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Communication Concerns in (sraduate Student-Advisor Relationship in Taiwan
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The present study investigated the academic interaction between graduate students and
their advisors by assessing the communication concerns expressed by the two parties in their
encounters. The participants in this study were 162 graduate students and 64 professors in
Taiwan. Graduate students were most concerned with the Self domain, while their advisors,
the Task domain. Both students anc their advisors expressed less concerns about Impact
related items. The graduate students revealed a significantly higher degree of concerns in
one-on-one conferences than in class, yet their advisors were more concerned with the

students’ communication in class.
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The nature of the graduate education necessitates a close co-working relationship
between graduate students and professors with whom they join efforts in the pursuit of new
knowledge in academic institutions. In this relationship, two-way communications, being
essential in learning and instruction at all educational levels, plays an even more important role,
since graduate students learn not only through formal classroom instruction but through
hands-on experiences with faculty. Close, productive student-faculty interaction is, thus,

considered a critical determinant of the extent to which desired outcomes occur (Jacob, 1990;



Kwong, 1992).

The importance of graduate student-advisor interaction has been recognized by scholars
in a considerable amount of research dealing with the discovery of effective and mutually
beneficial mode of interaction (Belcher, 1994; Brown et al., 1989; Moore, 1985). The
subjects of the research came exclusively from western countries such as UK, Germany, and
the U.S. The findings, though valuanle to some extent, are not totally applicable in Taiwan
where the conception of education and teacher-student relationship bears a set of rather
different cultural meaning. With the recent growing of the higher education in our country,
more and more promising students, instead of going abroad, stay in Taiwan for graduate level
education. For the past decades, graduate faculty members and graduate advisors have long
been accustomed to offering, supervising and evaluating learning experiences which are not in
the usual classroom mode. Graduate study through faculty-supervised individual studies,
research projects, internships, practicums, field work, and laboratory work has made great
contribution to the academia in our country.  Yet without due recognition by the public, the
occasional outburst of individual tragedies has evoked unnecessary and illegitimate criticism
against graduate student-faculty interaction. Moreover, a lack of systematic studies focusing
on the post baccalaureate learning prccess as well as interactions between graduate students
and professors in Taiwan makes the positive contribution of the academia even less known to
the public.

The present study tends to investigate the academic interaction between graduate students
and their advisors by assessing the communication concerns expressed by the two parties in
their encounters. Based on the communication concerns model proposed by Staton-Spicer in
1983, at all academic levels, teachers and students have concerns about their communication in
instructional processes. Such concerns refer to the feelings, thoughts, worries, or
expectations of individuals probably rising from past experiences or anticipation for a future
situation. The communication concerns have been conceptualized into three areas: (1) Self
(the self as a communicator), (2) Task (the task of communicating), and (3) Impact (the impact
of one’s communication on others) (Staton-Spicer, 1983).

The participants in this study were 162 graduate students and 64 professors in Taiwan.
All of them were citizens of ROC and none were naturalized. Both were currently affiliated
with public or private universities in Taiwan.

Through the communication concerns identified in the data analysis, the findings of
present studies presented as follows.

The major perceived communication concerns of graduate students and their advisors

during interactions in educational settings in Taiwan were identifies first in terms of mean
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ratings of answers to the questions. Then they were grouped in terms of the domains of Self,
task, Impact in the communication concerns model.  Graduate students were most concerned
with the Self domain, while their advisors, the Task domain. Among the Self-related
concerns, students expressed the greatest concerns about appearing knowledgeable before (#1
and #17), and feeling nervous while talking to advisors (#27). These concerns were shared by
their advisors in a similar rank, except that advisors were also concerned with students being
silent in class (#15). Advisors however, expressed a less degree of the self-related
communication concerns (m=2.0568) than their students (m=2.3973).

The greatest concerns of students regarding the Task domain involved appropriately
answering the advisor’s questions (#¢ and #21) and correct interpretation of what their
advisors say (#18). In comparison, :heir advisors were more concerned with the latter (#2
and #18) and students’ ability to clearly express themselves (#4 and #20). ~ Although advisors
overall expressed slightly less task-related concerns than students, their concerns about making
themselves understood by their students were remarkably strong as their responses to #2 and
#18 ranked the highest in all the forty statements in the questionnaire.

Both students and their advisors expressed less concerns of Impact related items. The
three highest ranking concerns identified by students and advisors were the same, with slight
differences in ranking. Both parties were most concerned with accepting advisors’ opinions
without condition (#40), followed by whether students make themselves understood (#7 and
#23). ‘

A closer analysis of the student data revealed that the Task related concerns received a
slightly lower rating than the Self related ones (2.3599 and 2.3973) though, they occupied 8
out of the top 10 concerns in an overall ranking of the forty statements. It seems, after all,
students shared their advisors’ greatest concerns about their ability to communicate with
advisors. Which is vital to a successful graduate student-advisor relationship. That is, they
were more concerned with using communication as a means to have the job done. The
finding echoed those studies done in English-speaking countries (Ivy, 1988; Staton-Spicer &
Bassett, 1979). Yet, as older and more mature than undergraduate students who were the
subjects of those studies, graduate students seemed more anxious to assert themselves as a
respectful scholar-to-be in front of their advisors. This is evident from the high rating of the
Self related concerns of graduate students, especially in one-on-one conversation with their
advisors. They wanted to appear knowledgeable and well-prepared, they felt nervous, and
they don’t feel comfortable joking with advisors. Compared with the American students
completing an interpersonal communication course in Hiemstra & Staton-Spicer’s study

(1983), the strong Self concerns expressed by graduate students in Taiwan is in a contrast to
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the other-oriented impact concerns p-evalent in those American students.

A series of t-tests were employed to test the relationships among concerns in different
domains and educational contexts. The result showed that graduate students reported a
significant higher degree of language related concerns than culture related concerns, which
indicated that graduate students are more concerned with their verbal ability, rather than
cultural ability, to communicate with their advisors. They also expressed a significantly
higher degree of concerns in one-on-one conferences than in class. This finding is not in
accordance with the result in the literature. As revealed in the follow-up interviews with
graduate students, it seems the traditional classroom communication pattern plays a role here.
Since students are not required to participate to as great an extent as in American graduate
classes, they are less concerned with their classroom communication than in one-on-one
conferences with advisors.

The results of the study are supportive of the assumption that graduate students and
faculty members have different foci ir their communicative concerns. Hence the findings
might contribute to better preparation of those students who plan to pursue graduate study in
Taiwan. Also, the data accrued fror the study provide the concerned public with much
needed information that might shed lights on the nature and the process of graduate education
in our country. Future studies should employ a larger sample and a better selection process,
investigate the actual behaviors to supplement the self-reported date, and focus on the validity

of the communication concerns model in non-western contexts.
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