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Abstract Rapid evolution of information technology has changed traditional

classroom pedagogies, and a number of computer-supported collaborative learning

forms have burgeoned. However, research concerning the analysis of teacher-stu-

dent interaction in actual classroom discussions is still less established. This article

addresses the nature of teacher-student interaction in small-group discussions in a

Chinese higher education setting. We analysed the social network and verbal

behavioural features of teacher-student interaction using an analytical framework

that integrates the social network analysis (SNA) and Flanders interaction analysis

(FIA). The results of SNA indicated that the teacher exerted the main control of the

social network and the group leaders were more actively engaged than other stu-

dents. The findings of FIA showed a range of teacher-student behavioural charac-

teristics. Teacher lecturing, student-initiated talk and teacher’s clarifying student

ideas accounted for the largest percentage of interaction. Although the teacher spent

a large percentage of talk in lecturing, he acted more like a guide and facilitator,

developing student ideas with appropriate comments and providing ample oppor-

tunities for student talk. The students as a whole were found to be active in verbal
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behaviours and vigorous in raising questions. This case study provided a framework

for analysing teacher-student interactional behaviours in higher education context. It

also added our understanding of Chinese professors’ and graduate students’ expe-

rience in small-group discussions.

Keywords Small-group discussions � Teacher-student interaction � Social network
features � Verbal behaviours � Higher education

Introduction

Recent developments in information technologies have created exciting opportu-

nities for their educational use and further boosted the research on promoting active

learning with the support of computers (Alavi 1994). An increasing number of

studies have investigated the social interactions in computer-supported learning

environments (Kreijns et al. 2003; Weinberger and Fischer 2006; Kwon et al. 2014).

However, thorough investigations of teacher-student interactional behaviours in an

actual classroom still remained to be further explored. Moreover, although there are

ample studies addressing the teacher-student interaction and student learning

experiences at or below the tertiary level (Murphy et al. 2009; Renn et al. 2014),

little is reported about how adult learners at post-graduate level interact with

professors in actual classrooms.

In Chinese university classrooms, the professor was expected to be ‘‘highly

knowledgeable about a subject and to lead and take control of the classroom’’, while

the students were traditionally viewed as ‘‘passive recipients of knowledge’’ (Tam

et al. 2009, p. 147–148). However, with the marketization and privatisation in the

social-economic context since the late 1980s, especially after China’s entry into the

WTO since the twenty-first century, China has witnessed a revolutionary transition

from elite to mass higher education spurred by a radical expansion policy in 1999

(Li and Lin 2008). This transition called for educational innovations in China’s

traditional education system. For example, Zheng (2001) suggested restructuring the

classroom in China by transforming the traditional classroom as the teachers’ stage

to a teacher-student interactive stage. Chen (2014) emphasised the importance of

understanding what Chinese school teachers actually do in their classrooms before

making changes in their teaching approach. Recently, there has been an increasing

amount of research concerning the promotion and practice of teacher-student

interaction in Chinese classrooms (Gu 2009; Sun 2006). Teachers are encouraged to

organise more group work both in and out of classrooms in Chinese educational

contexts (Li et al. 2014).

This paper reports a case study at one of China’s teacher education universities

and attempts to delineate the university professor’s interaction with graduate

students within the formal classroom setting. Particularly, the study focuses on

analysing the social network and verbal behavioural features of small-group

discussions. It attempts to contribute to a further understanding of Chinese teacher-

student classroom behaviours in Chinese tertiary settings.
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Literature review

In a higher education context, researchers and practitioners believe that frequent and

meaningful teacher-student interaction both inside and outside of the classroom leads

to a strong contribution to students’ learning and their personal development (Cotten

and Wilson 2006). Social support from learners’ parents, teachers and peers can

positively predict learners’ adaptive types of goals (King and Jr. Ganotice 2014). The

actual classroom is the primary setting where teacher-student interaction happens, and

evidence has shown that learners’ interactive activitieswith a peer or an expert tutor are

more beneficial than self-explaining in group learning (Chi 2009; Chi et al. 2008;

