contrast, some schools

seem to have merely designated students of particular grades (usually grades 6-9) or

of particular ages (between the ages of approximately 9 or 10 years and 14 or 15

years) as ‘middle years students’ and the classes in which they are taught as part of

what they designate a ‘middle school’ without varying or adapting any of their

existing traditional primary or secondary schooling principles or practices. It must

here be acknowledged that research has demonstrated that it is generally easier for

many primary schools to implement middle schooling principles into their practices

than it is for many existing secondary schools, being often constrained by particular

structural arrangements such as the physical conditions (rooms), timetables and

staffing arrangements pertaining to the schools (Dinan-Thompson, 2003).

At present it seems that practicum arrangements tend to be organised on a somewhat

ad hoc basis. Teachers may volunteer or may be ‘invited’ to become pre-service

teachers’ supervisors for the periods of their practicum and final internship. With a

few exceptions, teachers have not received or undertaken any supplementary

education or training in effective supervisory or mentoring principles or practices

(Timperley, 2001; Weiss & Weiss, 2001). Although schools will generally try to

make use of experienced teacher practitioners to supervise pre-service teachers, this

does not always eventuate. Indeed, some of the students enrolled on the UQ BEd

(MYS) program have been supervised by teachers who only graduated from their

respective teacher education institutions during the previous year. Of course, this is

problematic for the traditional expert-novice relationship between pre-service and

supervising teacher. However, it may be less so if the relationship between the pre-

service and practising teacher is more collaborative and reflective. This variation in

the traditional supervisor-as-expert /pre-service teacher-as-novice relationship, may

well provide an additional feature that can work to further problematise an already

‘delicate’ affiliation between mentor and mentee. This potential and actual problem

invites further investigation, and is the focus of this particular research project.

The roles and responsibilities that different supervising teachers adopt when

overseeing pre-service teachers varies. Research suggests that most teacher
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practitioners are keen to provide positive support to facilitate the induction of new

teachers into the profession. However, “expertise in teaching in itself is not sufficient

to be a teacher educator” (Timperley, 2001: 121). It seems that the expectations of

many supervising teachers, the ways they work with pre-service teachers, and the

reasons for their particular supervisory practices are more often based on

commonsense understandings derived from their classroom experiences, and rarely on

research-based understandings of effective supervisory and mentoring practices

(Orland, 2001). Indeed, it seems that “many supervising teachers / mentors draw on

their own experiences when they were supervised as student teachers themselves

(often many years ago) to construct their supervision practices as supervising

teachers” (Queensland Board of Teacher Registration, 2004). In addition, it seems that

many supervising teachers are not fully familiar or even sympathetic with the

theoretical and philosophical principles and practices found to be supportive of

middle years students. As such, there is the distinct possibility that good intentions

can be undermined and subverted through these gaps in supervising teacher / mentors’

knowledges unless they undertake some form of professional learning in effective

mentoring practices (Graham, 1997).

There is a need for supervising teachers to be provided with opportunities for

professional development and learning in the areas of effective supervisory and

mentoring principles and practices as evidence suggests that such programs result in

more effective relationships between inductees into the profession and their

supervisors/mentors (Graham, 1997;  Orland, 2001; Weiss & Weiss, 2001).

Furthermore, it has been argued that effective preparation programs for both mentors

and mentees may well work to lower the high attrition rate of teachers, a third of

whom drop out of teaching within the first 3 – 5 years of entry into the profession

(Boreen & Niday, 2000). Bearing in mind the complex potential for difficulties

relating to the relative expertise or lack of knowledge regarding MYS principles and

practice, it may well be that tensions between supervising teachers and their pre-

service MYS teachers are inevitable. Although previous research has investigated the

relationship of pre-service teachers and their supervisors in various ways, including

using and analysing talk between these participants  (Timperley, 2001), to date it

seems that there is a gap in the area of investigating what happens when pre-service

teachers may have, or are expected to have, more expertise than their supervising
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mentor-teachers in a particular area. As such, there is a continuing need to investigate

this gap in contemporary research to document what actually happens when pre-

service MYS teachers and their supervising teachers/mentors meet to talk about their

work.

Theoretical framework and methodology

This paper is framed by the notion that talk is a form of social interaction through

which the social world is interactively talked into being (Heritage, 1984: 283; Baker

& Keogh, 1995: 265). Institutional ideologies are actively constituted and mediated

within and through institutional talk (Smith, 1987; 1990), and, thus, can be made

visible as a result of transcript analysis.

