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AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

communicate to somebody sitting without sitting oneself). Contextual factors also 
have a bearing on what may be talked about, employing what varieties and what 
genres (see further Malcolm 1980-82:63-68). Context and communication are 
inseparable. 

The strong orientation to context is something which Aboriginal society shares 
with many traditional rural-based societies and which, perhaps, helps to 
distinguish them from Western societies. According to Denny (1991:66), it is a 
distinctive property of Western thought that it operates in a decontextualized way, 
disconnecting what is talked about from other things that may be backgrounded. 
This he relates to our inheritance from classical Greek times and from literacy. A 
number of authors have specifically related the use of contextualised or 'concrete' 
language to Australian Aborigines (Bain 1992, Gray 1990, Eggington 1992) and 
related it to problems of communication and of schooling in contexts where white 
norms of communication prevail. There is evidence that the use of 
decontextualized language by white people is a source of discomfort to Aborigines 
and its use by fellow Aborigines in Aboriginal contexts may be seen as 'betraying 
traditional aboriginal values' (Eggington 1992:93). The problems of the encounter 
of people from an oral-based culture with the decontextualized language of the 
education system have been referred to recently by Davidson (1996:154) in 
describing experience in teaching academic literacy to black Africans at Rhodes 
University: 

The need to reinforce the difference between context-specific or spoken 
communication and context-independent or written communication was considered 
fundamental to the writing process in which respondents engaged with students ... 
restricting the process of writer-learning to written codes may seriously 
disadvantage black African learners whose cultural identity is more comfortably 
matched to an oral, consultative approach to learning 

The attention of Aboriginal learners to context may be misinterpreted by non­
Aboriginal teachers and fellow classmates as inattention to the matter in hand. 
Such misinterpretation could lead to prejudgment which, in turn, could lead to 
alienation of Aboriginal students from learning contexts, perhaps contributing to 
the over-high attrition rate. 

1.5.2 Participation 

A second feature of the Aboriginal oral culture is participation. It was noted by 
Sansom (1980) in his study of patterns of interaction within a Darwin fringe 
community that communications of significance were seen by members of that 
community to be a commonly held possession of the group and could only be 
accessed through a member of the group who was authorised to pass them on. 
Inquirers who asked an unauthorised person for information would normally be 
told 'I dunno' or 'I caan say' and referred on to the right person, even though the 
person originally asked might have known the requested information. In talk 
among children of school age we observed that information tended to be given 
accompanied by confirmation-seeking devices on the part of the speaker and 

- 12-



Australian Aboriginal Students and Higher Education 

confirmation-giving devices on the part of other members of the group. Indeed, 
Aboriginal English has a repertoire of tag forms such as ana, inti, init, etc., which 
serve the purpose of seeking confirmation. The giving of confirmation may be by 
utterances such as 'Yeah', or by repeating what the speaker has said or saying it 
with the speaker (see further Malcolm 1994b). 

Walsh (1966) has summed up one of the key features of Aboriginal communication 
by describing it as communal or group oriented rather than dyadic as is common in 
western society. That is, Aboriginal people, at least in traditional settings, are more 
comfortable being spoken to in the group context rather than being addressed on 
an individual basis. 

The principle of participation may also be observed in such practices as joint 
narration of stories, cooperative singing of songs, whereby one singer takes over 
from another as the voice gets tired and audience involvement, by way of inter­
jected comments and questions (see further Malcolm 1980-82). 

In the acceptance of storytelling as a participative performance event, Aboriginal 
communities may be compared with orally-oriented communities in many 
cultures, including pockets within western cultures, as described, for example by 
Bauman (1986). 

1.5.3 Personalisation 

The oral culture is, of necessity, personalised. Speakers are interacting face to face 
and typically are well known to one another. It is characteristic of members of 
Aboriginal communities to seek to locate newcomers with respect to kin 
connections so that there is a personalised basis on which ongoing communication 
may proceed. This need may be so strong that, in traditional contexts, non­
Aboriginal visitors may be assigned a classificatory kin relationship if their stay is 
extended. · 

While oral-based societies are of necessity personalised in their communicative 
behaviours, they still possess the capacity to avoid personal identification with 
what is said when necessary. Finnegan (1988:66) has shown that one way in which 
distancing is achieved in African narrations is to 'clothe their characters in animal 
form rather than speaking directly about, say, the quirks or the virtues of everyday 
people.' A similar practice may be found in Aboriginal society. 