Osborne 2010). There is a long tradition and also a wide range of research perspectives

concerning the nature of teacher-student interaction in actual classrooms. For instance,

early in the 1960s, Flanders (1962) proposed an interactional analysis system focusing

on the analysis of the teacher-student verbal statement types within classroom

communication. Auster and Macrone (1994) analysed the different types of teacher-

student interactive behaviours and found lecturers were most frequent in calling on

student volunteers, calling on by students’ names and giving students enough time to

answer questions. Carroll (2005) proposed an analytic approach from the linguistic

perspective, investigated the study group discourse and developed a methodology for

understanding the interactive talk. To better understand what was happening in the

process of ‘‘negotiating meaning’’, researchers proposed to integrate the traditional

data analysis method with the interactive analysis approach. For instance, Martinez

et al. (2003) proposed an interpretative approach by integrating the qualitative

evaluation with social network analysis (SNA). Cho et al. (2007) applied SNA to

understanding teacher-student interaction in the computer-supported collaborative

learning (CSCL) community. Kwon et al. (2014) investigated the characteristics of

social interactions between good and poor collaborators in a CSCL environment as

well and found most groups did not exhibit ideal interactional behaviours as expected.

Coll et al. (2014) analysed specific type of teachers’ feedback in small groups and

revealed the complex role played by the teachers in an online collaborative learning

environment. Compared with the heated discussion about the nature of teacher-student

interaction with computer and the Internet-based technology, there is still a lack of

research on teacher-student interaction situated in the actual classroom discussions.

In-class small-group discussions are considered as a useful teaching strategy

offering learners special opportunities for active learning (McKeachie and Hofer

2002), and its merits have been well explained (Lou et al. 1996; Murphy et al. 2009;

Nystrand 2006). During discussions, learners incorporate ways of thinking and

behaving, foster the knowledge, skills and dispositions, and acquire abilities for

independent problem solving (Anderson et al. 2001; Hatano 1993;Murphy et al. 2009).

Barnes and Todd (1977) conducted one of the pioneering studies exploring the nature

of interaction taking place within small groups. Cohen (1994) reviewed process

conditions for successful group learning and suggested a research focus on task and

interaction for a better understanding of the effectiveness of small-group learning.

Christoph and Nystrand (2001) documented three key strategies that the teacher used

to make group discussions possible in the classroom, such as ‘‘developing an ethos of
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involvement and respect, using scaffolding and specific ways of phrasing questions to

encourage discussion, and,most importantly, acknowledging andmaking space for the

presence of students’ interpersonal relationship’’ (p. 249). McDonough (2004) found

that learners demonstrated improved production of the target language forms with

more participation during small-group activities, though they did not hold positive

perceptions of those activities. These studies are helpful for teachers to understand and

further conduct effective classroom discussions. However, we claim that further

research should be conducted from the perspective of social interaction, delineating the

nature, process, and characteristics of interaction between teachers and students in

small-group discussions.

This study attempts to better understand the features of teacher-student

interaction within small-group discussions. It is primarily guided by the following

two research questions:

1. What are the social network features of the teacher-student interaction within

small-group discussions in a Chinese university setting?

2. What are the verbal behaviours of the participants in this social network?

Since the research was conducted in a Chinese higher education setting, the

results can also represent a special phenomenon through the cultural lens.

Methods

Research setting and participants

This empirical research was conducted in an 18-week post-graduate seminar entitled

‘‘Instructional System Design’’ at a teacher education university in Northern China.

Participants included a full-time university professor and a total of 14 graduate

students who volunteered to participate in the study. All participants received the

Plain Language Statement of the study and signed the consent form that their

performance would be videotaped and further analysed anonymously. In order to keep

their profiles confidential, the professor was identified by the code T, while the

fourteen students were identified by the codes S1–S14. The 14 graduate students were

then divided into three set groups with five students (S1–S5) in Group 1, S10–S14 in

Group 3, and four students (S6–S9) in Group 2. The professor asked one student from

each group to volunteer as the group leader, with the main responsibility of making

appointments with the professor and organising the group activities.

Procedure

The professor met all the students for three regular class periods (1 h for each regular

class period) every week throughout one semester. Each group was assigned one

specified research topic at the beginning of the semester. The topic for Group 1 was

‘‘How to Identify Instructional Goals’’, the topic for Group 2 was ‘‘How to Conduct

Learner Analysis’’ and the topic for Group 3 was ‘‘How to Conduct Evaluation of
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Instruction’’. During the semester, each group had four to five separate sessions of

small-group discussions (1–3 h per session) with the professor in addition to the

regular class periods. During the small-group discussions, students in each group

would discuss their research plan and progress with the professor. After all sessions

of small-group discussions, each group had to present their research results to the

entire class. Their presentation accounted for 30 % of their final grade.

