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Abstract: This article presents some interpretive understanding of a critical moment in my teaching 
profession. Different from the widely conducted Classroom Action Research (CAR) which tends to be 
focused on the very practice of teaching-learning activities in the classroom, the article refers to post-
activity evaluative comments from students as data to start the discussion. The students giving the eval-
uative comments were participants of my course units of Speaking I and Discourse Analysis, Under-
graduate Program, English Department, Faculty of Letters, State University of Malang, Indonesia. In the 
OLJKW�RI�2UWHJD¶V�FRQFHSW�DERXW�WKH�³H[XEHUDQFHV�DQG�GHILFLHQFLHV´�RI�XWWHUDQFHV�DQG�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�³WKH�

VDLG� DQG� WKH�XQVDLG´�RI�GLVFRXUVH�� WKH� DUWLFOH� LQWHUSUHWLYHO\� DVVHVVHV� WKH� WHQVLRQV� LQVWHDG�RI� XQLGLUHc-
tional-deterministic understanding of the seemingly-simple-yet-complex teaching-learning activities. 
7KH�DUWLFOH�DOVR�DUJXHV�WKDW�VWXGHQWV¶�HYDOXDWLYH�IHHGEDFN�DV�GLVFRXUVH�EHDUV�SDUDGR[HV��LQGHWHUPLQDF\��

and tentativeness. The corollary is that teachers need not be impulsive and, instead, need to be open to 
VWXGHQWV¶�HYDOXDWLYH�IHHGEDFN��EH�LW�SRVLWLYH�RU�QHJDWLYH. 

Keywords: critical moment, teaching-learning profession, deconstruction, exuberance, deficiency. 

Some concerns about what a teacher does in the 
classroom, particularly in the Indonesian context, 
have been formally articulated through some me-
thodical undertaking of classroom action research 
(CAR) projects (e.g., Rachman et al, 2003; Kweldju, 
2003; Ainy, 2003; Laksmi, 2006). However, such 
DQ�³DFDGHPLF�IRUPDOLW\´�VHHPV��WR�VRPH�H[WHQW��to 
have been too deterministic and simplistic in pre-
senting some understanding of a certain phenome-
non. As I understand it, the introduction of CAR in 
the Indonesian academic sphere has been intended 
to enhance the teaching-learning quality across the 
country. Yet, to the extent of my reading of some 
CAR reports in the forms of published articles, I 
have had the impression that results of CAR tend to 
be positive. A pertinent and critical question to raise is 
why the results tend to be so. One possible answer 
is that CAR assumes that the teacher-researcher 
should have a solution to her or his teaching prob-
lems before embarking on the CAR project. Hence, 
the solution is, right from the beginning, assumed 
to work well, if not to be a panacea, to solve the class-
room teaching-learning problems. Another possible 
interpretation is that the teacher-researcher is not 
ready yet to disclose possible negative results of the 
application of her or his solution to the problems. 
In other words, both the initial assumption on the 
part of the researcher and the researcher her/himself 

are not set to deal with possible negative aspects of 
the research; the assumption does not allow for nega-
tive results and the teacher-researcher is not (proba-
bly) ready to face and report on the negative sides 
of the research.  In brief, reports of CAR tend to be 
monolithic; all are about good effects of teaching 
practices of the teacher-researcher. 

In response to the situation outlined above, the 
present article critically reviews my own teaching 
practices in the second semester of the 2006/2007 
academic year. While teaching practices, particu-
larly under CAR reports, tend to be presented in a 
neat way, suggesting that meanings of phenomena 
are easy to tease out in a linear-deterministic way, the 
FXUUHQW� DUWLFOH� DGGUHVVHV� WKH� SDUDGR[HV� RI� D� ³VLm-
SOH´�SKHQRPHQRQ�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�HYDOXDWLYH�IHHGEDFN��

Whilst CAR, particularly the (quasi) experimental 
RQHV��WHQGV�WR�EH��LQ�P\�LPSUHVVLRQ��³FRQGXFWHG�on 
WKH�VWXGHQWV´�>HPSKDVLV�RULJLQDO@��$OOZULJKW�& Bai-
ley, 1991:200), I would rather depart from this situ-
ation. I would refer to issues which surfaced upon the 
completion of my teaching practices; thus, I did not 
FRQGXFW�DQ\� IRUPDO� UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW�³RQ´�P\�VWu-
dents.  