Personalisation may also be observed in the way in which Aboriginal storytellers 
or information-givers defer to the rights of the owner of the story or the authorised 
holder of the information. It is, as Sansom puts it, 'an Aboriginal cultural verity 
[that] the given word is to be treated both as created object and as a property held 
in possession' (1980:24). Not only is the ownership of the material being 
communicated personalised, but also the content. We have observed among 
Aboriginal children an insistence on getting the identity of the participants right. 
This is apparent in the following extract 
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... then me and Patrick was playing round for- bird, 

then we was sittin' down, 

and after, and me, Michael an' Christopher, we 'ent up Tank Hill; 

then Christopher see us walking along, 

last, no, first Michael, me, no Christopher then me, 

we 'ent along, 

then Christopher fell down 

so 'e hurt 'is knee ... 
(Malcolm, 1994a) 

1.5.4 Shame Avoidance 

We have argued elsewhere (Malcolm 1994b) that it is possible to relate discourse 
strategies which characterise Aboriginal communication to two pervasive 
principles: shame avoidance and conflict avoidance. These behaviours in some 
ways are comparable to what has been called in the pragmatic literature positive 
politeness and negative politeness. 

Shame refers to the experience of the individual being set apart in some way from 
the group, either because one has fallen short of group expectations by, for 
example, having spoken or acted out of turn, or because one has been thrust into 
prominence by being focused upon, even if it is for some worthy achievement. To 
avoid shame, it is safest to say too little rather than too much and to use indirect 
rather than direct communication strategies. 

1.5.5 Conflict Avoidance 

Conflict avoidance is shown in communicative strategies which will favour 
harmony over what might be seen as referential efficiency. For example, Aboriginal 
speakers have been observed to avoid expressing disagreement, although 
disagreement may be inferred from the fact that they express a different opinion 
from that which the other speaker has expressed. In cross-cultural communication, 
they may express agreement without intending it to be assumed that they endorse 
what has been said. The agreement may be social rather than referential in nature. 
Aboriginal people also, at least in some traditional contexts, afford the receiver of a 
question the right to decide whether or not to respond to it. Avoiding conflict in 
communication may subordinate the instrumental function of the communication 
to the social function (see further Malcolm 1994b). 

It is sometimes the experience of teachers to find that their Aboriginal students 
approach their school learning experiences on the basis of conflict avoidance. A 
group of Aboriginal teachers, reflecting on their school experience, 'realised that 
the main purpose of their reading lessons was to please the teacher' (reported by 
Theresa Ward 1982:45). 
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In another, but comparable context, in South Africa, Davidson (1996:156) observed 
that there is a problem among African students in the context of higher education 
that they may imitate the discourse they find accepted there but by doing so 'mask 
genuine understanding'. 

1.6 Discourse conventions of higher education 

The discourse features of Aboriginal society described above can be seen to 
contrast sharply with those of higher education. 

1.6.1 Pervasive use of the grapholect 

As we have observed, the grapholect is fundamental to communication in higher 
education literacy events (see above). The written word is, as it were, the password 
without which nobody can even enter the networks of higher learning. Access to 
knowledge as it is institutionalised in universities is by way of access to recognised 
discourse communities and these discourse communities, as Swales (1990) has 
pointed out, define themselves through conventions for the use of the written 
word. Students must first learn the codes, so that they can access the learning, and 
then they must learn to use the codes so that they may receive the imprimatur of 
the university as potential members of these communities after graduation. For this 
reason, even the oral discourse of lecturers and tutors is heavily metalinguistic and 
focused on the proper use of the language appropriate to the disciplines with 
which they are concerned. 

This characteristic discourse of higher education differs from the discourse of the 
world of orality not only in the extent but also in the nature of its vocabulary. As 
Olson and Astington (1990) have pointed out, it prefers a more remote, Latin-based 
vocabulary to the more familiar Germanic vocabulary of English, and makes 
extremely complex discriminations in certain speech act and mental state verbs 
which are relevant to the expression of views about texts and their interpretations. 
The grapholect which the student must master, as Ong puts it, contrasts with the 
language of the oral based culture in that it 'makes "words" appear similar to 
things' (1982:11). 