In total, 14 sessions of small-group discussions (5 sessions of Group 1 and Group

3, 4 sessions of Group 2) throughout the semester were collected, coded and further

analysed. The length of a video-recorded session was between 90 and 120 min. In

total, a length of approximately 1500 min of interactional scenarios was collected

for analysis.

Measures

To begin with, we used the SNA model to elaborate the social network features of

the teacher-student interaction in small-group discussions. SNA is a commonly used

research approach in sociology and organisational studies, which offers ‘‘a method

for mapping group interaction, visualising ‘connectedness’ and quantifying some

characteristics of these processes within a community’’ (de Laat et al. 2007, p. 90).

Rienties et al. (2013) believed that the dynamic use of SNA provided researchers

with many new angles in social interaction processes. Freeman (1979) reviewed a

number of published measures for the centrality features of SNA and reduced them

to three basic concepts namely: degree centrality, betweenness centrality and

closeness centrality. Degree centrality includes out-degree and in-degree centrality,

which are regarded as two commonly used calculations in social network analysis

(Russo and Koesten 2005). Betweenness centrality measures the participants’

potential in the social network to control communication with the other members in

the given network (Lewis et al. 2008). Since degree centrality usually has a high

correlation with the closeness centrality, the present study mainly explored degree

and betweenness centrality. The collected data were analysed by two trained coders

using the UCInet 6.0 program (Borgatti et al. 2005) on social network level and the

Cohen’s Kappa of inter-coder reliability is 0.73.

We realised that SNA by itself was not enough to achieve a full understanding of

the social interaction in collaborative small-group learning (Martinez et al. 2003);

therefore, our second step was to analyse the verbal behaviours within the teacher-

student interaction. We employed the Flanders’ interaction analysis (FIA), proposed

by Flanders (1962) focusing on the analysis of the teacher-student verbal statements

within classroom communication. It was accepted as an effective measurement for

analysing teacher-student interaction by different scholars (Kožić et al. 2013;

Sahlberg and Boce 2010; Schempp et al. 2004). FIA defined ten categories of verbal

behaviours including seven categories on teacher talk, two categories on student talk

and one category on silence and confusion. As shown in Table 1, the present study

made a minor modification to the FIA by adding ‘‘Asking questions and expecting

answers’’ in the students’ talk. Since Chinese students have traditionally been

viewed as ‘‘passive recipients of knowledge’’ (Tam et al. 2009, p. 147–148) and

seldom ask questions in class, we added the category to discover the percentage of
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students’ asking questions in group discussions. Two trained observers recorded

each category of verbal behaviours every 3 s based on the following scheme and the

Cohen’s Kappa of inter-coder reliability in verbal behaviour analysis is 0.74.

Results

The results of social network features and verbal behaviours within small-group

discussions are presented below.

Table 1 A modified coding scheme of verbal behaviours (based on Flanders 1962)

Categories of verbal behaviours Detailed description Category

code

Teacher

talk

Indirect

influence

1. Using student

feeling

constructively

1. Clarifying students’ positive or negative

feelings

2. Expecting and reflecting on students’

feelings

3. Using students’ feelings constructively

1

2. Giving praise 1. Verbal behaviours for giving

encouragement or praise

2. Nonverbal behaviours for giving

encouragement or praise, such as nodding,

showing hands

2

3. Clarifying

student ideas

1. Clarifying students’ ideas

2. Developing student ideas with proper

comments

3

4. Asking

questions

1. Asking questions

2. Expecting or waiting for students’ answers

4

Direct

influence

5. Lecturing 1. Giving lectures

2. Expressing teachers’ beliefs

3. Explaining

4. Stating other authorities’ opinions

5

6. Giving

directions

Giving orders, directions or commands 6

7. Justifying

authority

1. Giving statements in an attempt to change

students’ behaviours

2. Blaming or criticising students

3. Explaining teachers’ verbal and nonverbal

behaviours

7

Student

talk

8. Talk made in response to a

teacher-initiated contact

1. Responding to the teacher

2. Responding to student peers

8

9. Talk initiated by the student 1. Initiating a conversation

2. Expressing opinions

3. Initiating a new topic

9

10. Asking questions and expecting answers 10

11. Silence or confusion 11
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Social network features of small-group discussions

As shown in Figs. 1, 2 and 3, the results indicate the professor gained the highest

out-degree scores in all three groups. The participant’s out-degree centrality refers

to his or her ability to connect with others in the network. If the participant has high

out-degree centrality, it means he is a more active participant and has more direct

contact with other members in the social network. Therefore, we conclude that the

professor played the most active role in the social communications with the students

and had the most direct contact with the students in small-group discussions.