To my teaching practices recently at the Eng-
lish Department, State University of Malang, Indo-
nesia, I received comments from two groups of un-
dergraduate students. The first group was composed 
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of two parallel classes of students undertaking Speak-

ing I and the other was of a group of students taking 
an introductory course of Discourse Analysis.  

By and large, the comments can be divided into 
two²negative and positive. The negative comments 
came from the participants of Speaking I and the 
positive ones were written by students in the Dis-

course Analysis class. Some of the instances (other 
instances will surface as the essay unfolds) of the 
negative comments include such samples as follows: 
(1) Pengajar kurang persiapan dan kurang yakin 

dengan apa yang akan diajarkan; dia selalu 

EHUWDQ\D��³:KDW�VKRXOG�ZH�GR�WRGD\"´«�>7KH�

lecturer was not well prepared and was not sure 
ZKDW�WR�GR��KH�DOZD\V�DVNHG��³:KDW�VKRXOG�ZH�

GR�WRGD\"´�«@� 
(2) Pengajar tidak kreatif dan menyerahkan kegi-

atan kepada mahasiswa, seperti ketika akan 

menentukan kegiatan untuk fun activities «�

[The lecturer was not creative and was depend-
ent on the students to deFLGH�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�«@� 

(3) Pengajar cenderung memperhatikan mahasis-

wa yang dikenal saja. Dosen hendaknya tidak 

hanya memperhatikan mahasiswa yang dikenal 

saja ... kasih kami yang kurang dikenal kesem-

SDWDQ�« >7KH�OHFWXUHU¶V�DWWHQWLRQ�ZDV�IRFXVHG�
on the students he knew well. The lecturer should 
not have focused his attention only on the stu-
GHQWV�KH�NQHZ�«�KH�VKRXOG�KDYH�JLYHQ�XV�RS-
portuQLWLHV�«@� 

Instances of the positive ones include com-
ments such as the following: 
(1) Pengajar sangat menguasai materi dan kadang 

penjelasannya sangat canggih dan agak mem-

buat binJXQJ�EXW� LW¶V� FKDOOHQJLQJ ... [The lec-
WXUHU¶V�PDVWHU\� RI� WKH� FRXUVH�PDWHULDOV�ZDV� LP-
maculate and sometimes his explanation was 
WRR�VRSKLVWLFDWHG��EXW�LW¶V�>VLF@�FKDOOHQJLQJ�«@� 

(2) Pengajar sangat cerdas dan membikin iri dan 

gak yakin apa saya dapat menirunya ... [The 
lecturer is quite smart, which makes me envi-
RXV�DQG�,�IHHO�XQVXUH�LI�,�FDQ�EH�OLNH�KLP�«@� 

(3) Dosen ngajarnya asik «�>7KH� OHFWXUHU� WDXJKW�

LQWULJXLQJO\�«@� 
Relevant to the instances above, interesting 

TXHVWLRQV�WR�UDLVH�LQFOXGH�³:KDW�KDV�KDSSHQHG�DQG�

why could these two kinds and opposing comments 
WDNH�SODFH"´�7KHVH�TXHVWLRQV�ZLOO�EH�FHQWUDO�WR�WKLV�

paper; however, they will not be addressed imme-
diately. Before venturing further with some sorts of 
critical interpretation of what has happened in my 
classes and in my teaching practices, I would like 
to recount what happened to me inside as I received 
the comments. For sure, and human enough, upon 
reading the negative comments, I felt some trepida-

tion pounding in my chest and, conversely, as I was 
reading the positive comments, I felt the equanim-
ity in my heart. These all have led to a sort of bal-
anced equilibrium; the somewhat (psychologically) 
wrecking negative comments were neutralized by 
the more soothing positive comments. However, to 
some degree, the negative comments seem to have 
been triumphant over the positive ones, for they 
were produced by two groups of students undertak-
ing the same course of Speaking I, whereas the pos-
itive comments were written by only one group of 
students. This situation insinuates that the negative 
comments seem to have a sort of reliability, albeit 
in a limited sense, whereas the positive comments 
lack such a qualification. I can add that the reliabil-
ity was limited in the sense that I did nothing regard-
ing the grouping of the students. In fact, the number 
of participants in the two classes of Speaking I al-
together and the number of students in Discourse 

