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Abstract
This study investigated the language-accommodation strategies used by 
Taiwanese teachers when communicating with older adults in senior- 
education contexts. First, the interview phase identified various commu-
nication strategies and their underlying rationales; second, the survey 
phase verified the degree to which the identified communication strat-
egies were used, as well as their associations with teachers’ age differ-
ences. The identified communication strategies were divided into four 
broad categories: secondary baby talk, mitigation of references to death 
or illness, politeness strategies and code selection (use of the dialect pre-
ferred by older students). The underlying considerations included older 
students’ perceived age-related physical or cognitive decrements, their so-
cial backgrounds and socio-psychological needs, as well as the teachers’ 
self- determined relational positioning or priority in the communication 
process. Young and middle-aged teachers were more likely to experience a 
deep-rooted conflict and power struggle arising from the fact that a teacher 
in Taiwan is traditionally endowed with greater power than his or her 
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students, whereas younger people are expected to show respect to their el-
ders. Hence, they frequently chose to address older students using forms 
that implied intergenerational relationships and to use code-switching to 
converge their own communication with their older students’ preferred 
dialects. Implications for older-adult education and possible directions for 
further research are discussed in the conclusion.

Keywords: communication accommodation theory, older learners, senior 
education, Taiwan, teacher-student communication.

Introduction and Background
Continuing Education for Older Adults
The provision of continuing education for older adults has become a pol-
icy interest worldwide, notably in Canada, Japan (Hori & Cusack 2006), 
Australia (Swindell 1991), Finland (Yenerall 2003), the UK (Huang 2006) 
and also Taiwan (Huang 2005). Taiwan is a rapidly ageing country, and to 
enhance the quality of life of its older population, its government has been 
promoting senior-education and lifelong-learning programmes at educa-
tional institutions including universities and community-based learning 
centres.

The White Paper on Senior Education Policy published by Taiwan’s Minis-
try of Education (Hsiao et al. 2014) has made clear that the purposes of se-
nior-education programmes are to promote successful ageing, slow down 
ageing, reduce the social isolation of older people and cultivate positive 
attitudes towards ageing. The expected outcomes of providing continu-
ing-education programmes or lifelong-learning activities for older learn-
ers generally include assisting them to remain active socially or increasing 
their psychological well-being and quality of life (Hammond 2004).

Some scholarship has proposed an association between participation 
in lifelong-learning activities in later life and successful ageing. Jenkins’s 
(2011) UK-based survey, for example, revealed that older adults’ partici-
pation in music, art and evening classes was strongly correlated to im-
provements in their life quality, well-being and life satisfaction. Lamb 
and Brady (2005) reported that older learners perceived four categories 
of benefits of lifelong learning: intellectual stimulation, experiencing a 
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nurturing and supportive community, enhancing self-esteem and hav-
ing opportunities for spiritual renewal. Escuder-Mollon (2012) observed 
that, although senior learners were not motivated to continue learning for 
career purposes, they wished to improve their capacity to keep up with 
changes in society. It is also widely believed that elderly people’s par-
ticipation in lifelong-learning activities can help them take on new roles 
after retirement; enhance their physical, psychological and social func-
tions; and eventually obtain opportunities to assess their life experiences 
(Moody 1976) during a life stage termed the “third age” (Laslett 1989).

Given that continuing education for older people appears to be a key to 
productive and successful ageing (Friedan 1993), it is important to investigate 
(1) the reasons for their participation, along with (2) what teaching practices 
teachers perceive as appropriate or necessary to a satisfying learning envi-
ronment. Nevertheless, research on the roles language and communication 
play in the provision of high-quality senior education has been sparse.

A number of studies have examined the reasons older people partici-
pate in learning (for reviews, see Boulton-Lewis 2010; Ostiguy et al. 1998). 
Taken as a whole, it is indicated that the drivers of such participation 
include intellectual stimulation, acquisition of new knowledge, meet-
ing new people and increasing opportunities to socialise or travel (see 
Knowlton 1977; Romaniuk & Romaniuk 1982), as well as self-fulfilment 
in a more general sense (Pincas 2007). These reasons reflect older people’s 
expectations about what learning processes can be satisfying and pro-
vide various insights into what teachers can and should do differently for 
older, as compared to traditional, learners in the classroom.

Teaching Older Students: Considerations and Recommendations
As suggested by Pincas (2007), before designing any programme of teach-
ing aimed at older learners, a teacher should consider several issues, for 
example, teacher–student relationships, older learners’ a priori knowledge 
and competencies, the potential impact of the organisational or social 
contexts on learning, their motives for studying, or the perceptions about 
their own competence.

Villar et al. (2010) explored the adaptations teachers made for teach-
ing older students at third-age universities in Spain, and they included 
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fostering a more relaxing and less rigid environment; giving students 
more control over the learning process; and playing a role as an organiser 
in class rather than just an instructor. Simplifying instruction for seniors 
was also recommend as a form of teaching adaptation because of the per-
ceived changes in older learners’ physical and cognitive abilities associ-
ated with ageing (Glass 1996; Jones & Bayen 1998; Twitchell et al. 1996). It 
seems that teachers of older students confront the inherent ambiguity of 
their role, that is, whether they are primarily educators or entertainers 
(Brady et al. 2003). Yet the relationships of this complex array of relational 
and role positions to such teachers’ styles of communication with their 
older students have never been examined in detail.

Another important aspect of teaching practices in senior-education 
contexts is the persistence of discredited negative stereotypes about older 
learners (Baldi 1997; Broady et al. 2010; Githens 2007), especially given 
the countervailing image of third agers (Laslett 1989): retired individu-
als who use their new-found free time to pursue their personal ambi-
tions and growth. Still socially active and physically fit, third agers now 
comprise the fastest-growing segment of older learners (see for instance 
Kim & Merriam 2004; Schneider 2003; Williamson 2000), making it even 
more urgent to avoid curriculum designs, teaching practices and teacher– 
student communication rooted in negative ageist stereotypes – although 
researchers have largely ignored how this might be achieved.

In short, the existing literature has hardly focused any attention 
on questions related to the roles played by language in the delivery of 
high-quality senior education, despite it being the medium through 
which all social practices are made possible. Moreover, as noted in a re-
view by Fisher (1998), the major streams of research on older-adult learn-
ing have traditionally addressed topics such as older adults’ levels of 
participation in educational activities, their preferences for or reflections 
on instructional approaches, and the limits of their cognitive capabilities. 
In Taiwan, research on ageing and education has also mostly adopted a 
pedagogical orientation, exploring topics such as older adults’ learning 
needs and motivations, adaptation to later life and social engagement, as 
well as course designs for older-adult learning (Yao 2014). Nevertheless, 
language and communication research with a focus on senior-education 
contexts is almost absent from the existing literature, with Lucas (2006) 
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representing an important exception to the rule. The aforementioned re-
search gap necessarily makes this present study’s attempt to understand 
contextually specific communication patterns involving older adult learn-
ers a preliminary one. The following section reviews the prior literature 
on the importance of language and communication in educational con-
texts, as further justification of the need to fill the identified research gap.

The Importance of Language and Communication  
in Educational Contexts
Effective teachers strive to enhance students’ learning motivation, satis-
faction and active engagement in class and thus enable them to achieve 
the desired educational outcomes. It would be unreasonable to propose 
that such an approach could succeed in the absence of effective teacher– 
student communication; and indeed, a number of studies have high-
lighted the importance of language and communication in relation to 
students’ learning behaviours (Goodboy & Myers 2008; Lin et al. 2017; 
Mazer & Hunt 2008; Myers 2002; Myers et al. 2014; Rocca 2004; Roorda 
et al. 2011; Witt et al. 2004). The studies reviewed in the following have 
focused on certain predetermined communicative features or qualities 
(i.e. aggressiveness, confirmation, immediacy, clarity, humour, or cool 
communication) and their associations with students’ motivation levels, 
learning outcomes and learning satisfaction.