To the student whose primary identification is with an oral-based variety, the 
grapholect may represent not only an instrument to access learning but an arbitrary 
barrier to learning and a symbol of the alienness of the social class to which that 
variety may be seen to belong. 

1.6.2 Synchronisation of participation 

A second aspect of the discourse which prevails in higher education is its 
synchronisation. Typically, at least at the undergraduate level, students are 
expected to progress through their courses at the same rate. They read the same 
textbook chapters or references at the same point, as directed by the lecturer, and 
they receive lectures in a set sequence. Such a pattern of communication contrasts 
with that which is described by Walsh (1996) as typical of traditional Aboriginal 
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groups, where learning is not pieced up into fixed and sequenced segments but is 
rather continuous. 

In terms of the discourse of the university classroom, there is an expectation that 
turn taking conventions will be followed and that people will speak independently 
of one another. There is little or no place for the oral-culture oriented conventions 
of joint or simultaneous responding or of being silent in response to a question, nor 
is there normally an opportunity for the seeking and offering of confirmation in the 
way it occurs in Aboriginal contexts. 

University pedagogical discourse, at least as observed in Australian contexts, is 
also characterised by unidirectionality on the part of the lecturer, who may resist 
attempts from students to interrupt to pursue matters they may wish to have 
expansion on. In the following example from an Aboriginal class we see the 
lecturer's sequencing being held to despite the desire of the student to interrupt it: 

Lecturer: (introduces the idea of the World Wide Web) 

Student: Why are you calling it a web? 

Lecturer: I'll come to that. 

Student: Is that like the internet? 

Lecturer: Yes, I'll be talking about that too. 
(AUOC Computing 11.6.96) 

1.6.3 Decontextualisation 

Compared with the discourse of the oral-based culture, the discourse of the higher 
education setting is decontextualized. The link between person and information 
which is so important in Aboriginal contexts is broken, and information is taught 
about typically in the passive. Students are expected in a similar way to disconnect 
their own experience from the material they are discussing or writing about and be 
dispassionate and objective. It is normally dysfunctional for them to be affected by 
the immediate context, in the physical sense, in that this constitutes distraction. The 
context is, however, relevant in that it provides what Street (1995:114) has called 
'space labelling', that is, it is symbolically and physically cut off from the outside 
world where, for the person oriented to orality, one would 'tend to use concepts in 
situational, operational frames of reference that are minimally abstract in the sense 
that they remain close to the living human lifeworld' (Ong 1982:49). Here, the 
grapholect prevails and one's idiosyncratic or community oriented experience is 
kept in parentheses. 

1.6.4 Assessment 

A fourth distinguishing feature of the literacy events of higher education is that 
they fit into a structure of assessment. The context is potentially highly shame­
inducing, in that one may be isolated from the group and expected to interact in a 
dyadic way with the lecturer, who may well assess one's contributions. Whether 
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the assessment is positive or negative, shame may be occasioned. There is also the 
need to be prepared for assessment in the written form and, although the student 
may be able to imitate the grapholect orally, the demands of assignment and 
examination paper writing may take longer to acquire. 
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2 .. 0 ABORIGINAL PARTICIPATION IN THE DISCOURSE 

COMMUNITY OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

The term discourse community has been helpfully used by John Swales (1990) to refer to 
special interest groups whose members communicate with one another by means of a 
number of mainly written mechanisms and which possess one or more established 
genres and some specific lexis which they hold in common. For Swales, a discourse 
community may be distinguished from a speech community in that the former is a socio­
rhetorical grouping while the latter is a sociolinguistic one. In a sense then, higher 
education institutions form specific discourse communities into which new students 
must be initiated. When the discourse conventions of Aboriginal society are matched 
with those of higher education, students will create their own discourse communities. 
This has been made possible by the introduction of Aboriginal Student Centres. 

