23 Introduction to the Course
Face-to-Face Communication

Tessa van Charldorp, Marije van Braak,
and Aranka Akkermans

The course Face-to-Face Communication is part of the bachelor program in Commu-
nication and Information Sciences at Utrecht University, the Netherlands.! The course
is taught in Dutch and is aimed at Dutch-speaking first-year university students. In
this course, students are introduced to pragmatics, specifically “talk in interaction.”
Students learn (1) about pragmatic theories concerning how we get things done in
talk; (2) how one’s cultural background and speaking in a second language influence
interactional understanding; and (3) how to do research on intercultural interaction in
formal and informal settings. In order to achieve these three goals, students not only
read a textbook on conversation analysis and papers on studies concerning intercul-
tural face-to-face communication, but they also experience talking to international
students themselves. Students start with a research project in the first week of class
and are guided through several phases of doing research on intercultural interaction.

In this chapter, we would like to present the syllabus of the course, including a list
of topics discussed, reading materials, course assignments (such as reflective diary
assignments and in-class activities), and a step-by-step explanation of the various
phases of the research project in which students learn to do research on intercul-
tural interaction. We will end this chapter with a reflection on internationalizing
the face-to-face communication curriculum.

The Course Schedule Week by Week (10-Week Course,
210 Hours)

In the table below, the 10-week course is outlined, including the topics discussed,
the literature students read, and the assignments, papers, and exams that are part of
the course (see section 3 for more detail). The course consists of one lecture and two
seminars per week (6 contact hours per week). Lectures take place in a big lecture
hall, whilst seminars take place in smaller groups with a maximum of 25 students.

Internationalizing the Face-to-Face Communication Curriculum

The following four sections further explain what literature, assignment(s), and activi-
ties contribute to achieving the course goals, particularly focusing on the intercultural
learning goal through internationalizing the face-to-face communication curriculum.

Internationalizing the Face-to-Face Communication
Curriculum Through Literature

An overview and short description of the literature contributing to the intercultural
course aim is presented in Table 23.2. The main book we use for this course is A. C.
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Introduction to Face-to-Face Communication 271

Garcia’s textbook, An Introduction to Interaction: Understanding Talk in Formal
and Informal Settings, which not only contributes to the intercultural course aim
but also introduces the methodology of conversation analysis and teaches students
how to apply this method to all sorts of interaction.

The majority of the literature contributes to the intercultural aim of this course
by addressing communication between people from different (language) cultures.
Garcia (2013) also addresses interaction between people from different subcul-
tures (e.g., laypersons and professionals). The mainly American examples in Gar-
cia (2013) of, for example, medical interaction or 911 calls were often contrasted
with Dutch examples of visiting the local doctor or calling the Dutch emergency
services during class. The literature and the corresponding preparatory reading
assignments stimulate students to reflect on what makes intercultural communi-
cation different from same-culture communication, how interactional rules can
differ from culture to culture, and how this might influence face-to-face commu-
nication. It also familiarizes students with researchable phenomena within inter-
cultural communication and with transcription and presentation of translated
intercultural communication.

Internationalizing the Face-to-Face Communication
Curriculum Through Diary Assignments

As part of this course, students write weekly diary reflections in an online environ-
ment (only visible to the instructors). In these diary assignments, students reflect on
their own and other people’s actions and gather examples of everyday interactions.
The main aim of the diary assignments is to make students aware of unwritten
interactional practices that make it possible to live together in a society. A short
description of these diary assignments is presented in Table 23.3.

Apart from the broader aim of letting students explore unwritten interactional
norms in society, each diary assignment has a more specific aim. Assignment 3, for
example, contributes to the intercultural aim of the course by exploring differences
in turn-taking rules and overlap between subcultures. In this way, assignment 3
stimulates students to reflect on how interactional rules can differ from (sub)culture
to (sub)culture and the effects this may have on face-to-face communication.

Internationalizing the Face-to-Face Communication
Curriculum Through Seminar Activities

The course includes a variety of seminar activities that address intercultural face-
to-face communication. An overview and short description of these is presented in
Table 23.4.

In general, the activities discussed in Table 23.4 address either one of two types
of intercultural communication: communication between people from different
linguistic cultures (activities 1-8, 12) or communication between laypersons and
professionals (activities 9-11, 13). Together, these activities contribute to the inter-
cultural course aim by:

e stimulating students to reflect on what makes intercultural communication
different from same-culture communication. Communication entails norms
that we abide by, but what are those norms, and what are their interactional
consequences for intercultural communication?
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Introduction to Face-to-Face Communication 275

¢ introducing students to reported analyses of intercultural communication.
Students get an idea about possible phenomena for research in intercultural
communication and familiarize themselves with transcription and presentation
of translated intercultural communication.