Mehan (1979: 506) argued that “because educational facts are constituted in

interaction, we need to study interaction in educational contexts … in order to

understand the nature of schooling”. According to Smith (1987: 162), “professional

training … teaches people how to recycle the actualities of their experience into the

forms in which it is recognizable within institutional discourse”. As such, pre-service

teachers learn a particular schooling discourse (that is, a vocabulary and analytic

procedures that accomplish the classroom in the institutional mode) during their

teacher education programs. During their practicum and internship experiences,

teachers learn how to relate to members of their profession, and they learn how to talk

as teachers, to teachers, about teaching within the workplace environment (cf. Smith,

1990: 125). So, for example, they learn that they should be ‘supportive’ and ‘caring’,

and to show these within their pedagogic practices. Smith suggested that “this

ideological package provides a procedure for subsuming what goes on in the

classroom under professional educational discourse, making classroom processes

observable-reportable within an institutional order” (1987: 163). Institutional

ideologies are talked-into-being within the talk of new and practising teachers, and

analysis of such talk can reveal the normally taken-for-granted, largely invisible

workings of the institutional order. As such, analysis of talk between pre-service

teachers and their supervising teachers provides a rich source of data to reveal how

participants to the talk-in-interaction actively constitute their roles and talk into being

their institutional relationships.
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As part of a bigger research project aimed at investigating the ways in which new

teachers are inducted into the profession, meetings with students who have been part

of the new BEd (MYS) teacher education program, and meetings between pre-service

teachers and their supervising teachers have been audio-recorded and transcribed. An

ethnomethodological approach was used to interrogate the transcribed data.

Ethnomethodology (EM) views the social world as actively accomplished and

mediated through actual ongoing textual and conversational practices. Social

interaction and talk are thus viewed as “the building blocks of any social order”

(Coulon, 1995: v). Ethnomethodological studies investigate social life in situ, in

ordinary settings, examining “the most routine, everyday, naturally occurring

activities in their concrete details” (Psathas, 1995: 1-2). They explore the meaning of

language in its specific contextual use, and, as such, are particularly suitable for the

study of educational sites.

Conversation analysis (CA) and membership categorisation analysis (MCA) are

ethnomethodological ways of approaching talk to document how the social world is

conversationally co-constructed. Both analytic approaches are strongly “ ‘data-

driven’, - developed from phenomena which are, in various ways, evidenced in the

data of interaction” (Heritage, 1984: 243), and have their origins in the work of Sacks

(1992). CA focuses on the details of the sequential nature of talk, whereas MCA

focuses more on matters of cultural knowledge and relevance (Sacks, 1974: 216),

documenting the ways in which people ‘do’ and recognise categorical descriptions

within social settings (Baker, 2000: 100). Although, traditionally, CA and MCA have

developed to a large degree independently of each other, it can be argued that “both

the sequential and the categorizable aspects of social interaction inform each other”

(Hester & Eglin, 1997: 2). As such I have analysed the pre-service/ supervising

teacher meeting under consideration in this paper using both methodological

approaches simultaneously.

At the heart of CA is a concern with the sequential nature of talk. Talk is viewed as

exhibiting stable, organised patterns that are oriented to by the participants.

Conversation analysts focus on and describe commonly occurring and pervasive

conversational features within particular instances of talk, such as the details of the
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turn-taking. Talk largely consists of commonly paired two-part utterances such as

questions and answers, greetings and returned greetings, and invitations and

acceptances or rejections (responses). Whatever is said “will be said in some

sequential context, and its illocutionary force will be determined by reference to what

it accomplishes in relation to some sequentially prior utterance or set of utterances”

(Atkinson & Heritage, 1984: 6). Indeed, the ‘next turn’ is the place where speakers

display their understandings of the prior turn.

CA was first used to look for and identify the orderly structural arrangements in

mundane naturally-occurring talk such as phone conversations. More recently

traditional CA analytic techniques have been used also as a tool to interrogate

institutional talk, sometimes known as applied CA (ten Have, 1999) or talk-in-

interaction (Drew & Heritage, 1992) to distinguish it from mundane conversation.