The concept of discourse community may be seen to relate to universities in both its 
broader and its narrower interpretlation. First, universities are important repositories of 
the products of discourse communities and incorporate many of their members. Second, 
they help to maintain discourse communities by contributing to the professional 
formation of successive cohorts of new members who can understand and employ the 
appropriate discourse. Third, they sustain constantly renewing temporary groupings of 
communicating members whose unifying discourses are the literacy events of the 
undergraduate environment. 

In the 'Worlds Apart' report Malcolm and McGregor (1995) suggested that students 
who were native speakers of English could be distinguished from students who were 
non-native speakers of English with respect to the communicative strategies they 
employed in classrooms and in service encounters. In some cases, the same literacy 
event was viewed as functionally different by students from these two groups. These 
findings were not entirely unexpected, however an unexpected finding was that neither 
group of students showed a close identification with the university's official view of 
itself as a community of learning. The groups of students studied revealed themselves 
as sub-communities within the wider university community in which they viewed their 
membership as less than complete. 

2.1 The experience of the 'novice' 

There is, at present, no Aboriginal university in Australia and so Aboriginal 
students experience university life as members of a small and culturally divergent 
minority. For many such students entering university life is associated with stress 
and fear. Louise Kearing (1977), described in a conference paper her experience in 
entering higher education in 1976 as a mature aged student in the following terms: 

One of the most frightening things that I faced in coming to college was mixing with 
white people. I hadn't much mixed with them before coming here because in Pinjarra, 
the whites and the Aboriginals don't mix very much ... So coming here meant the 
opening up of a whole new world. 

(Kearing 1977:65) 
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She observed that her main support in the adjustment to higher education came from 
meeting and sharing experiences with other Aboriginal students, especially since they 
knew that, among Aborigines outside of the institution, they might suffer being labelled 
'bigheads' (p. 66). 

Experiences like that of Louise Kearing were matched by those of many other 
Aboriginal students as they began to find places in higher education in the early 
70s. Understandably, many such students expressed the desire to have some place 
on campus where they could be surrounded only by Aboriginal people and could 
relax and be themselves rather than, as students in one survey put it, having to 'act 
like students' (Sherwood, et al. 1980: 117). 

2.2 Aboriginal student centres 

It was in response to such requests that the idea of the Aboriginal Student Enclave 
(now generally referred to as Aboriginal Student Centres) arose. An Australian 
Government report described enclaves in the following terms: 

Enclaves are support programs which provide Aboriginal people enrolled in standard 
courses in tertiary institutions with additional support to enable them to cope with the 
often alien atmosphere of a tertiary institution. The essential elements of an enclave 
program are: 

a) provision of staff whose role is to assist students in dealing with their course work 
and developing the necessary skills to proceed through the course to graduation. This 
involves both counselling support and providing ... for special tuto{ials i.e. personal and 
academic support. 

b) provision of a separate area for students' use. 
(House of Representatives Select Committee on Aboriginal Education, 1985:152) 

The student centre, then, is a clearly marked sub-community within the University, 
with its own area and with certain designated staff. Within the centre, students may 
interact with one another on their own terms and receive help in as diverse areas as 
study needs, accommodation, child care and finances. 

The first such centre was established in the South Australian Institute of Technology, 
Adelaide, around 1973, but by the mid 80s they had become standard provisions in 
higher education institutions in response to the fact that the existence of a centre 
became the deciding factor, as far as many Aboriginal students were concerned, as to 
whether or not they would enrol (House of Representatives Select Committee on 
Aboriginal Education 1985:152-153). The popularity and success of Aboriginal Student 
Centres is well documented (e.g. Sherwood, et al. 1980; House of Representatives 
Select Committee on Aboriginal Education 1985). They have come to be commonly 
provided not only for on-campus but for off-campus Aboriginal students through 
regional centres in rural and remote areas (Hubble 1982). For the non-traditional 
Aboriginal student they have been one of the significant factors in improving 
Aboriginal participation in higher education (Sherwood, in House of Representatives 
Select Committee on Aboriginal Education 1985:153). 
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Aboriginal student centres provide a kind of 'half-way-house' for Aboriginal 
students in higher education and as such they are associated with distinctive 
discourse patterns. These are shown in a range of particular literacy events which 
take place in the centres, including one-to-one tutoring and counselling, special 
intensive tuition for students from rural areas spending 'block release' weeks on 
campus, and other kinds of lectures and classes which operate distinctively because 
of the 100% Aboriginal composition of the class. There is also the student common 
room in which students are free to .drop the 'student act' and allow Aboriginal 
discourse conventions to prevail. 

