HPEN7005 Assignment 2: A mini research project proposal

1. Title 
Exploring teacher talk in Chinese rural primary EFL classroom: a case study of a novice teacher 

2. Aims of the investigation
In this project, I intend to conduct an investigation about teacher talk made by a novice EFL teacher who works in a Chinese rural primary school, hoping to find out the role of his/her questions and code-switching played in students’ English development. The teacher is targeted to be one of the recent graduates of an English Teacher BA programme offered by a provincial university in Southeast China. 

To be specific, the research questions are listed underneath:
(1) To what extent does this teacher’ questioning encourage student talk?
(2) To what extent does this teacher’s code-switching help students to form links between their L1 and L2? 

3. The rationale and main conceptual themes for the investigation
3.1 Main conceptual themes 
Teacher Talk
Generally, ‘teacher talk’ (TT) is considered as a variety of language given by second or foreign language teachers especially tailored for their learners. For instance, it is defined as “a typical variety of language sometimes used by teachers when they are in the process of teaching” (Platt, Richards and Weber, 1985, pp.289). And Cook (2008, pp.155) distinguished the speech supplied by the teacher from what the students made in defining teacher talk. Its specialty of simplified or modified language is tuned to suit learners’ needs (Ellis, 2015, pp.148). 

TT has been researched in language teaching area by researchers from various perspectives (Moser et al., 2012; Kim, 2016), yet it still attracts attention to be further explored thanks to its use in understanding teaching and learning processes in EFL/ESL classroom, as the importance and centrality that TT functions in EFL teaching and learning (Alanazi and Widin, 2018, p.308). Admittedly, no matter what teaching methods that teachers adopt or activities they design for their classes, the TT can still reveal much of their teaching beliefs and their roles in different milieu. In this sense, researching TT provides an opportunity for researchers to deepen understanding about how language teachers render their beliefs in teaching practice. On the other, TT functions as a major source of target language input in EFL contexts which contributes to much of learners’ language learning may occur in classroom. Thus, it is worth exploring TT in Chinese English learning context as well.  

Teacher questions are an important aspect of teacher talk. They are so frequently heard in ESL/EFL classroom that researchers even reported 938 questions in six elementary level ESL lessons (Long and Sato, 1984). In most previous researches related to teacher questions, the Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) sequence is often used to frame teacher-student conversation analysis. According to IRF elaborated by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975), in teacher-student interaction, teachers usually initiate an exchange in the form of questions. In the next move, one or several students answer; then teachers provide feedback to them which may generate another round of IRF. 

There are also researchers adopt a typological view of question functions in analysing teacher questions in detail. The three major types of questions functioning as display, exploratory and rhetorical (Teo, 2017). In Teo’s research of eight EFL teachers in China (2017), he found that they all used display questions most frequently, followed by rhetorical questions which usually do not require an answer and the lest was exploratory questions which facilitate students’ thinking to come up with non-predetermined answers. Long and Sato (1984) also reported similar findings; that is, teachers use display questions most but few referential questions which are targeted to eliciting genuine information were given. However, there still exists possibilities that even display questions can elicit students’ extended responses. For example, Wu (1993) found that the follow-up questions used by teachers in Hong Kong to probe into students’ elaborated responses to an initial question was demonstrated to be the most effective strategy among all the ones they tried. Thus, there are great variations in classroom regarding to the specific strategies of using teacher questions. These variations have much to do with teachers, and also call for in-depth exploration about the novice teacher group in terms of the questions they use, in what way and outcomes.  

To deeper understand the outcomes or effectiveness of teacher question, both researchers and teachers may resort to certain tools or a framework. For instance, Ur (1996, pp.230) proposed some useful criteria for evaluating the effectiveness of teacher questioning. Some of the criteria are provoking for teachers to design questions as well as for researchers to examine the obtrusive and positive factors influencing students’ response performance. For instance, under the “learning value” criterion, it acknowledges the importance of questions stimulating thinking and responses contributing to further learning. And the “extension” criterion is commenting whether or not teacher questions welcome more responses in accordance with Wu’s finding (1993). A final criterion “teacher reaction” can also affect students’ willingness to continue producing responses. Avoidance of ridiculing or disrespect is necessary even if students give wrong answers or unable to deliver an appropriate answer. These demand highly on teachers’ professional ability, whether novice teachers can manage in encouraging students to participate in further dialogue is to be explored.     