MCA of data from talk is organised, not to locate the internal workings of the

participants’ minds, or to seek actual descriptions of social settings. Rather it is used

to detect the speakers’ methods of using categories and activities within and through

their accounts. Sacks (1974) suggested that particular activities are expected and done

by persons who are incumbents of certain categories. Such activities are thus viewed

as category-bound activities. Jayyusi (1984; 1991), Silverman (1987) and Baker &

Keogh (1997) proposed that expectations regarding appropriateness of behaviour in

terms of category-boundedness also involve a moral dimension. According to Baker,

this is a way of “identifying cultural knowledge and logic in use. Cultural knowledge

is audible and visible in how people account to one another, whatever might be inside

their heads” (1997: 103).

Participants engaged in talk, whether it be mundane or institutional talk-in-interaction,

constitute their identities and interpersonal relationships by invoking particular

membership categorisation devices. The task for membership categorisation analysts

is to show how categorisation works in talk to organise the participants’ interactional

roles and social relationships, including the organisation of institutional discourses

and power (Baker, 1997: 131). As such, examples of talk between pre-service

teachers and their supervisors provide a rich source for identifying the institutional
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relationships and the categories that participants invoke within and through talk about

their professional practices.

Having briefly described the theoretical framework and methodology used to

underpin this research project, this paper now turns to an interrogation of the talk that

took place during one particular meeting between a pre-service teacher and his

supervising teacher, using both CA and MCA strategies.

Analysis of the talk

This paper forms the first of a pass through a particular meeting between a pre-service

(MYS) teacher (Ken) 1 and his supervising teacher when they were discussing the

supervising teacher’s entries on Ken’s practicum evaluation form. During the meeting

under consideration here, the supervising teacher talked through and accounted for the

comments she had inserted on Ken’s evaluation of practicum form. The meeting was

audio-recorded, and the talk was then transcribed, using notations largely in keeping

with Jefferson’s transcription conventions (Appendix 1). Analysis of the

conversational details reveals the sequential and categorisational arrangements, and

provides a useful way of identifying how the talk worked towards the constitution of a

particular interpersonal and professional relationship within this educational site.

It is difficult, although not impossible, to separate CA and MCA strategies when

undertaking a fine ethnomethodological interrogation of any data. For the purposes of

this paper, I used Hutchby & Wooffitt’s (1998: 38) three step CA approach to analyse

the sequential features evidenced in the transcribed talk, namely:

1. I looked for and found some data that had some sequential features that I

found ‘interesting’;

2. I described the organization of this feature, focusing on its underlying

organisation; and

                                                
1 For the purposes of confidentiality, the names of all participants in the talk, the persons they name
and the names of the school are pseudonyms to prevent the possibility of identification.
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3. I returned to the original data to look to see if there were any other sequences

in the talk that seemed to have similar properties.

Simultaneously, I used Baker’s (1997: 142-143) three step process to show how the

participants in the talk make use of the resources of membership categorisation,

namely:

1. I located the central categories that underpinned the talk (in this instance, the

standard relational pair ‘supervising teacher – pre-service teacher’);

2. I worked through the transcript to identify the attritions that were made to each

of the categories; and

3. I looked at the categories plus attributions (that is, the accounts) that the

participants produced to find the implied descriptions of how the actor-

categories actually, or could have, or should have behaved

Having transcribed the meeting talk between the supervising teacher (T) and pre-

service teacher, Ken (K) for the purposes of this paper, I started by looking at the

entire transcript to identify anything of particular interest. (It should here be noted that

there was, presumably, a pre-sequence to the talk that probably included talk about

the hows and whys of the recording strategy amongst other things that may well have

influenced the way the audio-taped talk commenced. However, this was not recorded,

so was unavailable for analysis). From this first general glance, it immediately struck

me that a disproportionate amount of the transcribed talk was provided by the

supervising teacher (T). Furthermore, it seemed that she produced a number of

relatively long utterances in contrast to the series of relatively short utterances

provided by K. As such, it appeared that there may well have been a particular pattern

emerging in this institutional talk, the supervising teacher providing a relatively long

utterance, followed by some relatively short turns provided by K, interspersed by the

teachers continuers (eg. “mm”; “uh hu”, etc), to be followed by another long utterance

by T. Even without analysing the talk in detail, it seemed that an asymmetrical

relationship was being talked into being within and through this talk, if the larger

amount of speech was taken as an indication of who was ‘in charge’ of the talk, and

the shorter utterances viewed as indicative who was taking the subordinate role.
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Looking a little more carefully at the entire transcript, it seemed that it was the teacher

who, in every instance, initiated changes of topics, generally during one of her long

turns. These topic changes appear to be based on and guided by the evaluation topics

that appear on the evaluation sheet that she has completed for K, namely:

x Planning and Reflection;

x Teaching Practices;

x Assessment & Reporting;

x Learning Environments / Managing classroom relationships and behaviour;

x Relationships with school advisors, peers and other staff; and

x Professional Responsibility and Goals

Having noticed that unequal amount of talk provided by the two participants, and that

the topic changes seemed to be in keeping with the topics presented on the evaluation

form, I then proceeded to look in more detail at the first 10 turns in the talk between

the supervising teacher (T) and the pre-service teacher, (K) (see extract below), which

looked as though it might provide a pattern for subsequent blocks of turns.