Students will use the centre in between lectures and to pass their lunch break. They are 
able to read daily newspapers and browse through magazines in the common room and 
conversation frequently includes sporting events, the night life of the city and family 
events. The students often have characteristic ways of referring to one another by 
nicknames relating to their social or work life. The core values of the centre included, 
predominantly, enjoyment of the group life, sharing and a lack of pretension. 

2.3 Student centre discourse 

As a discourse community, the core of the student centre could be briefly 
characterised as follows: 

SENDERS/RECEIVERS: Aboriginal members 

MESSAGE FORMS: Phatic exchanges, joking, teasing, name-calling. 

Reading as a group-oriented activity (i.e. quoting to the group from magazine 
articles in the course of reading) 

CHANNELS: 

CODES: 

TOPICS: 

SETTINGS: 

FUNCTIONS: 

Face-to-face spoken communication, supported by 
extensive non-verbal communication, including 
constant laughter and frequent physical contact 

Standard English, casual style 

Personal behaviour and attributes of group 
members, social activities, family life, shared 
experience (not including the subject matter of 
course work) 

Aboriginal student common room, lecture rooms 
between lectures. 

Solidarity; reinforcement of group values, setting 
the higher education experience within an agreed 
group perspective. 

The discourse conventions of the student centre are not always typical of informal 
student interaction on the campus at large. The essence of the distinctiveness of the 
behaviour might be best expressed by the observation that the students interact like a 
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big family, with constant good-humoured teasing and ready displays of mutual trust 
and affection. 

We observed earlier on that the existence of an Aboriginal Student Centre is one of 
the most important factors to many Aborigines in determining whether or not they 
will enter higher education. The ways in which communication functions in such 
centres show that it fills a need which in some students is particularly marked to 
switch out of the wider academic community and its heavily monitored 
communication styles and back to the secure environment of one's own people. 
This environment excludes things academic and is ruled by good humour and lack 
of pretension. 

When the students emerge from the Aboriginal student common room and attend 
lectures in homogeneous classes with lecturers who are attached to the centre, it is 
not uncommon for them to carry over some of these communicative behaviours. 
This may involve use of Aboriginal English vocabulary and the interpolation into 
the discourse of jocular comments and group references. The student centre 
therefore provides a bridge for the Aboriginal student towards the discourse of the 
university. 
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3.0 FRAMING LITERACY EVENTS IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION 

It has been argued by Reid (1993:15) that the literate and the oral traditions are in 
conflict to the point where the operation of the curriculum based on the practice of 
literacy results in the 'undermining' of the oral tradition. He sees, however, that it 
is possible to have 'a friendly, proto-literate culture which stresses narrative and 
contextualisation, de-emphasises strict evaluation, and allows learning to be "on 
demand" rather than rigidly sequential' (p. 20). 

At the school level, Reid sees this as a subversive idea which might be 
implemented in locations where students come from low socio-economic groups 
and retain features of oral cultures. By this means, he suggests, students might be 
gradually introduced to literate modes of learning without experiencing alienation. 

On the other hand, Rampton (1995) has observed that, at the secondary level in 
multicultural schools of the U.K., students may 'themselves undermine taken-for­
granted realities and try to establish new conventions and assumptions where old 
ones no longer seem tenable' (p. 18). He sees one way of this happening as by their 
use of heretical discourse (p. 18) which symbolically asserts their alternative 
collective view to that which is embodied in institutionalised discourse. 

3.1 Fixed and flexible framing 

For the purposes of this research, the term 'framing' has been used to refer to the 
activity whereby participants in a communicative event reciprocally exhibit and 
interpret anticipated norms for the conduct of that event. Framing is typically 
provisional throughout the course of the communicative event as participants 
adjust or change frames. It has not been found possible or useful to identify and 
describe a set of frames, although it is assumed that, at any given point in time, for 
each participant, a frame exists, in the sense of an idealised working pattern or 
schema for a communicative event, or part thereof, which serves as a guide for 
one's participation in that event. What has been demonstrated here is a process of 
framing, or, perhaps more accurately in Ribeiro's terms, the 'struggle' between 
competing frames. 

