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BECOME A BETTER FACILITATOR OF CLASS DISCUSSIONS:   

INVESTIGATE YOUR TEACHER TALK 
 

Turn-Taking Patterns 
 

EXCERPT 1: FIRST TAPING -- 2nd week of class 
 

       1.  T:  Why is speaking in English difficult?  Josefa? 

       2.  Josefa:  ((Inaudible)) 

       3.  T:   Ahhhh.  You speak well. 

       4.  Ss:  ((Ss laughing)) 

       5.  Josefa:   I understand but no speak OK. 

       6:  T:   I think you speak OK. 

       7:  T:   Does anyone else have the same problem as Josefa?  She understands but it is difficult to 

speak? 
 

          NOTE:  Pseudonyms used to maintain student anonymity. 

Vs. 
 

EXCERPT 2:  SECOND TAPING -- 6th week of class 

(looking at pre-reading picture) 
 

        1.  T:   Maybe they are shaking hands ┼ 

        2.  Ss:  ((Ss laughing)) 

   3.  Rafael:  No. 

   4.  Aris:  No because the woman is scared. 

   5.  Ana:  No, this is a problem. They have problem. ((Pointing to title of picture)) 

       6.  T:  )t says ╉Montoya╆s Problem┻╊  So, Ana is looking at the title.   And the title says problem.   
 

 

Learner Initiation and Contingency 
 

EXCERPT 3:   FIRST TAPING -- 2nd week of class 

     1.  Luisa:  All about English is hard. 

     2.   T:  So, do you think everything is difficult about English? 

     3.   Ss:  Yeah, yes. 

 4.  Pablo:  That╆s why we are here to learn┻ 
 5.  T:  So for me┸ in Spanish┸ ) think writing┼ listening and speaking is OK┸ but writing is difficult for    

me. 
 

Vs. 

EXCERPT 4:  SECOND TAPING -- 6th week of class 

(looking at pre-reading picture) 

 

   1.  Josefa:   ((interrupts))  He talking to his friend. 

   2:  T:  Ahh, so Josefa thinks he is talking to a friend in the car.  What do you think about that? 

      3.   Miguel:  I think not. 

      4.  Samuel:  ((interrupts))  This is not his friend because he has a guns. 

      5.  Josefa:  No. 

      6.  Samuel:  Yeah. 

      7.  Josefa: Dónde està? 

 8.  Samuel:  Es una pistola. 

 9.  T:  What looks like a gun? 



Suggested Approach to Investigating Your Teacher Talk During Class Discussions 
 

 Follow an Action Research approach 

 Action Research provides a ╉self-reflective, critical, and systematic approach to your     own teaching context╊  (Burns, 2010, p. 2). 

 It involves multiple cycles of Planning ‒ Action ‒ Observation ‒ (Analysis) & 

Reflection. 

 Below are suggestions for each step. 
 

Planning 

 Start with broad questions so as not to exclude aspects of your talk teacher that might be 

important in terms of promoting or blocking student participation.      

 Remember (eap╆s advice┺  ╉One can discover no more ┻┻ than one╆s method of inquiry permits╊  ゅ(eap, 1982, as cited in Lee, 2007, p. 183) 
 

 Sample questions: 

 What are existing patterns in my teacher talk during class discussions? 

 How does my talk affect learner participation? 

 What happens if I modify my teacher talk? 
 

 Decide upon a discussion type that you will track over time. 

 For my project, I chose pre-reading discussions. 

 Variables such as topic, stimulus (e.g., picture), and perhaps learner attendance will 

likely change from discussion to discussion. 

 Keeping the discussion type broadly similar will help you to compare interaction data 

from different discussions (taped at different points during the semester). 

 

Action and Observation 

 Tape an initial discussion to use as a diagnostic. 

 Listen to the tape and select a short portion (mine were around 5 minutes) to transcribe. 

 Don╆t worry about formal transcription conventions┿ 
 

Analysis & Reflection 

 As you analyze the data, pay attention to interaction patterns:  how does your talk invite or 

block learner participation? 
 

 Draw upon key insights from Conversation Analysis (Wong & Waring, 2010):    

 Turn-taking patterns (see Waring, 2009) 

 Opportunities for learner initiation:   

 Do learners contribute to the discussion beyond direct responses to your 

questions?  Do they build on the topic or introduce a related sub-topic (adapted 

from Garton, 2002) 

 How do you respond to learner initiation? 

 See Jacknick, 2009 for extensive discussion of learner initiation. 

 Contingency:  ╉quality of interaction where the design of each turn is thoroughly 

dependent upon and responsive to its prior turn╊   ゅWong & Waring, 2010, p. 269; see 

also Lee, 2007 for discussion of contingency). 
 