Extract 1:

1. T: Okay Ken, we’ll go through your evaluation sheet from the last 4 weeks, um, of
your being here, on your second practicum, um first of all your planning and
reflection?, um, I’ve put down there that you’ve demonstrated the outcomes, and
my comment is Ken demonstrated high level competence in his planning and
reflection, it was evidenced from discussions? and Ken’s planning that he spent
considerable time reflecting and adjusting lessons where required. Due to the um
small school setting and um, hh all the things that happened from day to day
minute to minute hour to hour, um it’s really really um, a great school to have to
be so flexible and, I thought that you were able to do that, sometimes you know
some people, find it extremely difficult to change their planning? um at short
notice? but you weren’t you didn’t have that, problem, so, in a small school you
need to have people that are willing to change and, ah you know accept that we
do need flexible practices so that was good to see so yeah, I thought that you
asked questions and seeked advice and you took notes and you reflect that way so,
and thoughtfully, so, very good/

2. K: /Yep I found with one of the lessons that I did that [um on

3. T: [mm
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4. K: on speeches I actually changed, what I did with the 4 5s to the 6 7s because, it
just didn’t work with the 4 5s so [I just changed it to

5. T:  [uh hu

6. K: to one line (in the stretched version) [putting the stroke in

7. T: [uh hu

8. K: for the 4s

9. T: Isn’t that great though that you had the opportunity to do it again

10. K: Yeah yeah [ (fantastic yeah)

11. T: [and that’s been a great thing yeah (.5) okay so:o um teaching
practices …

The talk was initiated by the teacher, and her talk largely dominated the talk during

these first 10 turns. It was she who started talking first and it was she who provided

the reason for this meeting taking place, that of “we’ll go through your evaluation

sheet from the last four weeks, um, of your being here, on your second practicum …”.

Already the asymmetrical relationship between the two participants that was

suspected earlier was being talked up within this first turn in the talk. In this instance,

the teacher supplied the initial agenda for the talk.

Having introduced the reason for the meeting, the supervising teacher then proceeded

to refer to item 1 on the evaluation sheet, when she proceeded by saying “first of all

your planning and reflection?, um …”. Again, it was she who is setting the topic of

the talk. She then described what she had written on the form,

 I’ve put down there that you’ve demonstrated the outcomes, and my comment
is Ken demonstrated high level competence in his planning and reflection, it
was evidenced from discussions? and Ken’s planning that he spent
considerable time reflecting and adjusting lessons where required

All of this refers to the actual written script that T had inserted onto the practicum

evaluation form. It appears that T may have been partially guided by the text included

on the form when devising her written comments, as a number of words that appeared
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on the form re-appear here, albeit being expressed somewhat differently. So, for

example, the “expected outcomes” specified on the form included “plans

comprehensive lessons” exemplified by the practice “considers context, content,

purpose and strategies”, and “reviews effectiveness of lessons to inform future

planning” exemplified by the practice “asks questions, seeks advice, takes notes,

reflects thoughtfully”. T. added the phrase “adjusting lessons when required” as

evidence that he had successfully demonstrated these outcomes.

T suggested a partial reason for K’s success when she continued by saying

Due to the um small school setting and um, hh all the things that happened
from day to day minute to minute hour to hour, um hh all the things that
happened from day to day minute to minute hour to hour, um it’s really really
um, a great school to have to be so flexible and, I thought that you were able
to do that,

In this utterance the teacher presented a view of the actual school setting, that of a

“small school”, and its associated category-bound activities required of a teacher in

this perceived–to-be advantageous setting (“a great school”), that of having to be