In contexts such as have been observed in this project, the framing of the literacy 
event is often problematic, in that the Aboriginal students and the lecturers are 
actively (though not necessarily consciously) engaged in maintaining their own 
respective frames which are, at least to some degree, mutually incompatible. The 
lecturers are employing frames which relate back to the higher education 
experience, and the students are employing frames which relate back to the 
experience of their community life. These contrasting frames entail the 
employment of different linguistic varieties, speech use features and content, which 
serve as frame markers. 
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Discourse (even written discourse) is, of course, essentially interactional and 
governed by sequencing rules which anticipate consistency with respect to the use 
of a particular register or variety, the observance of certain speech or writing 
conventions and the maintenance of topic. Generally, this is not a problem. One 
participant initiates communication in accordance with a given frame and the other 
participant (or participants) recognises the frame markers being employed, 
identifies the frame and follows suit, maintaining compatibility of variety, 
pragmatic features and topic. 

However, when discourse has been initiated in accordance with a frame which is 
not shared, or not completely shared, by those who are expected to maintain it, 
problems arise. Will the receivers of the communication abandon their pre-existing 
frame for the one which has been summoned up by the frame markers employed 
by the first speaker, will they, by employing contrasting frame markers in their 
discourse, contest the choice of frame which the first speaker has made? And if 
they do this, how will the first speaker respond? 

These questions have been found to be highly relevant to the interpretation of the 
discourse which characterises literacy events involving Aboriginal students in 
higher education. In order to account for the phenomena which we have observed, 
we have found it necessary to identify two approaches which may be taken to the 
framing of such events. Fixed framing is the framing activity which displays 
resistance to frame change or modification on the basis of evidence of contrasting 
frames being held by other participants; flexible framing is the framing activity 
which displays openness to frame change or modification on the basis of evidence 
of contrasting frames being held by other participants. Where communication takes 
place between parties not sharing the same frame, one side or the other will need to 
employ flexible framing if communication is to proceed harmoniously. 

In fact, what we have observed is that, in some events, frames appear to converge 
and, in other events, fixed framing on the part of one side (e.g., the lecturer) 
occasions some degree of frame shift on the part of the other (e.g., the student). 
Often in the latter case, it seems that the frame shift reflects a desire on the 
Aboriginal students' part to take over the decontextualized language of the higher 
education system and recontextualise it, that is, give it content or discoursal features 
which tie it to a particular, known context. 

It is possible, along the lines just described, to provide an account of the data 
showing the framing of literacy events by both lecturers and students, with respect 
to both oral and written events/texts. In order to demonstrate the ways in which 
fixed and flexible framing operate within the discourse we need to show the 
options separately for lecturer and for student (these being essentially a mirror 
image of one another) and also separately for oral and written texts. This has been 
attempted in Figures 1, 2 and 3. 
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Lecturer 

~ 
Fixed Framing Flexible Framing 

Lol Imposition 
Lo3 Invitation 

Figure 1 Oral texts: lecturer options 

Figure 1 represents the lecturer's options in an oral-based literacy event, which 
could be, for example, a lecture, a tutorial, an interaction with a small group or a 
one-on-one counselling encounter. The diagram represents the options open to the 
lecturer at a given point in such an event, since we are concerned not with frames 
but with framing, which takes place on an ongoing basis and is constantly being 
monitored with respect to the feedback received. If the lecturer is employing fixed 
framing, there is no option open to the student but to conform to the frame that is 
imposed or else opt out of the event (for example by leaving the room). Fixed 
framing occurs where the lecturer takes no account of the fact that the student may 
be framing the event differently but simply presumes upon the compliance of the 
student within the frame which has been set up (see Example 1). If the lecturer 
employs flexible framing, he or she shows openness to frame modification or shift 
on the basis of student feedback. This may be shown by negotiation (see Example 2), 
where there is a readiness to discuss and possibly modify framing determinations, 
invitation (see Example 3), where the lecturer offers the option of determining the 
frame to the students, or acceptance (see Example 4), where the lecturer accedes to 
an initiative on the part of a student, or students, to modify or shift the frame. 