Analysis class were equal.  
I would assume that teachers, just like me 

myself, might be trapped in feeling the uneasiness 
RU�EHFRPH� WRR�ELJ�KHDGHG�XSRQ� UHDGLQJ� VWXGHQWV¶�

negative or positive comments respectively. But, what 
we need to do as teachers, I believe, is to critically 
see how and from whom the comments come. De-
spite the fact that some of the comments seem to 
have the qualification of reliability, for they have 
been produced in a sort of unanimity by a number 
of students, they have been produced by students 
who are unlikely to be considered as expert judges. 
6WXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV�QHHG�WR�EH�VHHQ�DV�RQH�DPRQJ�

various aspects to be evaluated for comprehensive 
evaluation of the overall failure or success of the 
administration of the classes.  

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��HYHQ� WKRXJK�VWXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV�

do not fall into expert judgment, their values are 
not to be ignored, for students are the consumers of 
WHDFKHUV¶�WHDFKLQJ services. In fact, students consti-
tute one element in the wholesale teaching-learning 
processes in the class with and from whom teachers 
also concurrently learn. This point is even more 
crucial in the context of state owned educational in-
stitutions in the Indonesian context. To the best of 
my knowledge, studenWV¶�FRPPHQWV�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�
institutionalized as one of the critical factors which 
can hold or dispel individuals to work as state gov-
ernmental officials or civil servants in Indonesia. 
7R�VD\�LW�LQ�DQRWKHU�ZD\��VWXGHQWV¶�FRmments have 
not been effective enough to really shape the teach-
HUV¶�SHUIRUPDQFH�� ,�KDYH�QHYHU�KHDUG�DQ\�DSSRLQt-
ment of favorite teachers or lecturers/professors on 
WKH� EDVLV� RI� VWXGHQWV¶� VHOHFWLRQ�� 7KLV� LV� GLIIHUHQW�

from what has been going on in Australian univer-
sities where we can fLQG� DQ� HQWLWOHPHQW� DV� ³EHVW�
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SURIHVVRU´�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�JXLOG¶V�SROling. 
Possibly, one of the factors why we have not had 
such an entitlement is that we have not taken stu-
dents as individuals with mature evaluative capacity. 
Our assumption about VWXGHQWV¶�UROHV�LQ�WKH�WHDFh-
ing-learning process might have been too belittling.  

THE SAID AND THE UNSAID 

The situation above has triggered my faculty 
to try to find ways of explanation for the purpose of 
the betterment of my professional career in the 
coming future. Also, the situation has reminded me 
of the nature of discourse that it is bound to be 
FRPSRVHG�RI�³WKH�VDLG�DQG�WKH�XQVDLG�´�-XVW�OLNH�ZKHQ 
we collect data for research, we are not entitled to 
present the data in its entirety in writing a report of 
the research. We are bound to select what to pre-
sent thus we say it (the said) and what we leave 
thus we do not say about it (the unsaid). So, the 
students are always bound to select what they want 
to say and what not to say. In other words, the nega-
tive comments were possibly not the only qualifica-
tion which could apply to me in the whole range of 
my teaching practices in the two classes of Speak-

ing I. This also holds true with the class of Dis-

course Analysis; there were possibilities that some 
negative qualification also applied to my teaching 
in the class of Discourse Analysis, although they 
have been expressed in a way that made them mount 
to two polarities²negative and positive.  