“flexible”. Implicit in this description was the implied contrasting pair, that of a big

school, wherein it may well have been that K might not have demonstrated the same

outcomes. Within this turn T was invoking the school context as being particular, and

the required teacher skills needed in it as being particular to ‘this sort of (“small”)

school. As such, her talk was both context-bound and context-shaped and context-

renewing (Heritage, 1984: 242). Her description that “it’s really really um, a great

school to have to be so flexible” was also constructing a teacher attribute that she

viewed as being important, that of the ability to be flexible. As such, T made this

school context relevant to her description of K. She confirmed that she viewed K as

demonstrating this skill within this particular school setting, but subtly invoked the

possibility that he may not have been so adept in an implied different sort of school

setting. T continued by saying

sometimes you know some people, find it extremely difficult to change their
planning? um at short notice? but you weren’t you didn’t have that, problem,
so, in a small school you need to have people that are willing to change and,
ah you know accept that we do need flexible practices so that was good to see



14

so yeah, I thought that you asked questions and seeked advice and you took
notes and you reflect that way so, and thoughtfully, so, very good/

Here she explicitly constructed a contrasting teacher description from that of the

flexible person she described K as being when she said “some people [who] find it

extremely difficult to change their planning? at short notice?”, and then confirmed

that K was not of the unacceptably inflexible category of teacher hereby inferred.

Rather, K “didn’t have that problem”. This particular school context was again talked

up as “a small school” where it is necessary to have “people” (the implication here

being that such people include teachers) “that are willing to change”. So it was that

particular categories (in this instance, the school) required particular people with

particular associated characteristics – that is, category-bound attributes (here being

people who are flexible and willing to change).

T positioned herself as someone with the authority, not just to evaluate K’s practices,

(“so that was good to see”), but also as someone who was able to speak on behalf of a

bigger organisation when she spoke using the first person plural “we”, saying “we do

need flexible practices”. T used this pronoun to align herself with an unexplained

institutional team – whether or not it was the “we” of that particular school, or the

“we” of teachers in general, or the ‘we’ of her employing organisation, Education

Queensland, was not made clear. T here used the “we” as a deictic device, described

by Smith as a term that organises, socially,

what is present for both speaker and hearer … and the positions and

arrangements of persons with reference to the ‘position’ of the speaker. What

they refer to can be identified only when the position of the speaker and the

context in which they used is known (1990: 56).

In this instance, the teacher was the Teacher-Principal of the school, and her position

was both invoked and implicitly acknowledged by her use of this deictic term. T’s

superior and authoritative position in relation to K was invoked and made

conversationally relevant through her delicate and subtle use of such devices.
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T completed her initial term by saying “I thought that you asked questions and seeked

advice and you took notes and you reflect that way so, and thoughtfully, so, very

good/”. Again she was using the words included on the form here, and provided a

positive evaluation her observations of K’s practices with the phrase “you reflect that

way so, and thoughtfully, so, very good/”. K then started to speak for the first time in

this recorded meeting. It is noteworthy that therewas no discernible pause between

T’s and his turns here. How was it that K seemed to ‘know’ when to commence

speaking? Very often speakers provide ‘transition-relevance places’ (Hutchby &

Wooffitt, 1998: 48) that signal possible spaces for second speakers to take up the talk.

Often this is signalled by the first part of a two part turn (for example, a question

which signals the need for an answer). Other devices such as extended pauses also

function as a signal to second speakers to begin a new turn. In this instance, the three

brief pauses in T’s final few words (“reflect that way so, and thoughtfully, so, very

good”) acted as a relevance-transition place for K. Transition-relevance places are

frequent in any talk. However, as Schegloff, 1990 (cited in Hutchby & Wooffitt,

1998: 52), “participants orient to possible transition-relevance places, not to ‘actual’

ones … it is the possibility of completion, rather than its actual occurrence, that is the

most relevant factor in managing turn-taking” (emphasis in original).

The next turns were largely provided by K.

2. K: /Yep I found with one of the lessons that I did that [um on

3. T: [mm

4. K: on speeches I actually changed, what I did with the 4 5s to the 6 7s because, it
just didn’t work with the 4 5s so [I just changed it to

5. T:  [uh hu

6. K: to one line (in the stretched version) [putting the stroke in

7. T: [uh hu

8. K: for the 4s

It is noteworthy that T provided a series of continuer devices during this series of

statements by K. Continuers are utterances such as “mm”, “uh hu” or “right” that
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show that a recipient’s understanding that a turn is not complete, even though the

speaker might have included possible transition-relevance devices (such as K’s use of

“um” in this instance) within the turn. Such devices signal to the speaker that what

they have said is received as largely incomplete by the recipient, and that they need to

say more. Such continuers also signal to the speaker the recipient’s alignment with the

talk. As such. T was still seen as largely ‘controlling’ the way the talk was

proceeding, despite saying less at this point. The asymmetrical relationship between

the two participants was, by such means, continuously talked into being.