Example 1: Lecturer Fixed Framing (oral event): Lol Imposition 

Lecturer: What I want you to do now is move into pairs and talk about the first one 
and what can you learn from each other. You might not think it's 
significant but these first ideas are going to direct your research ... so just 5 
minutes ... and some noise, I want to hear some ideas. 

(AUOC '96) 

(Here the lecturer's imposition of a frame is explicit in the initial directive: 'What I 
want you to do ... ) 
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Example 2: Lecturer Flexible Framing (oral event): Lo2 Negotiation 

Lecturer: 

Student: 

Lecturer: 

(referring to assignment preparation) So you know all about this. 

It's just putting it in those English words. 

Just write as though you were talking to me, or writing a letter. 'Dear XX., 
I want to tell you about .. .' 

(Block Release '95) 

(In this case, the lecturer is prepared to negotiate a modification of the frame). 

Example 3: Lecturer Flexible Framing (oral event): Lo3 Invitation 

Lecturer: Okay, so see what you come up with and if you want to take yourself off 
to a corner of the room you can. 

(AUOC '95) 

(Here the lecturer takes the initiative in offering the students the opportunity to 
vary from the default frame). 

Example 4: Lecturer Flexible Framing (oral event): Lo4 Acceptance 

Student: It's about how to collect stuff. 

Lecturer: What sort of stuff do you collect. 
(AUOC '95) 

(Here the lecturer has picked up the alternative frame marker used by the student, 
'stuff', and incorporated it into her own discourse, showing flexibility w\th respect 
to framing). 

1 

Figure 2 represents the options students commonly take in an oral-based literacy 
event. The anticipated option is for the student to engage in flexible framing and to 
conform to the pattern for the event which has been set up by the lecturer, if 
necessary by frame shift. The data we have gathered show that, at least in a passive 
way, most of the Aboriginal students do this (though discourse turns tend to be 
minimally filled). This framing activity we call acceptance (Example 5). On the 
other hand, the student may engage in fixed framing and oppose an alternative 
frame to that which may have been adopted by the lecturer. This may be done in an 
overt way, by some kind of metacommunicative exchange, in which case we call it 
contestation, or it may be done implicitly by performing acts which are appropriate 
to another frame, in which case we call it counter-framing. In each case, the 
acceptance or non-acceptance of the lecturer's frame is actualised in linguistic or 
pragmatic frame markers which are either supportive or unsupportive of 
decontextualized communication. Contestation of the lecturer's frame may take the 
form of querying its requirements (Example 6), or of rejection of them (Examples 7, 8, 
9). Counter-framing may be expressed by acts which modify (Examples 10, 11), 
suspend i.e., disengagement, (Examples 12, 13, 14), or completely bypass the framing 
expectations set up by the lecturer (i.e., substitution, Examples 15, 16). 
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AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Student 

Flexible Frannll1g 

So2 Contestation So3 Counter-Franning 

~ 
a) Querying b) Rejection 

Sol Acceptance a) Modification b) Disengagennentc) Substitution 

Figure 2 Oral texts: student options 

Example 5: Student Flexible Framing (oral texts): Sol Acceptance 

Lecturer: 

Student: 

Lecturer: 

What you need to do is focus on the question ... What you have to get out 
of the Castles article is the laws about immigration in Australia, N. 

I understand what a summary is but I don't understand what I have to do. 
I don't understand in text and end text referencing. 

Don't worry for now, we'll talk more about that later ... 
(AUOC '95) 

(Here the student's acceptance of the lecturer's framing is shown in her seeking of 
clarification of the requirements). 

Example 6: Student Fixed Framing (oral texts): So2 Contestation (a) Querying 

Lecturer: The answers are in the back. 

Student: (gasp) 

Student: So why do we do it? 

Lecturer: No, the question is, 'Why has the lecturer put the answers in the back?' 

Student: So we can find the answers? 