Myers (2002) found a positive correlation between instructor aggres-
siveness (a compound of argumentativeness and verbal aggressiveness) 
and students’ self-reported state of motivation, affective learning, cog-
nitive learning and satisfaction. Goodboy and Myers (2008) focused on 
teacher confirmation and identified the same pattern. Teachers’ rhetorical 
(clarity and humour) and relational (immediacy, confirmation and caring) 
communication behaviours were also found to have positive impacts on 
students’ learning and communication satisfaction (Myers et al. 2014). Lin 
et al. (2017), however, reported that instructors’ argumentativeness and 
verbal aggressiveness were related to students’ perceptions of the class-
room communication climate and hence increased their learning anxiety; 
others have noted that students’ appreciation of instructors’ communi-
cation styles is essential not only to their learning satisfaction but also 
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to positive teacher–student relationships (Allen et al. 2008; Roorda et al. 
2011). One way for teachers to enhance their classroom communication is 
to use styles that students can identify with, such as positive slang, a form 
of cool communication (Mazer & Hunt 2008). To a certain extent, Mazer 
and Hunt’s finding approaches language accommodation as a means of 
building rapport with students.

Research Purpose
The studies reviewed in the preceding two sections were conducted 
mainly on the effects of teachers’ communication styles on students and 
tended to ignore teachers’ own views on the impact of their language and 
communication styles. No study has yet painted a comprehensive picture 
of what communication strategies and styles are considered appropriate 
by teachers, as well as what scenarios or conditions certain communica-
tion strategies are employed for. Likewise, there has been no empirical 
or systematic investigation of teacher–student communication in senior- 
education contexts. The main research purpose of the present study is to 
elicit Taiwanese senior-education teachers’ views of the communication 
strategies or styles they adopt for teaching. This present study was also 
conducted to explore whether the reported communication strategies are 
used to fulfil their students’ learning expectations or to satisfy other needs 
relevant to the delivery of teaching and learning.

What follows is a review of the theoretical framework in this study, 
communication accommodation theory (CAT), including themes such 
as language, communication and ageist stereotypes and communication- 
accommodation strategies and adult education, followed by a short discussion 
on teacher–student communication and Confucian influence in Taiwan. 

Theoretical Framework
Communication Accommodation Theory
CAT (Giles 1973; Giles et al. 2007) provides a useful framework for the 
exploration of teachers’ communication strategies for teaching older adult 
learners because it enables the description and explanation of why peo-
ple modify their communication styles because of various contextual and 
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interactional conditions. Beginning in the 1970s, Giles and colleagues de-
veloped speech accommodation theory, rooted in the concepts of conver-
gence, divergence and maintenance – each of which will be explained in 
more detail later. Via the steps set forth in Giles (2016), this theory evolved 
into CAT, which has since been applied in multidisciplinary research on 
a wide range of topics, including communication and ageing (Harwood 
et al. 1993), intergenerational communication (Giles & Gasiorek 2011) with 
a focus on under- and over-accommodative moves (Coupland et al. 1991), 
and classroom communication (Mazer & Hunt 2008). CAT is also consid-
ered a useful theoretical framework for the study of intergroup accommo-
dation in relation to social identities or social categories (for a review, see 
Palomares et al. 2016).

According to Coupland (2010: 19), “accommodation theory accounts for 
diverse contextual processes that impinge on the selection of sociolin-
guistic codes, styles and strategies and their interactional consequences.” 
CAT was developed as a socio-psychological model illustrating the social 
and cognitive processes that mediate speakers’ perceptions about their 
addressees and the modifications of their speech styles (Giles et al. 1987; 
Giles & Powesland 1975).

As shown in Figure 1 (Coupland et al. 1988: 28), speakers decide to con-
verge, diverge, or maintain their speech styles when communicating with 
members of other social groups. Speech convergence refers to speakers 
changing their speech styles to be more similar to those of their hearers, 
so as to gain their approval or build identification. Divergence refers to 
speakers’ attempts to disassociate themselves from their hearers in inter-
group communication, by accentuating the speech differences between 
them. In comparison to these other two strategies, speech maintenance 
may sound rather neutral, but dissociative intentions can still be de-
tected in it, given that “a general tendency to accommodate is operative in 
pro-social interpersonal interaction” (Coupland 2010: 23); in other words, 
simply deciding against convergence may reveal similar motives to active 
divergence.

Because communicative convergence can enable speakers to “seek ap-
proval, affiliation and/or interpersonal similarity as a manner of reducing 
social distance,” it is perceived to be more efficient as well as more coop-
erative than the other two strategies (Soliz & Giles 2014: 108). Convergence 
is therefore the aspect of CAT of greatest interest in the present study, as 
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it is assumed that teachers will use various communication- convergence 
strategies to accommodate older learners’ needs. To the extent that such 
an approach succeeds, it can be expected to lead to the approval of older 
students and to stronger teacher–student relationships.

The communication-accommodation model proposed by Coupland 
et al. (1988: 26; see also Coupland et al. 1991; Figure 1), though not the most 
up-to-date version of CAT (see Ethala et al. 2016; Palomares et al. 2016), 
has been selected as the present study’s guiding theoretical framework 
because it was developed in the context of research probing communi-
cation accommodation to older people: a scenario shared by the present 
study. Moreover, Coupland et al.’s (1988) version of CAT proposes a num-
ber of potential sociolinguistic processes by which communication ac-
commodation may occur, and this allows the researcher to conceptualise 

Figure 1. An extended model of sociolinguistic processes in communication 
accommodation theory
Source: Coupland et al. 1988: 28, also cited in Coupland et al. 1991: 29
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teachers’ self-reported accommodation strategies in a more textured way. 
Specifically, as shown in Figure 1, this model of CAT offers four direc-
tions for the exploration of communication-accommodation strategies 
(see also Dragojevic et al. 2016). First, when a speaker’s attention is on his 
or her partner’s productive-language competence, he or she can employ 
approximation strategies, such as adjusting verbal or nonverbal communi-
cative styles to converge or diverge from the interlocutor’s. Second, if the 
accommodation is made based on the hearer’s language-comprehension 
abilities, the speaker can employ interpretability strategies, such as decreas-
ing the complexity of vocabulary, simplifying syntax and/or speaking 
louder to increase clarity and enhance comprehension. Third, to meet 
one’s conversational partner’s macro-conversational needs, one can em-
ploy discourse-management strategies, including topic selection and actions 
aimed at maintaining face. And fourth, interlocutors may rely on inter-
personal control strategies, that is, the use of interruptions or various forms 
of address based on their perceived or actual relationships and statuses.

For Coupland (2010: 24), discursive accommodation includes “regulat-
ing how interpretable our talk is, and is designed to be, for our hearers.” 
However, Coupland et al.’s (1988) CAT model’s delineation of the potential 
scope of various accommodation strategies was based on research in uni-
versities in the UK and the United States and has not yet been empirically 
verified in other cultural or communicative contexts. In senior-education 
contexts in Taiwan, for example, details of the relative prevalence and 
specific content of approximation strategies, interpretability strategies, 
discourse-management strategies and interpersonal control strategies are 
simply unknown; nor can we be certain of the absence of additional strat-
egies that are culturally or contextually specific to Taiwan or to senior 
education. These issues will be explored in the present study.

Language, Communication and Ageist Stereotypes
The preceding discussion has pointed out that accommodation strategies 
can be adopted in response to perceptions of one’s conversational part-
ner’s language-reception and language-expression abilities. The existing 
literature has offered some insights into the expressive and receptive lin-
guistic features associated with older individuals, but it must be borne in 
mind that such work can reinforce stereotypes, and should be challenged 
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given that language accommodation based on stereotypical expectations 
of older people’s language comprehension and processing abilities can 
lead to over-accommodative and patronising communicative moves.

In terms of language production, Shadden’s (1997) review of studies on 
discourse performance in normal older adults revealed that the synthetic 
length and complexity of sentences produced by older people were mostly 
lower than those produced by younger ones; the old-old, meanwhile, pro-
duced less information via greater verbal output than the young-old did. 
Even though older individuals’ conversational skills tend to be preserved 
relatively well, more language problems are still reported to exist in older 
adults than in younger ones (Hummert et al. 1995; Shadden 1997). In ad-
dition to verbosity (Gold, Arbuckle & Andres 1994), older people’s distinc-
tive conversational styles have been found to include disclosing their ages 
(Coupland et al. 1989); focusing on troubles such as illness, family prob-
lems, or bereavement (Coupland et al. 1990); and frequently interrupting 
(Chen 2017) or requesting clarification (Kemper et al. 1998).

