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How many of you have heard 
this?
Joe Wolf is meeting with his advisor to discuss his 

struggles this term. Joe is unsure of why his 
History midterm, which he took 3 weeks ago, 
was graded so low.

“Did you visit with your professor to discuss the 
grade?”

“No…”

“Why haven't you met with your professor to 
discuss your grade?” 

“hmrph, well, I was unable to meet with him 
because I play basketball during his office 
hours, and by the time I was able to get over 
to his office, he informed me of the policy 
about grade changes.

“What is his policy?”

“He only considers grade changes, if I come to him 
within 1 week of the test.”



Foundations: Communication 
Analysis

● Individuals act through common patterns.
● Communication is an effort to be understood.  
● Often shield speakers from hidden truths of 

communication.
● Analysis is the study of everyday 

conversations.



What are we looking at?

● Thousands of communication techniques 
uncovered in analysis.

● Conversation often takes the form of a turn-
taking sequence.

Let’s look at a specific technique 
called dispreferred statements



What is a Dispreferred 
Statement?
● Questioner (Advisor) and Responder (Student).
● Propositions are often structured in a way in 

which the response to the first part of the turn, 
promotes the accomplishment of an activity. 

● Proposition can either be granted or rejected. 
● Proposition being granted is is the PREFERRED 

RESPONSE.
● When rejection is given when acceptance is 

preferred, this is a DISPREFERRED 
STATEMENT.



Common Elements of a 
Dispreferred Statement
● If ‘no’ is included, almost always followed 

with some of the characteristics of a 
dispreferred statement.
● Delays
● Pro-forma
● Palliatives
● Accounts



Common Elements of a 
Dispreferred Statement

● Delays – 
● Responder (Student) delays by prefacing with 

“inter-turn gaps” and “inter-turn delays” 
● Inter-turn refers to the time between the questioner 

and the responder before the responder actually 
gives the response.

● Audible noises/words which have no direct 
relation to the statements.

● Examples include audible breathing (hehhh) and 
elongated words (welllllll). 



Common Elements of a 
Dispreferred Statement 
(Cont…)
● Pro-forma agreement –

● Agreement is given, but followed by the 
dispreferred response.
“yes, but…”

● Palliatives –
● appreciation, apology or agreement that 

minimizes the impact of the response.
“Thank you for your suggestion, but…”



Common Elements of a 
Dispreferred Statement 
(Cont…)
● Accounts –

● Justification which indicates why the dispreferred 
response is given. 

● People often give a reason why they are unable 
to give the preferred, rather than a reason for 
being unwilling.



Dispreferred Statements: The 
Excuse (accounts)
● Often a dispreferred statement will come in 

the form of an excuse. 
● This excuse is to save face for both the 

questioner, and the responder. 



Excuses: Willing versus Able

● Preferred answer is that the student 
completed the task (met with professor), but 
an excuse is given as to why they have not.

● Student implies that they were “unable” to 
complete the task. 

● Reality is that the student was unwilling to 
complete the task. 



Able Statements: What to do?

● Give an “able” statement;
● Point out the nature of their conversational 

pattern;
● Point out that when they use the term “able” 

they are mentally protecting themselves (saving 
face) from their choices, by giving up control to 
something out of their hands.



   Can you think of statements that have been 
made to you that fit this dispreferred model?



What does this do?

TRIGGER A DISORINENTING 
DILEMMA.



Foundations: Transformative 
Learning
● Mezirow (1990, 1995, 2000)
“A defining condition of being human is that 

we have to understand the meaning of our 
experience.” 

“we must make our own interpretations rather 
than acting on the purposes, beliefs, 
judgments and feelings of others.”



Foundations: Transformative 
Learning (Cont…)
● What is transformative learning?

● Change in frame of reference.
● Frames are structures of assumptions through which we 

understand our experiences.
● When permitted by change, learners can move towards 

being self-reflective.
● Frame of reference is habits of mind and points of 

view.
● Habits of mind are habitual ways of thinking and are 

difficult to change.
● Points of view form from habits of mind based on an 

interpretation of an individuals habits. 



Foundations: Transformative 
Learning (Cont…)
● Transform frames through critical reflection 

on the assumptions.
● Self-reflection can lead to significant personal 

transformation.
● We may transform our ethnocentric habit of mind 

by becoming aware and critically reflective of 
our generalized bias.



Concept: Advising through Student 
Development and Communication 
Analysis

● If academic advisor 
were to follow a 
variation of Mezirow’s 
transformative learning 
phases alongside an 
explanation of some 
fundamental principles 
of Communication 
Analysis, a disorienting 
dilemma could be 
triggered which could 
create a significant 
transformation in the 
students’ perception of 
self.

Significant transformation 
in perception of self

Communication 
Analysis = 

Disorienting 
Dilemma

Academic 
Advisor

Student



Why does this work? 

● Facilitate Transformative Learning
● Advisors can help learners become aware and 

critical of their own assumptions.
● Effective discourse depends on how well the 

advisor can create a situation in which those 
participating have full information.

● Learning requires that new information be 
incorporated by the learning into an already well-
developed symbolic frame of reference. 



How does this fit into Mezirow?

● Mezirow stages of transformative learning:

1. A disorienting dilemma;

● This is where the student will realize the choices they have made 

which led to the advisor-advisee conversation – willing versus 

able.

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame;

● Were you unable, or is it that you made an alternative choice 

because you were unwilling. Student who understand the 

difference, will uncover that the original face-saving technique, 

thus making it no longer valid



How does this fit into Mezirow? 
(cont…)

3. A critical assessment of assumptions;

● What other choices am I making? During which 

conversations have I used an ‘able’ statement.

4. Recognition of one’s discontent and the process of 

transformation are shared and others have 

negotiated a similar change;

● What could be different?



How does this fit into Mezirow? 
(cont…)

6. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, 

and actions;

● If you were to begin to make changes, how would 

that look? Would you begin using willing statements, 

or simply understand which words you have chosen?

7. Planning a course of action;

● Which of these options are you willing to commit to?



How does this fit into Mezirow? 
(cont…)

8. Acquisition of knowledge and skills for 

implementing one’s plan;

● How can we help? What other resources can help? 

Can advisors help you through this process?

9. Provisional trying out new roles;

● When making decisions, think about willing versus 

able. What would you now say to a professor.



Transformative Learning final 
step…A reintegration into 
one’s life on the basis of 

conditions dictated by one’s 
new perspective.



End Results:

● Advisors cannot expect that students change 
their language patterns, as the able 
statements are still going to be used when 
giving a dispreferred answer.

● Advisors however, can hope that by creating 
this disorienting dilemma, the student will 
become aware of when they use the term 
able. Thus these students can catch 
themselves using excuses and realize the 
situation could have been avoided.



Examples of Use…

● Learning Seminar…
● There are several methods which have been 

found to be useful
● Critical Incidents (suspension)
● Consciousness raising
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