In turns 2, 4, 6 and 7 K confirmed T’s previous description of him as being ‘flexible’

and ‘able to change’ by inserting a brief narrative regarding his classroom practices,

to substantiate T’s version, designating his agreement of her version. So, he described

one of the lessons that he had taught on speeches, when he had changed what he had

done with the students, as a demonstration of his flexibility. He also provided a reason

for doing so, “because it just didn’t work”, thereby providing an explicit example of

his developing professionalism.

T accepted and then evaluated K’s version of events here. She implied that K’s need

to change his what might possibly have been seen as inadequate pedagogic practice

had he not adjusted as a chance for further professional development when she said:

9. T: Isn’t that great though that you had the opportunity to do it again

K agreed with her version of events with his next utterance:

10. K: Yeah yeah [ (fantastic yeah)

T heard K’s “yeah yeah” as a transition-relevant point, and took up talk again with a

completion formulation and a slightly longer pause explicitly signalling a change of

topic:

11. T: [and that’s been a great thing yeah (.5) okay so:o um teaching
practices …
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Again, T was taking control of the direction in which the talk was proceeding. K’s

understanding that the 0.5 second pause designated a potential topic change rather

than an opportunity for him to continue speaking here, and his acceptance of T’s

initiating the change of topic was demonstrated by his not having picked up the talk

during the brief break in T’s utterance.

It is not my intention to continue analysing this meeting in detail here. Rather, I have

used the initial 10 turns of the talk to show how the talk began, and to point out some

of the procedural arrangements that he participants used that set the way in which the

talk continued. Within these initial turns the participants worked up a particular

conversational structure as a pattern that was repeated during the remainder of the

meeting. As such, the sequential arrangements identified by using CA strategies have

shown how this talk worked in an orderly way to talk into being the asymmetrical

relationship between T and K in this instance. The use of MCA strategies has shown

how particular categories were actively worked up within and through the continuing

talk. These categories had both implied and explicitly named associated category-

bound activities pertaining to them. These categories were morally implicative (cf.

Jayyusi, 1984; 1991). The descriptions and narratives evidenced in this talk provided

contrasting moral versions of different categories of school (this good school in

contrast to other possibly ‘not so good’ schools), and of teachers, and their

understandings of the category-bound attributes of ‘good’ versus ‘not so good’

teachers. The participants actively talked into being mutually acceptable and agreed-

upon ideological institutional versions of schools and teachers within and through this

talk-in-interaction. As such, particular institutional ideologies were actively

constituted and mediated within and through this institutional talk (Smith, 1987;

1990), and were made visible through the use of CA and MCA.

In summary, CA and MCA identified the following features in this talk:

x An asymmetrical relationship was talked into being within and through this

talk

x The supervising teacher provided her evaluations of practice from an

authoritative ‘expert’ position
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x There was a preference for agreement between the parties (cf. Heritage, 1984;

Sacks, 1992)

x The participants accounted for their practices by providing examples and

narratives of their practices

x These accounts provided mutually acceptable versions of effective teacherly

practices

x A repeated 3 part structural arrangement was made visible in this particular

talk:

1. The supervising teacher introduced each topic to be discussed (guided

in this instance by the practicum evaluation from) in a long turn in

which she reported her written comments and provided examples of

her observations of the pre-service teacher’s practices that enabled her

to evaluate him in these ways

2. The pre-service teacher concurred with the supervising teacher’s

version by narrating an event that illustrated his practices, in keeping

with the supervising teacher’s version

3. The supervising teacher evaluated the usefulness of the pre-service

teacher’s recounts of his experiences in relation to his professional

development, and then moves on to the next topic.

Having summarised the main features revealed through analysis of this extract from

the professional conversation between a particular pre-service MYS teacher and his

supervising teacher / mentor, I will now consider some possibilities for future

research ensuing from these findings.

Where to from here?