Secondly, there was always one student that had the second highest out-degree score

compared with other students, such as S1 in Group 1, S6 in Group 2 and S10 in

Group 3. We checked the profiles of the students with the highest out-degree scores

and found that they were the group leaders who volunteered to lead a group at the

beginning of the group setting.

As indicated in Figs. 4, 5 and 6, the professor also had the highest in-degree score

in all three groups. S1 in Group 1, S6 in Group 2 and S10 in Group 3 also

demonstrated relatively higher in-degree scores than other students. The partici-

pant’s in-degree centrality represents the degree to which others seek out that

particular participant in a social network. The higher the in-degree score a

participant has, the more advantageous position he occupies in the social network.

Thus, we conclude that the professor and group leaders usually occupied more

structurally advantageous positions than other students.

Then, we analysed the betweenness centrality of the small-group discussions.

According to Cho et al. (2007), the betweenness score of a participant in a social

network indicates the extent to which that participant serves as a structural conduit.

Usually, the higher the betweenness score a participant has, the greater extent of the

control in the interaction he possesses. The results show that the professor had the

largest power and the group leaders had the second largest power to facilitate or

limit the interaction (Figs. 7, 8, 9).

Verbal behaviours in small-group discussions

In order to better understand the teacher-student interaction, we made an analysis of

teacher-student verbal behaviours based on the FIA. Table 2 displays the frequency
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of teacher-student verbal behaviours in small-group discussions. It was clear that the

professor had the main control of the discussions. Notably, student talk also

accounted for a large percentage of the discussions. For example, the percentage of
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student talk exceeded the teacher talk in the fourth session of Group 1, and in the

second and the fifth session of Group 3.

We then analysed the categories of verbal behaviours in small-group discussions.

First, as indicated in Table 3, all three groups had a relatively high percentage of

teacher lecturing (Category code = 5), student-initiated talk (Category code = 9)
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and clarifying student ideas (Category code = 3). On one hand, teacher lecturing

dominated the group discussion for all the three groups. On the other hand, in some

sessions of group discussion, the percentage of student-initiated talk exceeded the

Table 2 Frequency of teacher-student verbal behaviours in small-group discussions

Group Discussion The percentage of

teacher talk (%)

The percentage of

student talk (%)

The percentage of

silence and confusion (%)

Group 1 The 1st time 49.66 33.16 17.18

The 2nd time 55.71 30.94 13.35

The 3rd time 66.25 21.25 12.50

The 4th time 28.84 58.58 12.58

The 5th time 44.96 39.10 15.94

The 1st time 38.93 21.88 39.19

Group 2 The 2nd time 34.17 23.49 42.34

The 3rd time 48.41 36.35 15.24

The 4th time 43.70 33.31 22.99

The 1st time 50.10 19.43 30.47

Group 3 The 2nd time 39.74 47.61 12.65

The 3rd time 44.86 39.05 16.09

The 4th time 38.43 37.41 24.16

The 5th time 34.51 53.11 12.38

Table 3 Frequency of the verbal behaviours in small-group discussions

Group Discussion Category code of verbal behaviours

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Group 1 The 1st time 0.07 2.25 13.23 0.23 32.68 0.98 0 0.60 26.60 5.48 17.66

The 2nd time 0 0.87 8.20 1.32 44.27 1.02 0 0.41 28.83 1.58 13.40

The 3rd time 0 3.40 29.14 0.91 28.34 4.31 0 3.06 16.21 2.04 12.70

The 4th time 0 0.76 8.31 1.65 18.10 0 0 1.21 53.78 3.56 12.63

The 5th time 0 0.92 14.05 1.42 28.04 0.51 0 1.02 36.08 1.98 15.98

Group 2 The 1st time 0.06 0.84 3.16 0.58 32.73 1.61 0 0.64 19.72 1.55 39.11

The 2nd time 0 0.27 3.13 2.13 28.56 0.27 0 0.60 19.37 3.60 42.48

The 3rd time 0.11 2.04 6.56 2.26 36.90 0.51 0 1.87 31.64 2.89 15.22

The 4th time 0 2.78 4.75 3.95 30.94 1.43 0 2.19 26.34 4.83 22.97

Group 3 The 1st time 0.13 0.13 2.26 0.93 46.00 0.67 0 0.35 11.83 7.24 30.46

The 2nd time 0.07 3.63 3.76 1.55 29.91 0.81 0 0.47 41.53 5.58 12.70

The 3rd time 0.05 0.72 3.68 0.73 39.61 0.05 0 3.05 30.65 5.33 16.13

The 4th time 0.43 4.51 3.34 1.02 26.16 2.91 0 0.87 34.74 1.74 24.27

The 5th time 0 1.91 4.72 1.53 25.31 1.02 0 1.06 50.74 1.28 12.42

Category code of verbal behaviours: 1 using student feeling constructively, 2 giving praise, 3 clarifying