In terms of receptive-communication competence, older people tend 
to process information more slowly (Birren et al. 1980; Lima et al. 1991). 
This might be the result of a number of physical changes that come with 
ageing. For example, decline in memory as experienced in older age (Hess 
2005; Wingfield et al. 1985) and decreasing hearing acuity (Hayes 1981; 
Orchik 1981) can influence older people’s ability to retrieve information 
in conversations (cf. Hupet et al. 1993). 

A number of terms have been coined for the communication styles 
adopted in conversations with older adults, including “patronising talk” 
(Ryan et al. 1995), “secondary baby talk” (Caporael 1981; Caporael et al. 
1983) and “elderspeak” (Cohen & Faulkner 1986; Kemper 1994). In Kemper 
et al.’s (1998) study on the form and effects of practising elderspeak in a 
referential-communication task, it was noted that younger adults’ instruc-
tions to older adults became shorter, simpler, slower and more repetitious. 
Other verbal characteristics of elderspeak may include more frequent 
pauses between utterances, lowered propositional density (Kemper 
et al. 1996), increased use of diminutive and endearment terms (Brown 
& Draper 2003), tag questions (Herman & Williams 2009), higher pitch, 
exaggerated intonation (Caporael 1981) and more interrogatives or im-
peratives (Ashburn & Gordon 1981). Collective plural pronouns like “us” 
appear to be commonly deployed to build a sense of solidarity between a 
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speaker and an older addressee (Makoni & Grainger 2002; Sachweh 1998). 
Furthermore, Hummert (1999) argued that negative age stereotypes are 
related to patronising communication with older people, and the defin-
ing strategies of patronising talk include simplification, clarification, de-
meaning emotional tone and low quality of talk (see also Hummert & 
Ryan 1996; Ryan et al. 1995).

It should be noted here that these communication styles tend to be trig-
gered by negative stereotypes of older adults rather than by their actual 
communicative needs: that is, elderspeak, secondary baby talk and pa-
tronising talk are addressed not only to cognitively impaired older in-
dividuals but also to healthy ones. This can have distinctly problematic 
consequences. For instance, Kemper et al. (1998) found that, while the 
use of elderspeak did not actually help older adults comprehend better 
or more accurately, it could lower their self-evaluations of their commu-
nicative competence. Similarly, Ryan et al.’s (1986) model of the commu-
nication predicament of aging (CPA) explored a negative communicative 
feedback cycle rooted in over-accommodation to older adults’ presumed 
deficiencies in communicative competence. Potential consequences of 
CPA include constrained opportunities for older adults to communi-
cate (Harwood et al. 1997; La Tourette & Meeks 2000; Ryan et al. 1994), 
a sense of loss of personal control and self-esteem (O’Connor & Rigby 
1996), lessened social interaction, or even reduced psychological activity 
(Baltes & Wahl 1996). As mentioned earlier, people’s primary motivations 
for pursuing learning activities in later life are to seek self-fulfillment 
and become more socially active. Therefore, the aforementioned negative 
consequences of elderspeak must be carefully avoided in communication 
between teachers and older adult students.

Communication-Accommodation Strategies and Adult Education
A few prior studies have examined the application of language accommo-
dation – mainly convergence strategies – in adult-education contexts, and 
the findings could shed some light on what teachers might need to consider 
when communicating with older adult learners. As pointed out by Mottet 
et al. (2004), adult students tend to feel more motivated to communicate 
with their instructors if the latter are using communication-accommodation 
strategies. Convergent accommodation in such contexts can be encouraged 
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and realised through various specific strategies: for example, allowing adult 
students to reflect on their own learning and views by building open com-
munication environments (Wulff & Wulff 2004). The quality of teacher-–
adult student communication can be enhanced by allowing adult students 
to maintain their own communication styles in class and by helping them 
feel comfortable and safe in class (Lucas 2006). Also, older adult students 
exhibit stronger needs than younger ones to be treated as equals, meaning 
that their teachers might need to be more sensitive to the impact of power 
or status differences on their communication (Lucas 2006).

It has also been found that communicative accommodation is more 
likely to be initiated by those who perceive themselves to be lower in sta-
tus or less powerful (Gregory et al. 2000). This phenomenon is particularly 
important to consider when studying teacher–student communication in 
Chinese societies, because – as further discussed in the following section – 
age differences between teachers of senior education and their older stu-
dents can engender power-asymmetry issues in communication. Giles and 
 Dorjee (2004) have also pointed out that when teachers are much younger 
than their students, it can lead the former to adopt over-accommodative 
communication (i.e. patronising talk). Given that many teachers in se-
nior-education contexts are much younger than their students, the present 
research will explore whether this pattern is replicated in Taiwanese data.

Teacher–Student Communication and Confucian Influence 
in Taiwan
It should be noted that the studies of language, communication and edu-
cation reviewed were mainly conducted in Western societies and therefore 
are not necessarily generalisable to Taiwan, where teaching at all age lev-
els is strongly circumscribed by Confucian doctrines. As observed by Pratt 
et al. (1998), the teacher–learner relationship in the Confucian tradition is 
likened to that of father and son or daughter. In other words, teachers in 
Chinese societies are expected to behave like fathers, exercising authority 
over their students; and this goes a long way toward explaining the power 
asymmetry that typifies Taiwanese teacher–student communication (Lu 
& Ung 2007) as well as Taiwanese teachers’ extensive use of direct com-
mands and an authoritative tone (Gao 1998). According to Huang (2005), 
because of Confucianism’s influence on Taiwan’s education system and 
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society more generally, older Taiwanese people spent their schooldays in 
a highly authoritarian learning environment and are accustomed to in-
structor-centred lectures, which remain the most common instructional 
practice in Taiwan’s universities for older adults.

This picture is complicated, however, by filial piety: an important Con-
fucian code of intergenerational relationship that endows older people 
with greater power and higher status than their juniors. Because se-
nior-education teachers are very likely to be younger than their students, 
the dynamics of their communication in Taiwan may be particularly com-
plicated and age-sensitive. It is therefore predicted that teachers in Taiwan 
may experience conflicts or difficulties in positioning themselves in rela-
tion to their older adult students in the process of classroom communica-
tion, because the Confucian tradition endows older people with greater 
power and higher status. Hence, when power is potentially derived both 
from the teacher’s role and from the students’ advanced age, which is 
greater? To further understand this issue, the choices of communication 
strategies in association with teachers’ ages need to be investigated.

Research Questions
In sum, despite evidence that teachers’ communication accommodation is 
linked to students’ learning outcomes and satisfaction, hardly any explo-
ration of such links in senior-education contexts has hitherto taken place. 
To understand the communication-accommodation strategies employed 
by Taiwanese teachers of older learners and the reasons to employ the 
strategies, this study will use Coupland et al.’s (1988) extended model of 
sociolinguistic processes in CAT as its theoretical framework and utilise its 
findings to create an extended CAT model specific to communication in-
volving teachers and older adult students in Taiwan. The present work is 
divided into two studies, each guided by two research questions. Study 1, 
which is primarily interview-based, seeks to answer the following:

RQ1: What communication-accommodation strategies do teachers of older adult stu-
dents in Taiwan report using in teacher–student communication?

RQ2: What are these teachers’ rationales for adopting their reported communication- 
accommodation strategies?
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Study 2, carried out by a survey, is guided by two additional questions. Firstly:

RQ3: What is the relative salience of the various communication-accommodation strat-
egies identified by Study 1?

As discussed above in the theoretical framework section, age differ-
ences between teachers and their older adult students could influence 
their communicative interactions in class, perhaps in a patronising di-
rection, because of age-based power asymmetry and/or social norms re-
garding showing respect towards older people in Taiwan. Thus:

RQ4: How are teachers’ age ranges associated with the patterning of communica-
tion-accommodation strategies identified by RQ3?

Study 1 Design and Data
In order to answer RQ1 and RQ2, qualitative interviews were conducted 
to elicit more culturally and contextually specific accounts of the commu-
nication processes under study. As explained earlier, Coupland et al.’s 
(1988) extended CAT model provides a useful conceptual framework for 
this study, insofar as it explains teachers’ choices of communication strat-
egies in relation to at least four addressee or hearer-focused dimensions 
(“attend to others’ productive performance”; “attend to others’ interpre-
tive competence”; “attend to others’ conversational needs”; “attend to role 
relations”). In addition, teachers’ self-reported communication-accommo-
dation strategies can potentially realise one or more of four sociolinguis-
tic dimensions, including approximation strategies (i.e. convergence vs. 
divergence), interpretability strategies (e.g. simplification of content), dis-
course-management strategies (e.g. choosing or avoiding particular top-
ics) and interpersonal control strategies (e.g. choosing particular forms of 
address).