Using the same framework, when students per-
ceived my typical qXHVWLRQ�RSHQLQJ�WKH�FODVV�³What 

can we do today?´�DV�D�VLJQ�RI�XQSUHSDUHGQHVV�RQ�

my part, they did not attend to the possibility that I 
was actually 100% prepared. They might only have 
EHHQ�HQJDJHG�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�³VDLG�́ �:KHQ�VWX-
dents perceived my teaching performance in Dis-

course Analysis class as positive and perceived my 
sound mastery of the course, they might have been 
obliterated from seeing my possible doubts, my un-
certainty and insecure feelings about some concepts 
in the area of Discourse Analysis²WKH� ³XQVDLG�´�

To tell the truth, I have felt to be more prepared to 
teach Speaking I, for, to me, it does not really charge 
me with hard working of reading a wide range of 
sources to make some kind of intellectual digestion 
before coming to the class. This has been signifi-
cantly different from my perception about handling 
Discourse Analysis. However, to refer to the notion 
RI�ELQDU\�RSSRVLWLRQ� �2¶6XOOLYDQ�HW�DO����������P\�

feeling of preparedness for Speaking I has probably 
led me to carelessness and my feeling of being 
charged for Discourse Analysis has allowed me to 
be careful in handling the class. 

Having said about my situation, let me now 
turn to my students. Participants of my Speaking I 
were students who were in the second semester of 
undergraduate studies while those of the Discourse 

Analysis were in their sixth semester of their under-
graduate studies. This situation may lead to an in-
terpretation that the first group of students was not 
really ready with a sort of independency in learn-
ing; they might still have expected that the teacher 
should decide what the students should learn in-
stead of asking them about what to do. Deciding 
what to learn might have been thought of as the job 
of the teacher. They might have in mind that this is 
what distinguishes their learning in a college class-
room from their own learning outside the classroom 
setting. To me, were this true, this seems to be part 
of the residue of their learning at the lower level of 
schooling in which it is normal that the teacher has 
a greater portion of discretion to set what the stu-
dents should learn as well as what activities with 
which the students should engage.  

On the other hand, the second group, due to 
their tutelage so far in the Department, has some 
sort of acculturation to some kind of independency 
and critical way of thinking. They might have been 
familiar with the notion that a teacher is also an indi-
vidual human being who has the capability of mas-
tering the teaching materials and also concomitantly 
is prone to imperfection. They might have been 
more tolerant to this situation and, therefore, they 
did not really attend to my doubts and my imper-
fectness in handling the class. They did not really 
bother if I could not handle some issues, for this is 
just normal and, in fact, constitutes a place of aca-
demic contestation. They might have been more 
capably comprehensive in seeing the said and the 
unsaid and in giving due evaluation of the two. Thus, 
they did not attend to the same problem about my 
W\SLFDO� TXHVWLRQ� ³What should we do today?´� Dl-
though I also used the question in the Discourse 

Analysis class. They seemed to deem this question as 
my idiosyncratic formulaic opening remark of the 
meeting session instead of a sign of unpreparedness.  

Relevant to the foregoing discussion, there is 
a truism that what teachers have experienced as stu-
dents or how they were taught influences how they 
teach (Allwright & Bailey, 1991). In this line, I 
would like to confess that I my self, when I was a 
student, did not really like English lecturers who 
frequently resorted to Indonesian expressions in the 
classroom. Frequently switching to Indonesian, in 
my view, was an indication of their poor mastery of 
English. Probably, due to this kind of conception, I 
did not really bother with attempts to make my Eng-
lish usage differently from one class to the other. I 
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have not tried to differentiate the classes, which has 
probably allowed me to make some adjustment of 
my English, whether it was in Speaking I or in Dis-

course Analysis class. As I remember, I tried to speak 
English the best I could so as to be as good a me-
dium of instruction as possible. Possibly, this has to 
do with the positive and negative evaluation of my 
teaching in the two different classes; the students of 
Speaking I might have found my language hard to 
discern and the students of Discourse Analysis did 
not find any problem pertaining to my language. If 
this is the case, I have done injustice and their evalua-
tion has done justice to my teaching practices. One 
comment in the QHJDWLYH� FDWHJRU\� UHDGV�� ³bahasa 

Inggris dosen sulit dimengerti [it was hard to un-
GHUVWDQG� WKH� OHFWXUHU¶V� (QJOLVK� �ODQJXDJH�@�´� �:H�

will come to this issue again later). 
I mentioned earlier that when I read the stu-