Code-switching
Code-switching is another phenomenon commonly found in EFL classroom where local teachers usually share the same L1 as his/her students. EFL teachers in such circumstance are possible to “going from one language to the other in mid-speech when both speakers know the same two languages” (Cook, 2008, pp.174). This switch can also happen to their students as well. But compared with students’ utterance output volume in class, teachers’ code-switching can be richer and pedagogically meaningful. 

Unlike in daily life, people’s attitude towards code-switching in EFL classroom is quite complicated. On one hand, it often showcases the advantage of mastering more than one language through code-switching; on the other, restrictions loose or strict on L2 using in EFL classroom is commonly seen. One concern explains the reason behind these restrictions is that teachers or other educational practitioners believe the maxim of providing L2 input and pushing output in L2 as much as possible is beneficial to learners in EFL contexts where they have limited channels to receive the target language outside classroom. This is mostly derived from the Input Hypothesis, and the Output Hypothesis which will be discussed in next section. These beliefs may prevent EFL teachers from using L1 to present a modelling role in using English; further, it may affect their attitude to students’ code-switching through feedback. 

Another concern is that people worry code-switching without remedies will lead to learners’ fail to separate the two languages. However, such fail is less likely to happen to EFL learners when have basically acquired L1 at primary school age. Baker (2007) argued that for the very young children it may be necessary to provide differentiated language sources such as “one parent one language”, but it is largely due to infants’ psychological state which calls for certain “security and stability when speaking and listening”. He then claimed that even young bilingual children (as young as two years old) have the sensitivity and know how to select language to suit specific conversation partners and their occasions. Thus, the practice of teachers’ presenting code-switching seems acceptable. Moreover, increasing research has revealed a clearer relationship between L1 and L2. One of the cognitive researches proposes that the two languages of children “develop interdependently and autonomously”, and code-switching is “partly a function of transfer between types of language combination” (Baker, 2007, pp.57). This somehow echoes the Developmental Interdependence Hypothesis which argues that children’s L2 level is partly dependent on their existed L1 competence (Cummins, 2000). This is an evolution of his previous Threshold Theory and still against traditional Separate Underlying Proficiency Model of Bilingualism which holds a view that the two languages keep separately and both occupy restricted room in people’s brain. From this point of view, it is entirely possible that correctly transferring from L1 to L2 may be of value in L2 teaching and learning.   

Although it is controversial about whether teachers should use L1 theoretically and pedagogically speaking, using L1 is in EFL classroom has become a necessary part in some teaching methods which allow teachers to switch between different languages legitimately. As Ellis and Shintani (2014) summarised that these range from classic grammar-translation, community language learning, bilingual method to comparatively recent translanguaging approach and two-way immersion programmes. They share a common trait that the use of L1, especially teachers’ purposeful L1 utterance, more or less serves as scaffolding in eliciting learners’ L2 production. 

From an instructional practice perspective, several scholars summarised the factors contributing to teachers’ L1 using in classroom. Macaro (1997) summarised five such factors and three of them are directly linked to conveying meaning, such as translating and checking comprehension in an efficient way, individual comments and giving feedback. Similarly, Cook (2008) listed two major ways of teachers’ L1 using also including better organising EFL class, for example its function in maintaining positive learning environment, and conveying meaning. The latter not only includes transmitting the meaning of L2 words and phrases but frequent explaining L2 grammatical rules. Harmer (2007) acknowledged advantages of using L1 because he saw activities involved L1 such as translation and comparing between the two languages are natural for language learners to do. Then teachers can adapt these into instruction to attract learners’ attention to those differences between the two languages or the salient features in L2 forms. He advised teachers to negotiate with students on L1 using in specific conditions, and adjust the amount of L1 to meet learners’ English level. It is worth noticing that amount of L1 using and its purposes are to be timely adjusted to better facilitate leaners’ understanding of L2 vocabulary and grammatical knowledge. From these ways, people can see that teachers’ L1 can help to efficiently construct learners’ L2 knowledge, but to what extent this target will be realised may need genuine evidence through observation from classroom.                  