The total of eight addressee-focused and sociolinguistic dimensions 
mentioned were used as the starting point for the development of Study 
1’s semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix A). All were 
open-ended questions, allowing the interviewees to express their views 
about how best to communicate with older adult students and their ra-
tionales for such views. The questions covered which communication 
strategies were used by the interviewees (sociolinguistic encodings of 
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communication-accommodation strategies); how they perceived their 
roles in class or relationships with older adult students (attendance to 
role-relations); how they perceived older adult students’ expressive and 
receptive language abilities (attendance to productive performance and 
interpretive competence); and how these perceptions influenced their 
communication with older students, as well as what communicative or 
conversational needs they perceived older adult students to have and how 
such perceptions influenced their teacher–student communication (atten-
dance to conversational needs).

However, as this research also intends to extend Coupland et al.’s (1988) 
CAT model, the Study 1 interviewees were encouraged to provide other 
dimensions and considerations beyond the existing model to explain 
their communication-accommodation choices. Their age data were also 
collected at this time.

Nine female and six male participants (aged between 40 and 70) 
were invited to participate in the interview phase. The interviews, con-
ducted from September to December 2014, yielded approximately 25 h 
of audio-recorded data in total. The author of this paper, acting as the 
interviewer, targeted six senior-education institutions, which can be cat-
egorised into three main distinct types of lifelong-learning sites in Tai-
wan, including three community-based activity centres (in Chia-Yi and 
Nantou), two universities for older adults (in Pingtung and Tainan) and 
a lifelong-learning organisation (in Kaohsiung). Four of the six sites were 
located in cities and two in the countryside. The recruited interviewees 
were a mixture of researcher’s acquaintances and teachers who volun-
teered to take part in this study, following contact between the researcher 
and the heads or managers of the targeted senior-education sites. 

Consent forms were signed by the interviewees before the interviews 
commenced. It is worthwhile to note that the research processes as pre-
sented in this paper were reviewed by the National Cheng Kung Uni-
versity Human Research Ethics Committee, which issued an approval 
statement (Reference No. 103–286) indicating that the operation of the 
research followed the ethical guidelines required by Ministry of Science 
and Technology, Taiwan (the main body providing research funding to 
Taiwanese scholars).

The interview data were transcribed into Chinese for further analy-
sis, and the transcripts were coded according to the main categories of 
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communication strategies reported by the participants. Some codes were 
created in line with relevant concepts as found in existing literature, for 
instance, secondary baby talk. Other codes were created to reflect the 
functions of the interviewees’ chosen communication strategies, such as 
mitigation of certain unpleasant topics or demonstration of politeness to 
older students. In addition, the category of “code-selection” was utilised 
to explain the selection of language codes by teachers of older students, 
for reasons that will be discussed later. 

What follows (“Study 1 Findings”) presents the answers to RQ1 and 
RQ2. Figure 2 illustrates the relations between various dimensions of 
communication-accommodation strategies and the rationales the inter-
viewees gave for adopting them, with the latter group further subdivided 
into student-orientated and teacher-orientated considerations.

Figure 2. Teachers’ communication accommodation to older adult stu-
dents in Taiwan: Considerations and strategies
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Study 1 Findings
Secondary Baby Talk
The first category of communication-accommodation styles identified in 
the Study 1 data was named “secondary baby talk,” because it exhibited 
certain conversational features characteristic of such talk. As suggested 
in prior literature, secondary baby talk features include simplification, 
repetition and slow-paced speech. The interviewees who used these com-
munication techniques did so mainly because they perceived older adult 
students as having physical obstacles to language production and recep-
tion: for example, as comprehending concepts – especially theoretical ones 
– more slowly, and as having bad memories (see the category physical/cog-
nitive decrement in relation to language production and reception in Figure 2). 
According to participants T2 (T stands for “teacher”) and T13:

Older adult students understand difficult concepts rather slowly. Therefore, I would 
avoid using jargon and prefer simpler and colloquial language. (T2, aged 50, female)

Older adult students forget what they have learned very easily, so I just have to teach 
them the same thing again and again. (T13, aged 70, female)

Teachers’ choices of the above communication strategies also seemed to 
depend on older adult students’ chronological age ranges. The older they 
were, the more likely they were to become receivers of secondary baby 
talk styles. For example, as T4 explained:

I need to pay more attention to older adult students aged over 75 or 80 to help them 
understand what I teach by repeating or simplifying the content. This is because their 
reactions and learning progress are rather slow. They are very elderly so their brains do 
not function as well as those older students who are a bit younger. However, apart from 
those aged 75 or 80, most older adult students I teach have very quick comprehension 
and learning abilities, not worse than youngsters. (T4, aged 69, male)

To sum up, communication accommodation featuring secondary baby 
talk could be categorised as one of Coupland et al.’s (1998) interpretability 
strategies (see Figure 1). That is, Taiwanese teachers modified the complex-
ity of the language they used for teaching older adult students because of 
older-age-related decrements in language abilities (as addressee-focused 
considerations).
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Mitigating Strategies
There were certain painful topics, especially death, serious illness and be-
reavement, that the teacher participants tended to avoid in communication 
with older students. If avoidance of such topics was not possible, they would 
often use humour as a communication strategy. As T1 and T5 reported:

We don’t talk about death because it is pointless, given that my students are still healthy 
[…]. The priority of engaging in lifelong learning activities is to look for happiness [… 
and] being happy can keep sickness away […]; we should avoid triggering negative 
thoughts. (T1, aged 65, male)

If I really have to talk about death-related topics, I will tell jokes or present death in a 
humorous way, which makes older adult students feel amused and not afraid. (T5, aged 
64, male)

During the interviews, the avoidance of death-related topics as an im-
portant aspect of teacher–student communication was raised by inter-
viewees without being prompted by the interviewer through any direct 
questions such as “Do you avoid mentioning death in class?” or “What 
could be a taboo in class?” Rather, it arose naturally in the interview pro-
cesses, implying these teachers’ strong awareness of death as a taboo and 
of how referring to it without mitigation could compromise older learn-
ers’ satisfaction with the learning climate. 

Similar mitigation strategies were also applied in situations where 
older adult students disclosed painful experiences. For example, accord-
ing to T11:

If my students mention sad things, I divert their attention to something else, more inter-
esting and amusing [….] stopping them from thinking about troubles [… and] replacing 
them with topics that are more bright and positive […]. I do not want to experience the 
sadness with them. (T11, aged 55, male)

In short, the observed avoidance strategy and use of humour, which could 
be categorised into Coupland et al.’s (1988) discourse-management strat-
egies, functioned to mitigate the impact of raising topics stereotypically 
perceived to be difficult for older students and hence named as mitigat-
ing strategies in this present study (see Figure 2). Such communication- 
accommodation choices were made based on the teachers’ perceived 
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addressee-oriented conversational needs to allow older students to expe-
rience happiness and satisfaction via communication processes that were 
free of unpleasant topics and did not provoke fears of death.

Politeness Strategies
The majority of the reported communication strategies in this study were 
related to the concept of politeness (see Figure 2). Politeness, according 
to Brown and Levinson (1987), can be positive or negative, respectively 
intended to appeal to a person’s positive and negative face. According to 
Brown and Levinson (1987), positive face is a person’s desire to be liked, 
appreciated and respected by others, while negative face describes his or 
her right to be free from imposition and desire to claim the freedom to 
take autonomous action as a competent and independent adult. Hence, 
in the present study, those communication strategies used to make older 
adult students feel appreciated and liked were perceived as positive po-
liteness strategies, while those employed to prevent older adult students 
from feeling forced or controlled by teachers were regarded as negative 
politeness strategies. The various forms of politeness strategies are dis-
cussed later.