GHQWV¶�QHJDWLYH�FRPPHQWV��,�IHOW�SDOSLWDted and when 
I read the positive comments, I felt psychologically 
uplifted. However, as an academic, I tried to put the 
issue into perspective so that I can see the issue in a 
critical and comprehensive way. At this juncture, it 
might be insightful to note 2UWHJD¶V�Rbservation (in 
Becker, 1996) that every utterance is deficient and, 
concomitantly, every utterance is exuberant. Every 
utterance, in this case, can be in the form of stuGHQWV¶ 
written comments and my language in the class. 
One of the possible exXEHUDQFHV� RI� WKH� VWXGHQWV¶�
negative comments is that they can induce negative 
feelings on my part even though the comments may 
have been intended to merely tell the factual condi-
tion of my teaching. When the negative ones were 
triumphant, they might allow for unproductive rela-
tionship in the coming semesters and would not be 
good for future meetings. There might be a sort of 
uneasiness which might influence my objectivity in 
giving mark to the stuGHQWV��,�PLJKW�EHFRPH�³VWLQJ\´ 
in marking. The reverse might hold true with the 
positive comments towards positive feelings on my 
part; I might become too generous in giving marks. 

,Q� WKH� VDPH� WRNHQ�� WKH� VWXGHQWV¶� HYDOXDWLYH�

comments might have been due to the exuberances 
and deficiency of my utterances along the given 
courses of Speaking I and Discourse Analysis. Quite 
possibly, I did not really have control of the effects 
of what I was saying during the meetings with the 
students. Even though I did not mean to confuse 
the students, the deficiency and exuberances of my 
utterances might have confused them. In other words, 
the comments from the students should be read with 
care for any utterances or comments hold some kinds 
of exuberances and deficiencies. This also holds true 
with what the teacher says to them during interac-
tions, be they in the class or outside the class. In 

this regard, it is no wonder that one of the negative 
comments reads, ³dosen hendaknya tidak hanya mem-

perhatikan mahasiswa yang dikenal saja [the lecturer 
should not have focused his attention only on the 
VWXGHQWV�KH�NQHZ�«@�´�7KLV�FRPPHQW�LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�

deficiencies and exuberances in my teaching (in a 
form of action) also cause some unintended impres-
sions. 

MORE PARADOXES 

To refer to a concept in literary studies, emi-
nent in the deconstructionist view of (literary) text 
or discourse is the idea that text explains for itself 
in the sense of paradoxes and indeterminacy as well 
as temporariness of meanings (Abrams, 1981). Em-
ploying this framework, the following section will 
present a sort of paradoxes (which paradoxically 
might also at the same time constitute equilibrium 
of some equivocalness) of the discussion above; it 
will present additional properties to the preceding 
discussion (text) so that a fuller text will be arrived 
at and the text will (hopefully) explain for itself. In 
the foregoing discussion, I seemed to champion my-
self LQ�P\�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�HYDOXDWLYH�
comments of my teaching practices. Earlier, I men-
tioned that I was quite prepared to handle Speaking 

I in the given semester. However, I have not men-
tioned that I was ready only with regard to teaching 
materials. Some of the unsaid which has been left is 
that I did not feel at home with the teaching-learning 
activities for Speaking I. I have had the feeling that 
I am not rich with various teaching techniques nec-
essary to run Speaking I. If this accounts for my fail-
ure to run interesting teaching activities so that the 
students found the negative sides of my teaching, 
the students were right with their comments. 

However, keeping in mind about the said and 
the unsaid principle of discourse, the situation does 
not necessarily-readily mean that I was totally in a 
failure. The students might have learned positive 
values from my teaching as much as their negative 
impression about my teaching. They might realize 
the values of my teaching later, for at the moment 
of my teaching, some meanings might have not 
made sense yet to them. Some kinds of intertextual-
ity taking place following my teaching which they 
experience might help trigger meanings of my teach-
ing��$QRWKHU� SLHFH� RI� WKH� VWXGHQWV¶� QHJDWLYH� FRP-
PHQWV�UHDGV��³cara mengajar dosen membosankan 

>WKH�OHFWXUHU¶V�ZD\�RI�WHDFKLQJ�ZDV�ERULQJ����@�´ In 
this regard, I am thinking of my frequently asking 
the students to construct dialogues on the basis of a 
certain topic. In conjunction with this, I also fre-
quently supplied them with some expressions which, 
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I believed, were necessary for their spontaneity in 
their later speaking ability. Probably, this, in part, 
was the factor that made the students have the im-
pression that my teaching was boring. 