 Consider specific features of teacher talk (e.g., questioning, feedback) from the perspective of 

opportunities for learner participation and insights from Conversation Analysis:    



 In my project, I looked at wait time, questioning patterns, scaffolding for vocabulary, 

negotiation of meaning, and backchanneling of feedback.  I did not have time to 

discuss all of these during my presentation. 

 See Clifton, 2006;  Garton, 2002; Jacknick, 2009; Lee, 2007; Walsh, 2002; Waring, 

2008, 2009; and Wong & Waring, 2009 for other examples. 

 My study builds upon these studies by using insights from Conversation Analysis in 

the context of Action Research. 
 

 Reflect upon your analysis in your Reflective Teaching Journal. 
 

Planning 

 Identify potential modifications to your teacher talk.  
 

Action  

 Gradually introduce these modifications to your teacher talk. 

 Focusing on all the modifications at once can be overwhelming:  try to focus on one 

change per week. 
 

Observation 

 Again tape and transcribe. 
 

Analysis & Reflection 

 Again analyze and reflect. 
 

And so on┼ 

 Repeat these cycles according to your needs and timeline. 

 Refine your focus as you go, guided by your interaction data.  New questions may emerge. 
 

Remember the other side of the equation is preparing students to participate by raising awareness, 

providing them with discussion language, and opportunities to practice (Maeda, 2010; Sarosy & 

Sherak, 2002). 
 

 

Practical Tips  
 

 Transcribing adds value and makes it easier to identify interaction patterns, but it takes 

time. 

 When I listened to my audio initially, I found it difficult to identify interaction 

patterns.  Once I had the transcribed data in front of me, identifying patterns was 

much easier. 

 Use transcription strategically, at the start of project and at least once more for 

comparison. 

 Later on in the project, try analyzing discussions by listening to audio (or video) 

recording without transcribing.   

 Once you are aware of interaction patterns and your own teacher talk (from 

transcription and analysis conducted earlier in the project), you may be able to 

track them without transcribing. 

 Listen multiple times, each time for a different feature. 
 

 When you have identified modifications to your teacher talk that you would like to 

implement, do so gradually.      

 Trying to attend to multiple changes at once can be overwhelming.  



 Try focusing on a given feature or pattern per week, gradually building in more 

modifications. 
 

 Allow time in between tapings to gradually introduce changes to your teacher talk. 
 

 When deciding whether to use audio or video to record your classroom discussions consider 

the following factors: 

 Access to equipment & knowledge of how to use 

 Ss╆ reaction to being on camera (if Ss are undocumented, will camera make them 

uncomfortable?) 

 Your desire to understand non-verbal cues during the discussion (video will help you here┸ audio won╆tょ 
 

 Remember to get the students╆ permission before taping┻  For videotaping┸ you need more 
formal permission (e.g., signed letter). 
 

 To track the number of learners participating during the discussion, you can prepare a sheet with all the students╆ names and tick off each time a student speaks. 

 If you are recording via videotape, then you can do this later as you watch the tape. 

 If you are recording via audiotape, then it can be hard to recognize all the students╆ voices┸ so it╆s better to track student participation during the discussion itself. 

 If you have an aide or observer, they can fill out the sheet during the discussion. 
 

 Tracking which students are participating can help give you a sense of whether there is 

broad participation in the discussion or whether the same students are always speaking. 

 

 If you identify reticent students, you may want to focus in particular on how your teacher 

talk affects their participation.  

 Part of my project (which I did not have time to discuss) was identifying barriers to 

the participation of more reticent students.  I conducted interviews with three 

reticent students to gain a better understanding of factors preventing them from 

speaking and introduced changes (such as beginning the discussion by reassuring 

students that making mistakes is how they learn, and calling on more reticent 

students) that helped increase the participation of more reticent students. 

 

 Prepare for contingencies. 

 If you have a project deadline, allow a cushion for taping in case of equipment 

failures, outside noises, etc. 

 On one night I had planned to tape, there was a folk dancing class in the room next 

door.   Students╆ voices were drowned out by Turkish folk music! 

 

 Discuss your findings with others:  peers, mentors, your students (as appropriate). 

 

 Don╆t be too hard on yourself! 
 Being more aware of your teacher talk can lead you to be more critical of yourself. 

 Also focus on the positive:  What are you doing that works well? 
 

 

Good luck as you seek to ╉see the classroom with an outsider╆s eye but an insider╆s 
knowledge╊ ゅBarnes┸ なひばの┸ as cited in Mann┸ なひひひ┸ p┻なょ!  
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