The current findings indicate that the teachers’ use of positive polite-
ness strategies included the giving of frequent encouragement and com-
pliments to older adult students even when they had made little learning 
progress, verbal demonstrations of modesty or reverence, or telling jokes 
with the expressed aim of pleasing them. As to negative politeness strat-
egies, they were in the form of avoiding strict control of turn-taking. 
Notably, the teachers presumed that these positive and negative face- 
enhancing strategies not only helped them build good relationships with 
their older students but also positively influenced the students’ learning 
motivations. For example, T5 maintained that a teacher:

needs to keep encouraging and praising older students to make them feel like they are 
gaining face. Otherwise, they might give up when failing to remember the lessons or 
feel coerced when being asked to follow teaching instructions. (T5, aged 64, male)

Many of the interviewees prioritised face-maintenance in the process of 
teaching and were also aware of older students’ desire to experience class 
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as a relaxing communicative environment. One way of fostering such an 
environment was to tell jokes to please older students; as T4 commented:

I think the priority in communication involving teaching older adult students should be 
happiness rather than learning efficiency. They should not be made to sit still listening 
to the lecture, but allowed to have fun in a relaxing atmosphere. Therefore, it is good to 
tell jokes occasionally in class. (T4, aged 69, male)

Most interviewees also reported that they had been able to foster re-
laxing learning environments via loose turn-taking management: specif-
ically, avoiding taking control of who was allowed to talk in class and 
when for the purpose of appealing to older students’ negative face. This 
was markedly different from traditional teacher–student interaction in 
Chinese societies. As T4 argued:

Some older adult students come to the class only for making friends. That is why I do 
not stop them from chatting in class [… where] they should feel relaxed and carefree. 
(T4, aged 69, male)

The aforementioned communication-accommodation behaviours (i.e. 
encouragement and compliments, loose turn-taking management and 
telling jokes to please students) all fall into the discourse-management 
strategies category of Coupland et al.’s (1988) CAT model and are asso-
ciated with the speaker’s focus on the addressee’s conversational needs 
including face maintenance and/or seeking a relaxing communicative at-
mosphere that will facilitate friendship development (see Figure 2).

In addition to these considerations reflecting older adult students’ con-
versational needs, some of their demographic features – for instance, 
their social status and urban vs. rural origins – could have influenced 
the senior-education teachers’ employment of politeness strategies. As T3 
explained:

After teaching many older adult students in urban areas, I learned that they seem to 
be more sensitive and have more expectations of respect from others […] since their 
social statuses tend to be higher. Unlike those in the cities, older adult students in the 
countryside are more passionate, pure and friendly. I would be more alert and careful 
when talking to those older adults who are considered elites and had well-regarded oc-
cupations before retirement. I need to pay attention to showing reverence and modesty 
to a greater extent and try not to offend them. (T3, aged 40, female)
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For these reasons, T3 recommended that teachers tell more jokes and 
exhibit more “playfulness” in class when teaching in the countryside. T4 
said that he provided more positive feedback and paid more respect to 
those older students with higher social status, such as those who used to 
be former teachers, military officers and civil service workers:

Because they are very intelligent, as their teacher, I need to make sure that I sound more 
modest and polite. To demonstrate modesty, I need to avoid giving my students, espe-
cially those with higher social status, direct correction of mistakes. (T4, aged 69, male)

It was found that senior-education teachers perceived themselves as 
having a dynamic and complex range of different roles and relationships 
with older adult students, and that the teachers’ self-role positioning was 
not particularly straightforward. For example, as T3 put it: 

Sometimes, I encounter a dilemma in defining my roles in class, and so do my students. 
I do not want to portray myself as a teacher; but if I simply interact with my students as 
someone younger, it is difficult for me to provide professional advice as an expert. (T3, 
aged 40, female)

Instead of categorising role-relations as a dimension of addressee- 
oriented considerations (as in Coupland et al.’s CAT model; see Figure 
1), this study regards teachers’ personal accounts of who they are to the 
older adult students as a teacher-oriented dimension (see Figure 2). The 
reason is that it is up to the teachers to decide what kinds of communica-
tion purposes they would like to prioritise, which later is associated with 
the types of relational roles (not the prescribed teacher–student one) they 
would like to take on as a consequence.

During communication with older adult students, the teacher partici-
pants – in addition to maintaining their prescribed institutional roles as 
teachers – would position themselves in one or more of the following four 
ways: as people from younger generations; as friends or peers; as fam-
ily members; or as service providers. The teachers accommodated their 
communication styles to the personal choices they had made regarding 
which of these roles or relational positions they wanted to adopt. They 
also chose different forms of address to indicate these various relational 
positions to their older adult students (as will be discussed further in 
Study 2). Sometimes, the teachers’ role-choices also functioned to appeal 
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to older students’ positive face, and hence have been categorised as a form 
of politeness strategy in Figure 2. For example, as T7 mentioned:

I want to show intimacy and closeness to my students, so when I address them, I want 
them to feel like they are my relatives. That is why I call them grandmother/grand-
father or uncle/aunty. (T7, aged 40, male)

T6 also supported the use of certain forms of address to indicate closeness: 

Even though my students always call me teacher, I instead address them as sisters or 
brothers to make them feel close to me. (T6, aged 50, female)

In cases where a younger teacher felt a strong need to show respect to 
older students, or simply perceived his or her role as a service provider 
or someone younger, certain corresponding politeness strategies came to 
the fore: for example, giving high praise to students even when only little 
learning progress had been made. Again, the participants recommended 
the use of playful language and advised against serious or authoritative 
communication styles. For example, as T1 maintained:

I am much younger than my students and some of them can be as old as my father or 
grandfather. Therefore, when talking to them, I have to be polite and cannot treat them 
from the position as a teacher. Besides, teachers in senior education are like service 
providers, enabling older students to feel happy and relaxed in the process of learning, 
so my responsibility is to use playful language, like telling jokes or being humorous, 
instead of taking an authoritative tone, to teach them. Furthermore, it is important to 
keep giving compliments to older students when they make progress in learning, and 
even if they don’t perform well, you still have to praise them. (T1, aged 65, male)

In a nutshell, the teacher participants reported using a number of com-
municative styles for the purpose of showing politeness to older adult 
students. These included encouragement and compliments; the use of 
various address forms (grandmother/grandfather, brother/sister, uncle/
auntie) to indicate closeness; expressions of modesty and reverence; avoid-
ance of strict turn-taking management in class; and the use of playful and 
humorous language. These communication accommodations enacted the 
sociolinguistic dimension of discourse-management strategies in Cou-
pland et al.’s (1988) CAT model. The corresponding rationales reflected 
certain addressee-focused as well as speaker-focused considerations, 
including the older adult students’ conversational needs (face, relaxing 
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atmosphere, friendship-seeking) and demographic features (social status, 
place of origin) as well as teachers’ perceptions of their own roles in rela-
tion to older students.

Prioritised Communication Purposes and Code-Selection
Two teacher-oriented considerations, claiming an expert identity and 
prioritising teaching rather than rapport-building, were found to be as-
sociated with code-selection, another dimension of teachers’ choices of 
communication strategies. In Taiwan, Mandarin Chinese is the official 
language, but two local dialects, Southern Min and Hakka, are spoken 
by the ethnic groups that correspond to their names. The former dialect is 
more prevalent and can be understood by Hakka people as well, whereas 
Hakka tends not to be comprehended by non-Hakka individuals. The 
interview data revealed that Chinese was considered more appropriate 
for presenting jargon or theory (see “Communication purposes (teaching: 
Jargon)” in Figure 2), while Southern Min was spoken mainly for social 
purposes and the provision of secondary examples to elaborate theories 
that had proved difficult to understand. The teacher participants would 
therefore code-switch between Chinese and Southern Min to fulfil one or 
both of the two communication purposes, specifically, teaching jargon and 
building rapport with older students. As T6 put it:

Generally, Chinese is spoken when talking about academic theories while Southern 
Min is used for chatting or giving examples to the theories. Basically, Southern Min 
sounds more friendly and easily accessible. (T6, aged 50, female)

T2 also supported the use of Southern Min for social purposes: 

Chinese is used for serious purposes, while Southern Min is to give older adult students 
a break or to elicit small talk. (T2, aged 50, female)

Considered as a form of communicative convergence, code-switching 
can also indicate teachers’ intention to show solidarity with their older 
adult students. As stated by T10:

When I teach older adults in a Hakka village, I force myself to learn some Hakka words 
from my Hakka students and speak some simple Hakka words with them even though 
I don’t speak Hakka and usually use Chinese for teaching. (T10, aged 50, female)
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In the case of convergence to Southern Min, as mentioned by T12:

I usually speak Chinese for teaching but older adult students in Tainan City really like 
to speak Southern Min. Hence, in order to increase closeness with my students there, 
I would switch to Southern Min. (T12, aged 60, female)

In other words, teachers’ choices of which language to speak when 
communicating with their older adult students were based on one or both 
of the two main communication purposes: that is, maintaining the use of 
Chinese for teaching and converging with the local dialects preferred by 
the communities where the teaching was delivered. These communica-
tion-accommodation strategies were both congruent with the approxima-
tion-strategy dimension of Coupland et al.’s (1988) CAT model.