Input, Interaction and Output
There are theories in SLA endorse the value of TT and provide framework for TT researches, because the role of “input”, “interaction” and “output” in second language acquisition is emphasised. 

There are three hypotheses from the cognitive-interactionist perspective of SLA lays the ground of TT’s validity. According to the Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985, pp.2), comprehensible input is essential in language acquisition because acquisition takes place if enough input is understood by learners. TT, with simplified language to meet learners’ proficiency, is thus beneficiary to bring about acquisition. Besides, a sociocultural turn in EFL incorporates new perspectives to view some key constructs in English language teaching and learning. One change is that the nature of input is both linguistic and non-linguistic, and this invites teachers and researchers to view it as contextually constructed (Ellis, 2015, pp.218). In other words, the meaning of a simple word like “red” may render various cultural implicatures more than its definition of “a colour” found in a dictionary. Then the ways that EFL teachers introduce a new word or other language knowledge to students will be given more possibilities.  

Based on the concept of “input”, Schmidt (1994) illustrated the Noticing Hypothesis to clarify that learners need to attend to the input so that learning can happen. To arouse learners’ attention, teachers may adopt pre-modified input and interactionally-modified input in practice. Say rising tones in particular words of speech or giving recasts to students’ errors. These traits can be found in TT frequently. Especially, TT as part of classroom discourse whose researches benefited from the Interaction Hypothesis as well. In Long’s early version, he agreed that comprehensible input can be made through simplifying input and exploiting the context, but the interactive input is more important because it helps learners to relate to problematic linguistic forms with information (Long, 1983). A later version which incorporated with the Noticing hypothesis claimed that negotiation facilitates acquisition, he argued that negotiation “connects input, internal learner capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways” (Long, 1996, pp.451-52). According to his views, TT produced by a more competent interlocutor in negotiating meaning or non-problem communication with language learners is supposed to facilitate acquisition. 

Under the influence of sociocultural trend, interaction in a much broad sense, between learners’ biologically endowed abilities and culturally organised artefacts provides a means for learners to develop (Vygotsky, 1978). In his work (1978, pp.85), Vygotsky differentiated three levels, namely the actual development level as a result of certain already made developmental cycles, the potential development level which can be demonstrated in children’s problem-solving process with aids from others, and a potential level beyond learners’ reach even with scaffolding. The success of the second level, or ZPD, largely depends on the quality of the mediation through social interaction. In other words, whether development can be obtained is closely affected by how successful one deploys tools to regulate the outside world, or their own and other’s activity (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006, pp.79). This backs the importance of social interaction which involves competent others, with scaffolding, for example teacher’s role in class interaction, is deemed as a primary means for mediating learning. Then to explore the teacher regulating in successfully transforming to learners’ self-regulating in interaction is valuable.        

Another related theory is the Output Hypothesis. It points out the insufficiency of mere comprehensible input. More importantly, it proposes that students should be also engaged in pushed output of concise and socially appropriate messages (Swain, 1985). Very often in class interaction, TT involves abundant teachers’ feedback on students’ expressions and this provides possibilities that one type of pushed output - modified output arises. Learners’ output has been investigated closely with feedback functioning. For instance, Pica (1988) found that learners’ modified output is more likely to follow a request of clarification than a recast, both common types of feedback. And in Lyster and Ranta’s research (1997), a similar result that explicit correction, clarification requests, and metalinguistic feedback were reported to be followed by more uptake than recasts did. Interestingly, Swain (2000, pp.102) reframed output from a sociocultural perspective and focused on “dialogue” in which language speakers are involved in solving problems and building knowledge. Then it is natural for practitioners to ask for more nuances to interpret how teachers’ teaching, especially their feedback, exert influence on learners’ target language knowledge building.       

3.2 Rationale 
This study is focused on a less known context of the actual teaching practices at basic education level. For a long time, Chinese scholars have accumulated abundant outcomes and experience in EFL teaching and learning at tertiary level where most university teachers and researchers cluster, for example Cheng (2013) and Wang (2018). They have immediate access to research objects and conveniences in universities, yet less research has been channeled to basic educational level, where English teaching and learning officially begins. The long-time lack of attention and efforts should be remedied. Although some local teachers produce existed researches on primary English teaching such as, their position may prohibit them from adopting an objective and open view considering their insider nature. Thus, more efforts should be made to observe and understand primary English teaching practice from a less unbiased stance. Thus, it may also give rise to new insights on localization of English teaching theories and practices in China.  