It must here be acknowledged that this discussion is based on only a first pass through

one example of some of the data collected as part of the larger research project from

which this paper derives. Analysis of this extract provides a useful way of identifying

how one particular pre-service teacher (mentee) – supervising teacher (mentor)

relationship was conversationally constituted within and through this talk. The use of

CA and MCA analytic strategies has illuminated the delicate ways in which these
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participants conversationally positioned themselves and each other, and presented

particular moral versions of themselves and of the interpersonal and institutional

world of which they are a part.  As such, they talked their social worlds and their

relationships into being.

In this instance the supervising teacher positioned herself, and was positioned by the

pre-service teacher, as benevolent expert, guiding the pre-service teacher into her

versions of effective teaching practices. The pre-service teacher largely agreed with

these, by providing examples of his practices that elaborated the versions and agenda

set by the supervising teacher. This talk revealed a mostly one-way discussion

wherein the  ‘expert’ supervising teacher set the agenda for the talk, with the pre-

service teacher confirming his supervisor’s versions of events.

The conversational structure of the meeting between the supervising teacher (mentor)

and her pre-service (mentee) teacher appears clearly delineated into a the 3 part

sequence described above in this instance, which was repeated six times in total, in

keeping with the five headings specified on the teacher evaluation form. The data is

very rich, and provides an illuminative entry into the conversational co-construction

of this mentor-mentee relationship. However, this paper has focused on only one

instance of a professional conversation between a supervising teacher and a per-

service teacher, and it may well be idiosyncratic rather than representative of  the

conversational co-construction of many such relationships. As such, there is a need to

obtain more examples of talk to verify whether or not this meeting was possibly

‘typical’ of many other MYS pre-service – supervising teacher interactions.

There is a need to find examples of more collaborative ‘mentoring’ talk that models

more ‘effective’ practice. Analysis of talk between mentors and mentees, some of

whom have, and some of whom have not undertaken pre-practicum professional

development programs in effective mentorship practices, would enable a comparison

of different mentoring styles. Furthermore, it may well be that encouraging mentors

and mentees to record, transcribe and analyse some of their conversations would

enable them to consider come to a better understanding not merely of their

institutional expectations, arrangements and relationships, but to also develop a more

collaborative approach. A longer term research study is needed to investigate the
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possible effectiveness of such programs in trying to reduce the presently high teacher

dropout rates during their first 3-5 years of service.

Conclusion

Using CA and MCA to interrogate the talk between this teacher mentor and mentee

has shown how their professional relationship was actively talked into being. Moral

versions of what makes a ‘good’ teacher and effective ‘teacherly practices’ were

conversationally constituted within this talk, directed by the requirements of the

evaluation form. It was certainly not a relationship of equals. This talk illuminated an

asymmetrical relationship, with the mentor taking the dominant role in the

relationship. In effect, an expert-novice relationship was enacted within and through

this talk in interaction.

As specified earlier, contemporary research suggests that a more equal and

collaborative mentoring relationship is to be recommended in preference to the

traditional expert-novice for an effective induction of new teachers into the

profession. Furthermore, research has revealed the advantages, for both pre-service

teachers and their mentors, of professional learning courses and/or workshops in

effective mentoring for teacher development (Boreen & Niday, 2000; Orland, 2001;

Smith & Strahan, 2001;Timperley, 2001; Weiss & Weiss, 2001). Knowledge of how

the social and institutional world of which they are a part, and of  their interpersonal

relationships are actively constituted within and through their professional

conversations would enable mentors and their mentees to have a better understanding

of their institutional arrangements, roles, expectations and the nature of their

relationships. Further research regarding ways of developing more productive teacher

mentor-mentee relationships would certainly be beneficial, bearing in mind the

importance of the practicum experience for new teachers entering the profession.

Because effective supervisory/mentorship practices are not necessarily based on mere

commonsense, there well may be a need to provide professional learning programs for

both pre-service and supervising teachers in preparation for practicum experiences. It

is argued that such a program would facilitate the development of more effective and

mutually positive and productive professional relationships during the practicum

components of teacher education programs than presently exists in many cases.



21

References

Atkinson,J.M. & Heritage,J. (1984). Structures of Social Action : Studies in
Conversation Analysis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Baker, C. (1997). Membership Categorization and Interview Accounts. In D.
Silverman (Ed.). Qualitative Research: Theory, Method and Practice. London,
Thousand Oaks & New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Baker, C.D. (2000). Locating Culture in Action: Membership Categorisation in Texts
and Talk. In A. Lee & C. Poynton (Eds). Culture and Text: Discourse and Methodology
in Social Research and Cultural Studies. St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin.