Study 1 Conclusions
The findings of Study 1 can be summed up in the following 10 statements.

1. Taiwanese teachers of older adults accommodate their communi-
cation styles to secondary baby talk (repetition, simplification and 
slow-paced speech) because of their perceptions that their students, 
especially those aged over 75, have low language-reception and 
language-expression abilities.

2. Mitigating strategies characterised by avoidance or humour are 
employed by these teachers to accommodate their older adult stu-
dents’ perceived communication or conversational needs arising 
from the fear of death, as well as their painful self-disclosures.

3. Teachers use encouragement and compliments as politeness strate-
gies to accommodate older adult students’ conversational needs for 
face maintenance.

4. Loose control of turn-taking in class is used as a communication 
strategy to accommodate older adult students’ desire for a relaxing 
environment for both learning and friendship development.

5. Showing modesty and reverence in language is employed as a 
communication strategy particularly to accommodate older adult 
students who have high social status or are from cities. One ex-
pression of this strategy is the avoidance of direct correction of 
mistakes in class.
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6. Telling jokes or showing playfulness in teaching language is a 
communication strategy used by teachers not only to accommo-
date older students’ need to learn in a relaxing atmosphere but also 
those who are from the countryside.

7. Teachers choose various forms of address to reflect their own 
choices of role positions in relation to their older students or to 
demonstrate their politeness, reverence, or closeness.

8. When teachers are much younger than their students, it is more dif-
ficult for the former to activate their professional identities, and this 
leads them to rely instead on age identity during teacher–student 
communication. The corresponding communication-accommoda-
tion behaviour is aimed at emphasising politeness.

9. Senior-education teachers often see themselves as service provid-
ers, which triggers their use of an encouraging, positive and play-
ful tone in their teaching language, as part of providing a pleasant 
and satisfying learning environment for older students.

10. Code-switching is used for both teaching and social purposes, 
and teachers of older students decide which of these functions to 
prioritise.

Study 1’s qualitative data shed considerable light on the nature of teach-
ers’ communication-accommodation choices when teaching older students, 
as well as on the considerations that underpin such choices. Nevertheless, 
this data by itself cannot indicate the patterning and relative salience of 
each identified strategy. It is not clear, for instance, whether the potentially 
ageist strategy of secondary baby talk was endorsed or used by the major-
ity of the teacher participants. Likewise, Study 1’s findings provide only 
limited information about how their own and their students’ ages influ-
ence teachers’ approaches to teacher–student communication.  Therefore, 
more exploration regarding this issue is needed; for instance, a quanti-
tative exploration of the communication strategies identified in Study 1 
might clarify whether younger teachers are more likely than their older 
counterparts to adopt patronising communication styles, as suggested in 
the prior literature, and/or whether teachers of differing ages use different 
forms of address to imply their age-relevant preferences regarding their 
relational positions when communicating with older students. Study 2, 
based on a quantitative survey approach, addresses these issues.
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Study 2 Design and Data
To obtain the answers to RQ3 and RQ4, the Study 2 questionnaire sur-
vey was conducted in April 2015 to elicit information about the extent 
to which the four main categories of communication strategies identified 
in Study 1 were used by a larger pool of teacher participants, as well as 
the associations between teacher participants’ age ranges – young, mid-
dle-aged, or older – and their use (or not) of each strategy.

Because Study 2 was conducted to add depth to the Study 1 data, its 
survey questions were created mainly in accordance with those asked in 
Study 1, slightly paraphrased. This was done to maintain a high degree of 
consistency between the communication phenomena under study in the 
two phases. The survey questions were all designed as categorical vari-
ables (see Appendix B). The age ranges for the three teacher participant 
age groups were 39 and below for the “young” category, 40–60 for the 
“middle-aged” category and 61+ for the “older” category.

RQ3 is an umbrella question, comprising five subquestions about (1) the 
choices of six main forms of address for older adult students; (2) the use of 
patronising communication strategies or secondary baby talk; (3) the use 
of politeness strategies; (4) the mitigation of death-related topics; and (5) 
code-selection. The six reported modes of address for older students in-
cluded first name, “older brother” or “older sister,” “student,” “handsome 
guy” or “beauty,” “grandpa” or “grandma,” and “uncle” or “auntie.” The 
subcategories of secondary baby talk consisted of avoidance of jargon and 
theories (i.e. simplification), slower pace of speaking and repetition. As 
to mitigating strategies, the questionnaire asked whether death-related 
topics were avoided or replaced with light-hearted subjects (humour). The 
group of politeness strategies consisted of four subcategories: avoidance 
of direct correction of mistakes; loose turn-taking management; giving 
encouragement and compliments; and telling jokes and being humorous 
to please students. The question regarding code-selection was phrased as 
“using the language older students prefer.”

Of the 300 questionnaires distributed, 213 (71%) were completed. The 
author distributed and collected them in person from four study sites (all 
different from those targeted in Study 1) in central and southern parts of 
Taiwan, where senior-education teachers (including those from northern 
parts of Taiwan) were gathered to receive professional training required 
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by the government. These occasions provided the best opportunities for 
the researcher to approach senior-education teachers of various subjects, 
of different ages, and from different areas of Taiwan. Each respondent 
was given a convenience store voucher as compensation, along with a 
consent form.

Of the 213 respondents, one-third were young (31%; aged <39), half 
were middle-aged (53%, aged 40–60) and less than 2 in 10 were older (16%; 
aged 61+). Chi-square tests were conducted for the analysis of RQ4, and 
the results relating to both RQ3 and RQ4 are presented as follows.

Study 2 Findings
Choices of Forms of Address
As shown in Table 1, six alternatives for address forms could be chosen by 
the 213 respondents. The least common choices for the participants were 
to address their students as “uncle” or “auntie” (n = 31), “handsome guy” 
or “beauty” (n = 32) and “student” (n = 34). By far the most popular ad-
dress forms were “grandpa” or “grandma” (n = 108) and “older brother” 
or “older sister” (n = 104). This suggested that, in this senior-education 
context, Taiwanese teachers tended not to position themselves in line with 
their professional roles but were likely to take the positions indicative of 
age differences (i.e. “grandpa” or “grandma”) or respect (older students 

Table 1. Modes of addressing older students, by teachers’ ages (N = 213)

Forms of address
Teachers’ ages

n Chi-squareYoung
(<39)

Middle-aged
(40–60)

Older
(61+)

“Grandpa” or “grandma” 46% 48% 6% 108 p < 0.001
“Older brother” or “older sister” 16% 67% 17% 104 p < 0.001
First name 28% 53% 19% 43 Ns
“Student” 9% 59% 32% 34 p < 0.01
“Handsome guy” or “beauty” 16% 50% 34% 32 p < 0.01
“Uncle” or “auntie” 13% 81% 6% 31 p < 0.01
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do not actually have to be older to be addressed as “older brother” or 
“older sister”).

Chi-square tests revealed that the associations between forms of address 
and teachers’ ages were significant in almost all cases, with the exception 
being the use of students’ first names. Specifically, more middle- aged and 
older teachers chose to address their older adult students as “student” 
(59% and 32%) or as “handsome guy” or “beauty” (50% and 34%). In the 
case of addressing older students as “older brother” or ”older sister,” it 
was as common among the young (16%) as among the older (17%). Young 
and middle-aged teachers, on the other hand, preferred terms that im-
plied intergenerational relationships, such as “grandpa” or “grandma” 
(46% and 48%) and “uncle” or “auntie” (13% and 81%).