This study is also of value in facilitating education equality to certain extent. Comparatively speaking, English teachers face more difficulties in rural areas than in urban schools, due to an overall weak socio-economic support ranging from inadequate online and offline English teaching and learning resources as well as students with less caring and academic guidance from parenthood. It is necessary to watch closely at the current English teaching practice in classroom where students’ learning is most likely to occur. This study is supposed to catch authentic information of teacher talk for spotting teachers’ use of existed teaching and learning resources to merger the gap between teaching targets and current situation of a specific class. With in-depth exploration, the potential features or problems existed in the EFL classroom can be detected, so that it would be known from what aspects that teachers and students in rural areas may be benefited.   
  
Thirdly, it triggers teacher educators (including the researcher) to innovate existed English teacher BA programme. The novice English language teachers who have freshly graduated usually keep contact with their university tutors. The tutors are often informed about their difficulties and confusions from time to time. They shoulder the primary role in forming their learners’ initial systematic English linguistic foundation and training their using of language skills in practice, but they themselves are disadvantageous considering their younger age, shorter experience in filed, weaker understanding about updated National Syllabus Standards and class management issues in general (Han, 2008), whereas professional guidance or tutorial for novice teachers may vary from school to school. Yet little research has been done for their sake. Besides, university faculty is required to carry out BA programme curriculum and syllabus reform on a regular basis. This research helps to obtain more genuine data in graduates’ working context, thus it is possible to generate more useful course content for teachers-to-be in the future.   

4. A description of the evidence I intend to collect
This is a small-scale case study with focus on in-depth analysis of the invited teacher’s talk. Therefore, several pieces of evidence related to teacher-student interaction in class are to be collected.

Ideally, recording of the invited teacher’s selected classes will be obtained, so that the actual talk can be retrieved and confirmed in detail for accuracy. This can be negotiated with the teacher and the local school administration staffers. 

Secondly, the class observation notes are necessary, because they may serve as a major source of teacher talk data when class recording is unattainable. It also makes the researcher on site focus on the two research questions, teacher questioning and code-switching.  

Thirdly, the relevant teaching and learning documents are to be collected. They include the coursebook, lesson plans, syllabus, national curriculum.

Finally, students’ comments on teacher questions are to be obtained. It is to be used in analysing teacher questions in facilitating learners’ talk. 

5. The methods I plan to use to collect the evidence
This is a kind of research focusing on natural occurring in EFL classroom without intervention. Hopefully, it is to grasp the features of a novice teacher’s talk in terms of teacher questions and code-switching, so as to analyse the role of teacher talk in facilitating students’ L2 in a L1 dominant social context. Thus, the following methods are to be adopted in data collection.

Firstly, it is on-site observation which includes two methods. The main method used is recording of a novice teacher’s two classes, one of which is the first lesson of the taught unit, the other the last lesson of the same unit. Each of the recording is roughly 45-minute long. The unit content is to be randomly selected from Book 1 of primary school English coursebook. Teachers may resort to various discourse patterns to realise the teaching goals in the two classes, although they share the core knowledge and requirements. Video-recording is more ideal than audio-recording in this situation, because it grasps some subtle traits that sound does not convey, such as class participants’ facial expressions for telling their emotions or attitudes, visual presentation tools assisting teachers’ aural explanations and etc. If it is difficult to obtain permission from schools for video-recording, then an audio-recording device may be adopted to ensure the data of teacher talk can be saved for later transcription. 

A supplementary method during observation is making filed notes. Observation date, venue, class sequential number are written down. Attention will be paid to the teacher talk, students’ performance and other occurrence which the audio-recording may miss out. 

Another data collection method to be used is documentation. Researcher is supposed to obtain the teacher’s teaching materials and other relevant educational guideline documents before entering into the observation classroom. Getting familiar with the teaching content and policies is vital for a researcher to keep pace with the actual teaching practice and obey the local school’s rules. 