student ideas, 4 asking questions, 5 lecturing, 6 giving directions, 7 justifying authority, 8 talk responding

to teacher talk, 9 student-initiated talk, 10 asking questions & expecting answers, 11 silence or confusion
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teacher lecturing, such as in the fourth and fifth sessions of Group 1 as well as the

second, fourth and fifth sessions of Group 3. The relatively high percentage of

student-initiated talk indicated that students had an active participation in small-

group discussions and enjoyed ample opportunities to air their opinions. Moreover,

the professor spent a handsome amount of time clarifying student ideas, which is

another indication of the professor’s initiative to promote group discussions.

Second, the professor did not show any verbal behaviours of justifying his authority

(Category code = 7), which indicated that he never attempted to change students’

behaviours or criticise students during small-group discussions. These findings may

imply that there was a relatively fair atmosphere for thorough negotiation of

meaning between the professor and the students.

Finally, we compared the percentage of the professor’s and students’ verbal

behaviours in terms of asking questions. From Table 4, it was clear that students

demonstrated the greater percentage of asking questions in class, and thus, we

concluded that students also had sufficient opportunities to raise questions and ask

the professor for help during small-group discussions.

Discussion

The main goal of the study was to investigate the nature of teacher-student

interaction in small-group discussions. The exploratory case study resulted in the

following important findings.

Social network features of small-group discussions

We discovered two distinctive social network features. First of all, the professor had

the highest score of in-degree centrality, out-degree centrality and betweenness in

all three small groups. It suggested that the professor occupied the central position

in the social network, being the source of communications for the students. It

verifies the teacher’s traditional role as explainers in the Chinese classroom setting

(Huang and Brown 2009). Chinese culture is regarded as being part of the

Confucian-heritage and reflecting particularities of a collectivist society (Biggs

1996). The Confucian cultural tradition, combined with other factors such as

population pressure, economic and political systems, helps to shape a teacher-

dominated, and highly structured Chinese pedagogical culture (Zhang 2004).

According to Li (2001), Chinese teachers usually enjoy great authority and are

highly respected by their students. They are regarded both as authorities and

students’ moral mentors (Huang 2009).

Another social network feature is that the leaders of all three small groups

had the second most important role following the professor. They usually acted

the role of a teaching assistant, having a large number of opportunities to talk

and having strong influence on other group members’ interactional language. It is

consistent with the results of Hara et al. (2000), who noted that some

participants were more socially engaged, for instance, the discussion moderator

or starter held the key role in deciding ‘‘the depth of dialogue and overall
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knowledge generation processes’’ (p. 146). It also echoes with the statement

made by Hogg et al. (1998), who claimed that an individual who remains in a

leadership position will be more socially active and his or her fundamental

attribution effect will be more entrenched. In this case, since the group leaders

were volunteers at the beginning of the group setting and did not rotate their role

with other group members, it is quite natural that the leaders would hold a more

influential role in the social network as the group work continued. However, it

also indicated that other group members may act as free riders in the group

work. Teng and Luo (2015) claimed that social loafing should be avoided in

effective group learning. In order to guarantee the effectiveness of the small-

group learning, Smith et al. (2005) suggested the leadership role should be

shared among group members to ensure structured or cooperative group work.

Moreover, teachers should hold an ‘‘instructional role’’ to curb the free riding

phenomena (Njie et al. 2013).

Verbal behaviours of small-group discussions

The analysis of verbal behaviours showed three main categories of verbal

behaviours within small-group discussions: teacher lecturing (Category code = 5),

student-initiated talk (Category code = 9) and teacher’s clarifying student ideas

(Category code = 3). Although the professor’s discourse was characterised by a

large percentage of lecturing, he was also very generous in clarifying student ideas.