Use of Patronising Communication Styles
The results of Study 1 revealed that Taiwanese teachers used patronis-
ing communication styles or features of secondary baby talk when talking 
with their older adult students, while Study 2 confirmed that three types 
of such communication strategies were adopted by the majority of the 213 
survey participants. The adopted patronising communication styles con-
sisted of “slower pace of speaking” (n = 166), “repetition” (n = 166) and 
“avoidance of jargon and theories” (n = 136). 

As shown in Table 2, chi-square tests indicated that the associations 
between teachers’ use of secondary baby talk and their own ages were 

Table 2. Use of patronising communication styles, by teachers’ ages  
(N = 213)

Patronising communication
Teachers’ ages

n Chi-squareYoung
(<39)

Middle-aged
(40–60)

Older
(61+)

Slower pace of speaking 34% 49% 17% 166 ns
Repetition 34% 48% 18% 166 p = 0.05
Avoidance of jargon and theories 38% 46% 16% 136 p < 0.05
ns, not significant
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significant in all cases except the use of a slower speaking pace. It was found 
that young and (especially) middle-aged teachers were more likely to em-
ploy all the reported patronising communication styles than older teachers.

Use of Politeness Strategies
Table 3 shows the extent to which the survey participants employed the 
four studied politeness strategies when communicating with their older 
adult students. The majority of the teachers reported using all four. The 
most commonly chosen politeness strategy was giving encouragement 
and compliments (n = 205), followed by using humour to please students 
(n = 180), avoiding direct correction of students’ mistakes (n = 161), and 
adopting loose turn-taking management (n = 154). 

There were no statistically significant associations between the teach-
ers’ ages and their use of any of the four politeness strategies, implying 
that these strategies were considered appropriate and necessary by teach-
ers of all ages.

Code-Selection and Mitigation of Death-Related Topics
The last set of strategies, shown in Table 4, included the extent to which 
the teacher participants avoided dealing with death-related topics in class 

Table 3. Use of politeness strategies, by teachers’ ages (N = 213)

Politeness strategies
Teachers’ ages

n Chi-squareYoung
(<39)

Middle-aged
(40–60)

Older
(61+)

Giving encouragement and 
compliments 32% 52% 16% 205 ns

Telling jokes and being  
humorous to please students 29% 53% 18% 180 ns

Avoidance of direct  
correction of mistakes 29% 55% 16% 161 ns

Loose turn-taking management 51% 51% 18% 154 ns
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and how much accommodation they would make to the language codes 
or dialects preferred by their students. Less than half of the participants 
replaced death-related topics with light-hearted subjects (n = 85), while a 
vast majority reported using language codes preferred by older students 
(n = 166).

There was significant association between teachers’ ages and 
code-switching as a form of convergent communication accommodations. 
Table 4 shows that in comparison with older teachers (17%), it was more 
common among young (34%) and middle-aged (49%) ones to accommo-
date to a language code preferred by older students.

Study 2 Conclusions
The answers to RQ3 can be summed up as follows:

1. The most frequently chosen forms of address for older students 
were “grandpa” or “grandma,” or “older brother” or “older sister,” 
rather than “student.”

2. The use of patronising communication styles was prevalent among 
the majority of teachers of older students, especially “slower pace of 
speaking” and “repetition.”

3. The use of politeness strategies was commonplace among the re-
spondent teachers, especially “giving encouragement and compli-
ments” and “telling jokes and being humorous to please students.”

Table 4. Code-selection and mitigation of death-related topics (N = 213)

Strategies
Teachers’ ages

n Chi-squareYoung
(<39)

Middle-aged
(40–60)

Older
(61+)

Using the language code 
older students prefer for 
communication

34% 49% 17% 166 p < 0.05

Avoidance of death-related 
topics or replacing them 
with light-hearted subjects

35% 52% 13% 85 ns
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4. Death-related topics were avoided in communication with older 
students by two-fifths of the respondents.

5. Choosing the language code preferred by older students in class 
was considered appropriate by most of the respondents.

The answers to RQ4 can be summed up as follows:

1. Teachers in the two younger age groups tended to address older 
students in class in ways that reflected intergenerational identities. 
Younger teachers were the least likely of the three groups to adopt 
a professional identity in the classroom.

2. Middle-aged teachers were the most likely to use patronising com-
munication styles while older teachers were the least likely to do so.

3. No significant association was found between teachers’ ages and 
their use of politeness strategies.

4. No significant association was found between teachers’ ages and 
their avoidance of death-related topics in communication with 
older students.

5. Middle-aged teachers were the most likely to use code-switching 
for communication with older students, while older teachers were 
the least likely to do so. 

The following section presents a synthesis of the results derived from 
Study 1 and Study 2, along with discussion of their contributions, implica-
tions, limitations and potential directions for future research on this topic.

Discussion and Conclusion
Contributions
The present study is believed to be the first to systematically explain and 
describe teacher–student communication processes in senior- education 
contexts in Taiwan using a communication-accommodation framework. 
Another important contribution made by this study is its development 
of the context-specific language-accommodation model ( illustrated in 
 Figure 2), which extends Coupland et al.’s (1988) CAT model by including 
more dimensions of teacher rationales for their language- accommodation 
decisions when talking with and teaching older adult students. 
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These newly identified considerations include the older-student address-
ees’ demographic features (i.e. social status and rural vs. urban origin) 
and speaker-oriented considerations (i.e. what teachers prioritise within 
teacher–student communication and the relational positions that they 
subjectively perceive). The communication strategies discussed in this 
study add considerable depth to our understanding of how and why cer-
tain sociolinguistic encodings in Coupland et al.’s (1988) CAT model (e.g. 
politeness as a discourse-management strategy and secondary baby talk 
as an interpretability strategy) may be enacted in teacher–student commu-
nication in Asian senior-education contexts.

This study’s revelation of interactional nuances that went beyond its 
research model implies that teacher–student communication in senior- 
education contexts cannot be meaningfully categorised based solely on 
either party’s chronological age. The complexities of the students’ other 
social and demographic background characteristics clearly can render 
teachers’ communication-accommodation decisions difficult to make. For 
instance, teacher–student communication in Taiwanese  senior-education 
contexts can be intergroup communication between two ethnic groups, 
leading to teachers’ convergent code-switching to individual students’ 
preferred dialects in class, even where they do not really speak those 
dialects themselves. Teacher–student communication can also vary 
strongly along with individual teachers’ perceptions of which communi-
cative function they want to prioritise, for example, teaching or rapport- 
building. When communication is mainly for teaching rather than for 
social purposes, teachers appear more likely to maintain their own lan-
guage code (usually Mandarin Chinese), even if it might not be preferred 
by older students in a particular class.

Teachers normally experience pressure to promote themselves to at-
tract older students to choose their courses from a large pool of learn-
ing programmes. This interteacher or interclass competition factor has 
the effect of turning teachers from educators into service providers or 
marketers, which indirectly drives teachers in both the countryside and 
urban areas to notice differences in local older students’ preferred com-
munication styles. Hence, Taiwanese senior-education teachers demon-
strate an ability to flexibly accommodate their communication to fit their 
students’ conversational preferences – which are not determined by the 
latter’s age alone, but by their places of origin, among other factors.
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Communication Strategies Compromising Benefits of Senior 
Education
Arguably, the ways in which the current study’s participant teachers chose 
to accommodate their conversational styles to fit their own perceptions 
of older adults’ needs were grounded in negative stereotypes of later life 
(e.g. physical or cognitive decrement in relation to language production 
and reception). This should be a cause for concern to practitioners, be-
cause such negative perceptions about ageing could lead to over-accom-
modation (Ryan et al. 1986) and patronising communication. Those older 
students who are still fit and capable may not appreciate. Likewise, when 
teachers employ language styles featuring secondary baby talk, the effects 
of such communication – for instance, a sense of loss of personal control 
and self-esteem (O’Connor & Rigby 1996) – run directly counter to the 
senior-education ideal of promoting healthy and satisfying ageing. 