[bookmark: _Hlk39256143]Finally, a structured interview is to be conducted with the students from the observed classes. A sample of three to five students is to be randomly selected at the end of each class to confirm learners’ interest levels and availability of teacher questions. Altogether there will be two interviews. 

6. A description of the settings in which I plan to collect the evidence
The primary school which I plan to conduct this investigation is a cooperative institution with the university I work for. Each year, a batch of students from an English teacher BA programme from our university is arranged to serve as intern teachers and some of them may stay there after internship as formal teachers. 

Located in a county remote from the provincial capital city, this school provides six-year primary education to local children, many of whom are looked after by their relatives while their parents are away to earn a living in cities. Students start to learn English Course from Grade 3 aged about 8-year old. Students usually receive English classes twice a week, in all 16 weeks of learning. Teaching in classroom is largely based on the coursebook designed under the influence of communicative language teaching trend with emphasis on listening and speaking at the starter stage. It is published by People’s Education Press, a large national press. The coursebook and teaching curriculum are assigned by national educational authority. Examinations organised by the county educational authority are held every semester and served as benchmark in ranking schools’ teaching quality. Large classes with student number exceeding 40 are common. Students are about 8 years old and at starter level. 

7. The ethical issues I have to consider
Free and informed consent with an introduction of this research is to be sent to the teacher, the students’ guardians, and the local school administrative staff to get permission of observation, interview and research. Should they have any inquiry or concern, the research has the obligation to explain or clarify the relevant aspects of the research. 

Confidentiality is to be observed, thus any collected data in this research shall be used for agreed purposes without divulging.    

The researcher is aware of protecting the involved parties’ rights to autonomy. All the names of them appear in this research will be replaced with pseudonyms or numbers. In case of a withdrawal, alternative teachers are to be contacted and listed.  

8. The methods I expect to use to analyse the evidence I collect
This case study adopts a qualitative approach to explore teacher talk in EFL classroom. The recording of the observed classes is to be transcribed for pedagogic conversation analysis. 

Based on a fundamental Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) model used by a lot of teaching researchers (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975), the transcripts are to be analysed in a basically same way. They are to be read through firstly so that teacher talk can be understood in a whole context in relation to student talk. Then teacher questions will be coded according to a scheme for question types: display, referential and rhetoric questions, according to Teo (2017). After this division, these questions are to be evaluated on the version of criteria proposed by Ur (1996, pp.230) on their effectiveness in eliciting students’ dialogic talk to figure out the role that teacher questions play. Adjacent pairs which share the same question will be analysed together. 

[bookmark: _Hlk39257742][bookmark: _Hlk39257757][bookmark: _GoBack]At the next stage, the code-switching occurrences recorded in teacher talk are to be marked out and to be coded by their pedagogical uses with reference to the categorisation based on Ellis and Shintani’s (2014, pp.234). Then the switching driven by direct factors facilitating connections between L1 and L2 are to be analysed in depth. These factors are under the codes of conveying (L2) meaning, explaining grammar, checking comprehension and developing translation skills. Students’ responses and other moves related to these switching behaviours are also to be analysed together to see their effects on learners’ L2 development.    
   
Observation notes are used to add supplementary explanations in compiling the memo while coding. 

Interview transcripts for the students are to be analysed in accordance with the coding of “interest” and “availability” in teacher questions.  
     
9. The timetable for the proposed project
Preparation (week 1-2)
1. Read more journals and books to clarify or modify the research questions and aims, while related to the reality in the target subjects. (week 1)
2. Get permission from the research subjects, and be informed of teaching schedules and related documents. (week 1) 
3. Design the interview questions. (week 2)
Implementation (week 3-6)
4. Conducting the first classroom observations at the subject’s school. Recording the class and jotting down field notes. Interviewing the students for the first time. (week 3)
5. Upon finishing recording, transcribing the first two classes into scripts. (week 3)
6. Coding and memoing the existed data. (week 4)
7. Conducting the second observations at the subject’s school. Recording the class and jotting down field notes. Interviewing the students for the second time. (week 5)
8. Transcribing the interview and the last two classes. (week 5)
9. Coding and memoing the new data. (week 6)
Sum-up (week 7-10)
10. Analysing all the data of class talk and interview. (week 7-8)
11. Drafting the research essay. (week 9-10)
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