It indicated that the professor in this case was not only tense in lecturing but also

very active in developing student ideas with appropriate comments. This finding

echoes the re-interpretation of teachers’ role in teacher-student interaction by

Kennedy (2002), who stressed that teacher-student relationships in Chinese

Table 4 Frequency of asking questions in small-group discussions

Group Discussion The percentage of the

teacher’s verbal behaviours

of asking questions

The percentage of students’

verbal behaviours of asking

questions

Group 1 The 1st time 0.69 17.18

The 2nd time 2.91 5.19

The 3rd time 3.10 11.25

The 4th time 8.36 6.20

The 5th time 6.91 5.21

Group 2 The 1st time 1.74 7.27

The 2nd time 6.96 15.65

The 3rd time 5.78 8.37

The 4th time 11.32 15.83

Group 3 The 1st time 1.90 37.96

The 2nd time 4.91 11.84

The 3rd time 1.80 14.80

The 4th time 3.74 4.78

The 5th time 5.71 2.45
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classrooms are neither cold nor authoritarian as they appear at first. Kennedy (2002)

claimed the ‘‘pastoral role’’ of Chinese teachers in guiding and mentoring students

(p. 439). In our case, we also recognised the similar responsibility the university

professor assumed. Therefore, the professor in present research actually acted more

like a guide and facilitator, promoting students’ group discussions.

Another fact is that the frequency of student talk is also very high in all sessions

of small-group discussions. Students were actively involved in discussions through

starting a conversation, expressing their opinions and leading discussions on new

topics. As shown in Table 4, students also demonstrated a great percentage of

asking questions in discussions. The findings are contradictory to earlier findings

which claimed that Chinese students were just good listeners and note takers, who

seldom tried to impose their opinions on others (Charlesworth 2008; Huang and

Brown 2009) or rarely asked questions in class.

Conclusion

The rapid development of information technology has provided enormous potential

for promoting learning and teaching, but clearly, the application of technology to

improve education is ‘‘not a simple matter’’ (Roschelle et al. 2000, p. 92). Zhao

et al. (2002) suggested teachers should take ‘‘an evolutionary rather than a

revolutionary view’’ (p. 512) on changes caused by technological innovations and

reflect very carefully before implementing innovative technologies in their own

classrooms. The present study was an attempt to further explore the nature of small-

group discussions in actual classroom interaction in a Chinese university setting. We

believed a thorough understanding of teacher-student interaction in actual classroom

teaching is a crucial condition for the successful application of innovative

technologies.

In this study, we investigated social network and verbal behavioural features of

teacher-student interaction in small-group discussions in a Chinese higher education

setting. The findings revealed a complicated picture. First of all, the professor

possessed the central role in the social network and spent a large percentage of

discussion time in lecturing, which is in line with several earlier studies. In

traditional Chinese culture, teachers usually acted as the main controller of the

classroom. However, the professor also spent much time clarifying and further

developing learners’ ideas and shared a high percentage of classroom talk with the

students. The findings are consistent with Webb’s findings that the effective teacher

usually played a multi-dimensional role in collaborative small-group learning

(Webb 2009). It revealed a new perspective of Chinese teacher’s role in small-group

learning with graduate students.

Secondly, the verbal behaviours of students in this research showed quite

different features compared with previous literature (Charlesworth 2008; Huang and

Brown 2009). Students had been verbally active in group discussions. Instead of

sitting quietly as listeners, they were very confident in initiating their statements and

raising questions, contrary to popular stereotypes of Chinese students as rigid rote

learners (Gan 2009; Lord et al. 2013; Watkins 2000). The findings also echo the
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earlier studies about the misconceptions of Chinese learners as being reticent

participants and demonstrating lower activity levels in classrooms (Cheng et al.

2011; Cheng 2000; Wang et al. 2009). We can conclude the relationship between

the professor and students in this case study was relatively democratic, and the

findings can be a possible reflection of the changing classroom atmosphere in

Chinese university settings.

This small-scale investigation offers support to explain the social network and

verbal behavioural features of teacher-student interaction in small-group discussions

in a Chinese higher education setting. It adds new information to the substantial

previous literature about small-group work and gives implications for further

understanding the teacher-student interaction in Chinese culture. Working in a

group is known to be very complex (Decuyper et al. 2010), and the classroom

environment provides a dynamic setting (Stronge 2007) for group work. Recently,

in Mainland China, higher education policy makers and practitioners have

increasingly employed ‘‘group work’’ as a teaching strategy in higher education

settings (Li et al. 2014). The rationale behind the initiative is to encourage

‘‘exploratory, discussion-based and participatory’’ teaching and learning in higher

education (AEI 2010). In order to promote the effective group work in higher

education, we suggest Chinese professors give more opportunities for graduate

students to talk, establish positive interdependence among group members and

encourage them to interact with one another to achieve success.
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