It is noteworthy that the use of secondary baby talk was more prevalent 
among younger and middle-aged teachers. This seems consistent with 
prior research that indicated younger adults tend to perceive features of 
secondary baby talk as positive, that is, as conveying affection (Caporael 
1981). Younger teachers might similarly regard communication strategies 
such as simplification, slower pace, or repetition as ways of conveying 
care and nurturing affection or perhaps as an aspect of the reverence to-
wards older adults that is expected under Confucian norms. However, 
such findings may also imply that younger teachers, as compared to older 
ones, have lower expectations of older adult students and hence are more 
likely to consider secondary baby talk styles appropriate and effective. 
Though this may be true in some cases, many older students remain fully 
capable of learning, and over the long term teachers’ lower expectations 
of their abilities could reinforce negative stereotypes of older age and hin-
der the possibilities of combating ageism and promoting positive ageing 
through the teaching process. Similar concerns could also apply to the use 
of other communication strategies, such as avoiding death-related topics.

Interestingly, avoidance of the topic of death was a common communi-
cation strategy among the sampled senior-education teachers, though it 
was practised only by two-fifths of the participants. Death is an inevitable 
consequence of ageing, and even though it is not exclusively experienced 
by older people, it is still a very important topic to deal with in later life. 



International Journal of Ageing and Later Life 

96

As such, teachers’ alienation from death could imply a social attitude of 
stigmatising ageing or older people.

Communication Strategies Enhancing Benefits of Senior 
Education
The participants broadly agreed with the idea that the use of appropriate 
language and communication strategies can enable them to build learn-
ing climates matching older students’ various needs and hence facilitate 
the achievement of the expected goals of senior education. Arguably, the 
language used in the communication process between teachers and older 
students in Taiwan serves more affective purposes (i.e. satisfying older 
learners’ negative and positive face) than instrumental functions (i.e. 
teaching effectively). This is evident in teachers’ accounts of older stu-
dents’ social-psychological needs, which prioritise strong positive face, 
conversational needs and the students’ expectations of a relaxing com-
munication environment that will help enhance their social connections 
with others.

The use of politeness strategies by teachers of all ages indicates a com-
mon ideology that older students’ social needs take priority over their 
learning needs. As part of this, teachers actively avoid correcting stu-
dents’ mistakes in senior-education contexts, give compliments and en-
courage them even when little progress has been made. Potentially, this 
can satisfy older learners’ need to experience a sense of achievement. 
Furthermore, their feelings of being respected and endorsed by teachers 
could enhance their psychological well-being.

From the present Taiwanese sample, teacher–older student commu-
nications appeared to be more intergenerational than institutional in 
nature. This perspective was particularly notable among teachers in the 
younger and middle-aged groups, whose choices of address forms po-
sitioned them in terms of generational and age differences from their 
older students, whereas older teachers treated themselves more clearly 
as teachers. This finding points out a distinctive feature or complexity of 
classroom communication in senior educational contexts, at least in Tai-
wan. That is, as discussed earlier, power asymmetry between younger 
teachers and their older adult students can be expected because of the 
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influence of Confucianism. It is recommended that, in practice, teach-
ers in Chinese cultures may need to be trained to deal better with in-
tergenerational communication, in addition to how to create learning 
activities suitable to older learners’ learning needs. This study, by tak-
ing language and communication into account, has revealed that stu-
dents’ gratifications obtained from participating in senior-education 
activities were derived not merely from educational efficiency but also 
from whether classroom communication facilitated the building of stu-
dent–teacher or even interstudent rapport and the extension of social 
networks.

Implications for Practice
Based on the results as found in Study 1 and Study 2, a number of rec-
ommendations are given as follows for senior education practitioners to 
consider:

1. Teachers should be given more training aimed at building their 
awareness of potentially ageist communication styles that may be 
perceived by them as nurturing and polite but as patronising by 
older students, especially those who have not suffered any marked 
decrement in their physical or cognitive abilities.

2. Teachers’ diverse self-positioning as family members, friends, or 
brothers or sisters of their students can be an effective communica-
tive strategy for downplaying the power asymmetry in interactions 
between teachers and students, or between two generations, and 
thus to successfully foster closeness and rapport between older stu-
dents and their teachers.

3. Senior-education teachers do not need to play the authoritative 
roles that are normally expected of teachers in Confucian societies. 
The multiple hats they wear – as marketers, service providers and 
educators – allow them to adopt communication strategies such as 
humour and playfulness that enable them to convey learning con-
tent in a more pleasant and accessible way.

4. Older students’ social and psychological needs surrounding learn-
ing should be prioritised over teachers’ needs to accomplish their 
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teaching goals or complete their curricula. This tends to explain 
why most of the considerations self-reported by the sampled 
senior- education teachers were student-oriented.

5. Showing politeness to older students is a fundamental norm in 
teacher–student communication in Taiwanese senior-education 
contexts, and not merely among the younger teachers, who in the 
context of Confucianism are assumed to experience the great-
est pressure to demonstrate it. Teachers can use various strate-
gies to demonstrate their respect to older students in class, such 
as encouragement, loose control of students’ in-class discussions, 
non-correction of mistakes, being modest and using playful 
language.

6. The theme of death can be integrated into senior-education pro-
grammes to help older students deal with it when it approaches. 
This is not to suggest, however, that it is a subject to be dealt with 
only by older students or that it should only be associated with age-
ing. Teachers of all ages need to be given more training on how 
to raise this topic in a more neutral manner while talking with 
older students, or at least be reminded that merely mentioning it 
is unlikely to upset or offend older students, whereas distancing 
classroom discourse from this topic can do nothing to cultivate 
positive ageing.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
This study has several limitations that must be noted. First, the data only 
represent one side of the teacher–student communication processes. 
Teachers’ self-reported accounts of their communication-accommodation 
behaviours may accurately reflect what they believe their older students 
expect, but this study did not directly investigate such students’ actual 
preferences for or against the discussed communication strategies. Fu-
ture research should therefore explore the level of consistency between 
the communication behaviours perceived as appropriate by teachers and 
older students’ needs and expectations and should assess whether the 
communication strategies reported in the present study would, in prac-
tice, be regarded as under-accommodative or over-accommodative by 
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older students in Taiwan. It would also be worthwhile to investigate older 
adult students’ rankings of the satisfaction they obtained from receiving 
the various kinds of communication strategies identified in this research, 
to further verify such strategies’ relative levels of effectiveness.

It should also be noted that teacher–student communication processes 
do not simply consist of the accommodations teachers make to students 
but also those made by students to their teachers, for a variety of reasons. 
This issue has not been examined in the present work. Future research 
should therefore seek to capture communication-accommodation strat-
egies from the older learners’ side and to understand what interactional 
norms such learners perceive as appropriate for communication with 
teachers of various ages.

Lastly, the interview data examined in this research reflected teach-
ers’ perceptions and its self-reported nature means that its exact rela-
tionship to real classroom interactions is less than clear. Future research 
could incorporate video-recording of teachers’ communication with older 
students to obtain, for instance, nonverbal features of their communica-
tion-accommodation behaviours. Discourse analysis could also be used 
as an alternative approach to studying transcribed teacher–student con-
versations and might reveal the conversational mechanisms negotiated 
by the participants, as opposed to those predetermined by social norms 
in senior-education contexts.
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Appendix A. Interview Questions
1. How old are you?
2.  What communication strategies would you consider when communicating 

with older adult students?
3.  How do you perceive your roles in class and your relationships with older 

adult students in the process of communication with them?
4.  How do you perceive older adults’ expressive and receptive language abilities? 

Are they in any way related to how you communicate with them in class?
5.  Do you think older adult students have certain conversational or communica-

tive needs that influence how you communicate with them?
6.  Are there any other considerations, in addition to those mentioned above, re-

lated to how you communicate with older adult students in class?

Appendix B. Questionnaire Questions
1. How old are you? o young (39 and younger) o middle-aged (40–60) o older (61+)
2. Which of the following forms of address do you use for older adult students?

Form of address Yes No

First name o o

Older brother/older sister o o

Student o o

Handsome guy/beauty o o

Grandpa/grandma o o

Uncle/auntie o o
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3. Do you use any of the following communication strategies in your teaching of 
older adult students?

Communication strategies Yes No

1. Secondary baby talk
Avoidance of jargon and theories o o

Slower pace of speaking o o

Repetition o o

2. Mitigating strategies
Avoiding death-related topics or 
replacing them with light-hearted subjects o o

3. Politeness strategies
Avoidance of direct correction of mistakes o o

Loose turn-taking management o o

Giving encouragement and compliments o o

Telling jokes and being humorous to 
please students o o

4. Code-selection 
Using the language older students prefer o o