¢ having students experience transcribing actual intercultural communication.
These activities present a valuable opportunity to discuss with students the
difficulties of transcribing nonnative conversation and the importance of the
transcription to later analysis.

e practicing analyzing intercultural communication. The complexity of these
assignments increases throughout the course.

e stimulating students to think about ways to conduct intercultural communica-
tion research. As this activity was situated very early in the course, students
mainly proposed to conduct interview or survey research. Discussing their pro-
posals in relation to Murphy and Neu’s (1996) approach provided students
with an interesting start to their journey of discovering intercultural commu-
nication analysis.

Internationalizing the Face-to-Face Communication
Curriculum Through the Research Project

Students start with the research project in the first week of the course. Related
seminar activities guide students through several phases of doing research on inter-
cultural interaction.

Data collection takes place in course week 1 and 2. Students are instructed to
make two 5-minute recordings, one of a Dutch interaction between Dutch students
and one of an English interaction between students in which at least one student is
an international student. In this phase, students experience being part of an inter-
cultural conversation, arrange ethical approval, and record (Skype) conversations
for analytic purposes. Next, students prepare the data for analysis by transcribing
the conversations according to conversation analytic standards (week 3). In this
phase, students experience the difficulties that can arise when transcribing con-
versation in a nonnative language (and in most cases by nonnative speakers). In
weeks 4 and 5, we focus on data analysis. Students learn to select sequences, iden-
tify actions, and build a collection by doing data sessions. Each group chooses a
phenomenon for analysis and is stimulated to think about comparative analyses.
Students analyzing English interaction learn to look beyond “X is done differ-
ently in English.” Students conducting comparative analyses learn that features of
interaction can be very different depending on the language spoken but especially
depending on the intercultural character of the interaction. Each individual student
hands in an analysis of one extract from their group’s collection before week 7.
They receive feedback on these analyses from their teacher during a consultation
hour, in which the teacher and group members together discuss the analyses and
formulate a research question. Finally, students read additional literature to frame
and underpin their analyses. Each group collaboratively writes a research paper, for
which they are instructed to use Bolden’s (2000) article as an inspiration. Students
receive guidance during the seminars and office hours.

In sum, once students hand in their final report in week 9 of the course, they have
gained considerable knowledge about and experiences with conducting interaction
analysis in an intercultural context. Their fine-grained analyses of everyday interac-
tion opened many eyes to the minute details that together construct intercultural
interaction.
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Reflection

In their evaluation of the course, students positively evaluated the course content’s
strong link with real life. Students found it fascinating how the literature showed
that cultural differences in interactional rules could lead to awkward or even hos-
tile situations. Interestingly, in their exam answers, some students showed that
they could relate “divergent” communicative behavior with cultural differences,
whereas others labelled these behaviors as “wrong.”

Nearing the end of the course, we asked a selection of students to evaluate the
seminar activities. In general, students very much valued the repeated listening to
and analysis of a variety of interaction fragments from different settings. A consid-
erable number of students referred to the communication styles introductory activ-
ity (activity 4) as the most instructive activity of all. At the same time, students did
not explicitly mention the intercultural communication aim when we asked them
what was the most important thing that they had learned.

Reflecting on the contribution of the research project to the intercultural com-
munication course aim, two issues are important for consideration. First, although
we stimulated students to conduct a comparative analysis of a phenomenon in
Dutch and English interaction, the number of groups that chose to do so was lim-
ited. Groups mainly selected a phenomenon for investigation in Dutch interaction.
Possibly, analysis of interaction in a language that was not their mother tongue held
them off. At the same time, students often noticed specific linguistic features that
were salient in the international conversations and intuitively felt that these features
had an effect on the interaction—a topic that indeed some students discussed in
their research projects (for example, the frequent use of “yeah” and continuers such
as “hmhm” in the international student talk). Second, the transcription and analy-
sis of intercultural interaction seems to add value to the research project. Students
experienced difficulties in transcribing the interaction, which appeared to be an
excellent starting point for discussion about the value of accurate representation
for later analysis.

In sum, a face-to-face communication curriculum can be “internationalized” by
carefully choosing literature, guiding students through a research project for which
they gather real conversations in both a local and international setting, encouraging
students to reflect on their own and other people’s intercultural interaction in diary
assignments, and designing interactive seminar activities focusing on intercultural
communication. Through this curriculum design, students learn about, experience,
and do research on face-to-face communication beyond their own culture, lan-
guage, and context.

Note

1. The course was developed by the first author and taught by all three authors in 2018-
2019. The first author would like to thank her former colleagues Marca Schasfoort and
Joyce Lamerichs, with whom she developed similar courses at VU Amsterdam, and Mar-
loes Herijgers for helping shape and finalize the course in its current form in 2017-2018.
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