$QRWKHU�QHJDWLYH�FRPPHQW�VD\V��³dosen kalau 

bicara sering tidak jelas >WKH� OHFWXUHU¶V� ODQJXDJH�

was frequently unclear].´� 7KLV� LV� VRPHZKDW� GLIIL-
cult to interpret. To me, it is not clear if tidak jelas 
[unclear] means unclearness in terms of voice vol-
ume, speed/slowness of speaking, timbre of voice, 
etc. What I can say is that I have never made any 
electronic recording of my own classroom talk. 
What I did was occasionally asking students if they 
understood my speech. To this question, I frequently 
received positive feedback. What was clear in my 
mind was that they tended to keep eye contacts 
with me, which, to me, meant that they were fol-
lowing the teaching-learning activities. In other 
words, I failed to catch the unsaid; the impression I 
had seems to exuberate and to be deficient at the same 
time. The exuberances and deficiencies of what 
came to my mind eventually led to the unclearness 
of my speech as perceived by my students. This 
situation implies that I should have checked if the 
students have understood well about my classroom 
English as medium of instruction. As well, I should 
also have made electronic recordings for corrobora-
tion of the stuGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV� 

Intertextuality might help tease out this prob-
lem. A number of my colleagues have frequently 
UHPDUNHG�³'RQ¶W�PXPEOH��<RX�NQRZ��\RXU�YRLFH�LV�

EDVV�́ �,I�WKLV�KDV�VRPH�PHULW��WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�FRmment 
about the unclearness of my speech might have 
been due to the timbre of my voice. Were this the 
case, I do not have any control of it and, to a certain 
extent, I have been quite conscious about this situa-
tion. This has, in fact, made me aware of the neces 
 

sity to check with the students if the volume of my 
voice was fairly easy to hear. As noted earlier, to 
this effort, I have received positive feedback. How-
ever, as also noted earlier, this situation has not, un-
fortunately, made me aware of the necessity to make 
electronic recording of my English in the classroom 
(for substantiation). 

AFTERTHOUGHT 

I have made some deconstructionist discus-
sion of the possible interpretative tensions of the 
evaluative comments of my students, the comments 
EHLQJ�FRPSDUDEOH�WR�XWWHUDQFHV�ZKLFK��LQ�2UWHJD¶V�

observation, always concomitantly have exuberances 
and deficiencies. Every utterance, including teach-
HUV¶�ODQJXDJH�DQG�DFWLRQ�DV�ZHOO�DV�VWXGHQWV¶�FRP-
ment, is exuberant and deficient. In addition, the 
meanings of utterances, language, comments, and ac-
tions DUH�WHPSRUDU\��+RZ�,�VDZ�P\�VWXGHQWV¶�FRP-
ments upon receiving and reading them and how I 
see them now differ. The corollary is that, as teachers, 
we need not be impulsive in receiving the stuGHQWV¶�
comments; we need not develop negative feelings 
upon receiving negative comments from our students 
and need not develop over-excitement upon receiv-
ing positive comments. In other words, the mean-
ings of the comments are bound to be tentative and 
contingent (Phillips & JØrgensen, 2002). We should 
not be trapped and thus compelled, on the basis of 
studenWV¶�FRPPHQWV�� WR�SURYLGH�RQO\�³IXQ´�DFWLYities 
�VHHPLQJO\�VWXGHQWV¶�SUHIHUHQFH��DW� WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�

losing the substance the values of which the students 
might temporarily lose sight. However, since stu-
dents constitute a crucial element within the system 
of teaching-OHDUQLQJ�SURFHVVHV�� WKH� VWXGHQWV¶� FRm-
ments should not be deemed futile. 
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