Baker, C. & Keogh, J. (1995). Accounting for Achievement in Parent-Teacher
Interviews. Human Studies 18, 263-300.

Baker, C. & Keogh, J. (1997). Mapping Moral Orders in Parent-Teacher Interviews. In
A. Marcarino (Ed.). Conference Proceedings of the International Conference:
Perspective and Current Work on Ethnomethodology (EM) and Conversational Analysis
(CA). Urbino: Centro Internazionale di Semiotica et di Linguistica. University of Urbino,
25-42.

Boreen, J. & Niday, D. (2000). Breaking through the isolation: Mentoring beginning
teachers. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 44(2), 152-163.

Coulon, A. (1995). Ethnomethodology. Thousand Oaks, London & New Delhi: Sage.

Dinan-Thompson, M. (2003). The Mother Hen, Chickens or Roosters: Who has
Control over Curriculum Change in this Chookyard? Curriculum Perspectives 23(1),
55-60.

Drew, J. & Heritage,, J.C. (Eds). (1992). Talk at Work: Interaction in Institutional
Settings. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Education Queensland. (2003). See the future: The middle phase of learning state
school action plan. http://education.qld.gov.au/

Graham, P. (1997). Tensions in the mentor teacher-student teacher relationship:
creating productive sites for learning within a high school English teacher education
program. Teaching and Teacher Education 13(5), 513-527.

Heritage, J. (1984). Garfinkel and Ethnomethodology. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Hester, S. & Eglin, P. (Eds.) (1997).Studies in Ethnomethodology and Conversation
Analysis. Washington, DC: International Institute for Ethnomethodology and
Conversation Analysis and University Press of America.



22

Jayyusi, L. (1984). Categorization and the Moral Order. Boston: Routledge & Kegan
Paul.

Jayyusi, L. (1991). Values and Moral Judgement: Communication Praxix as a Moral
Order In G. Button (ed.). Ethnomethodology and the Human Sciences. Cambridge:
Cambridge University, 227-251.

Lortie, D. (1975). Schoolteacher: A Sociological Study. Chicago: University of
Chicago.

Mehan, H. (1979). Learning Lessons: Social Organisation in the Classroom.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Orland, L. (2001). Reading a mentoring situation: one aspect of learning to mentor.
Teaching and Teacher Education 17(1), 75-88.

Pendergast, D. (2005). The emergence of middle schooling. In D. Pendergast & N.
Bahr (Eds). Teaching middle years: Rethinking curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment. Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin.

Psathas, G (1995). Conversation Analysis: The Study of Talk-in-Interaction.
Qualitative Research Methods 35. London: Sage.

Queensland Board of Teacher Registration (2004). The multiple faces of internships:
A report of the working party on internships in teacher education. Brisbane:
Queensland Board of Teacher Registration.

Sacks, H. (1974). On the Analysability of Stories by Children. In R. Turner (Ed.).
Ethnomethodology: Selected Readings. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Sacks, H. (1992). Lectures in Conversation, Volumes 1 & 2. G. Jefferson(Ed.). Oxford:
Basil Blackwell.

Silverman, D. (1987). Communication and Medical Practice: Social Relations in the
Clinic. London: Sage.

Smith, D. (1987). The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist Sociology. Boston:
Northeastern University Press.

Smith, D.E. (1990). Texts, Facts and Femininity : Exploring The Relations of Ruling
London & New York: Routledge.

Smith, T.W. & Strahan, S. (2004). Toward a prototype of expertise in teaching: A
descriptive case study. Journal of Teacher Education 55(4), 357-371.

Ten Have, P. (1999). Doing Conversation Analysis: A Practical Guide. London,
Thousand Oaks & New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Timperley, H. (2001). Mentoring conversations designed to promote student teacher
learning. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education 29(2), 111-123.



23

Weiss, E.M. & Weiss, S. (2001). Doing reflective supervision with student teachers in
a professional development school culture. Reflective Practice 2(2), 125-154.

Zeichner, K. & Gore, J. (1990). Teacher Socialization. In W.R. Houston (Ed.)
Handbook of Research on Teacher Education. New York: Macmillan.



24

Appendix 1:

Transcription Conventions

, Just noticeable pause

(.5), (2.6) Examples of timed pauses (in seconds)

     ?    Rise of pitch

[word square brackets: overlapping talk

[word 

hh breathiness or laughter

(    ) talk unclear or untranscribable

// no discernible pause between turns

((   )) transcriber’s notes