Lecturer: No, so you can check your understanding. 
(AUOC '95) 

(The student reservations about the way in which the event is being framed are 
here made explicit, both by questioning what is being required, and by responding 
facetiously to the lecturer's question). 
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Example 7: Student Fixed Framing (oral texts): So2 Contestation (b) Rejection 

Lecturer: (reads a paragraph) 

Student: Now you're going quick again. 

Lecturer: What? Sorry (rereads). 
(AUOC '96) 

(The lecturer responds here to a request for frame shift by slowing down his 
delivery). 

Example 8: (second example of So2b) 

Lecturer: It says pedagogical. Do you know that word? 

Student: I don't like that word. I don't use it. 
(Block Release '96) 

(The frame marker, in the form of a lexical selection belonging to the grapholect, is 
overtly rejected by the student). 

Example 9: (third example of So2b) 

Lecturer: 

Student: 

Lecturer: 

Student: 

(Refers to an assignment which required students to obtain library 
information) 

I didn't do that. I couldn't find it. 

You couldn't find it? Why didn't you ask? 

Nup. It's too shame. 
(AUOC '96) 

(The student here shows resistance to an information-seeking strategy which is 
inherent to the lecturer's framing of student behaviour. In this case, the behaviour 
is 'shame inducing' for the Aboriginal student) 

Example 10: Student Fixed Framing (oral texts): So3 Counter-Framing (a) 
Modification 

Lecturer: What words would you be looking for N? 

Student: (no response) 

Lecturer: What words would you be looking for? 

Student: (no response) 

Lecturer: We went through this last week. 

Student: (no response) 
(AUOC '96) 

(Here the student achieves a modification of the discourse pattern by not taking the 
offered turns). 
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Example 11: (second example of So3a) 

Student: (discussing assimilation policies) ... they were concerned with the children 
learning European ways so the children were taken from their parents. I don't 
know how you would feel about having your children taken away. 

Lecturer: Yes, there was an obsession about colour, breeding out colour. 
(Block Release '95) 

(The student here has changed the frame by contextualising the subject matter in a 
way which makes it personal to the lecturer). 

Example 12: Student Fixed Framing (()ral texts): So3 Counter-Framing (b) 
Disengagement 

Lecturer: 

Student: 

(asks for a response from a student whom the other students have been 
joking about for her frequent responding) 

I'll probably balls it all up now ... 
(AUOC '96) 

(The student, embarrassed by the fact that her frequent responding could be 
interpreted by her Aboriginal colleagues as shame inducing, emphasises her 
solidarity with them by a marked frame shift into the vernacular). 

Example 13: (second example of So3b) 

Lecturer: There's no board in here. 

Students: Over there. 

Lecturer: Oh, I'm left handed. A white board is terrible to use. 

Student 1: We all have our problems. 

Student 2: That's bad organisation. Check your chalk and duster every day. 
(Block Release '95) 

(Here the students shift the frame by responding to the lecturer, jocularly, on the 
basis of sharing a common role with him). 

Example 14: (third example of So3b) 

Student: For us it's a long time between courses. Like, I did Science first in 1991 
and now I'm doing Science again years later. It's a long time between 
drinks (laughs). 

(Block Release '95) 

(The student has, with her final quip, shifted from the academic to the social 
frame). 
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Example 15: Student Fixed Framing (oral texts): So3 Counter-Framing (c) 
Substitution 

Lecturer: 

Student: 

What do we mean by gender inclusive curriculum? 

It's sort of having them involved like, you know, all of them are 
involved. 

(Block Release '95) 

(The student has substituted her own variety for the grapholect in making the 
meaning of this expression plain). 

Example 16: (second example of So3c) 

Lecturer: I thought you were going to stay over there? 

Student: I thought I'll join this mob. 
(Block Release '96) 

(The Aboriginal English expression 'mob' is the marker of a frame shift here). 

Lo3 

Lecturer 
Frame 

Invitation 
Lo2 
Negotiation 

~ 

Clockwise arrows =Fixed framing 
Anticlockwise arrows= Flexible framing 

Sol 
Acceptance 

So3 
Counter-Framing 

Student Frame 
Maintenance 

Outer arrows = Frame maintenance 
Inner arrows - Frame shift 

Figure 3 Fixed and flexible framing patterns of reciprocation 
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