A Study on the Effectiveness of Primary School English Teachers’ Talk

Teachers’ talk is the language used by teachers in classroom setting when they are in the process of organizing and teaching. Primary school is a key stage of English study. Primary school students have a strong curiosity to imitate and a natural ability to absorb teachers’ language input. For elementary school students in China, English classes have become almost the main source of language input. Therefore, English classroom teachers’ talk plays a significant role in students’ language learning. In order to understand the teachers’ talk in English classes in primary schools, the author uses Krashen’s Input Hypothesis and Long’s Interactive Hypothesis as the theoretical support. Using literature data method, classroom observation method and discourse analysis method, a combination of qualitative and quantitative research will be carried out. The author will first get the teachers’ and students’ permisson to record their classes, then transcribe the classroom videoes and analyze the characteristics of different teachers’ talk, and then find problems and propose improvements. Therefore, from a theoretical perspective, it helps the development of English classroom teachers’ talk theory and provides a basis for guiding primary school English teachers. On the other hand, the quality of their talk will directly affect the quality of English teaching, the construction of students’ language knowledge and the effectiveness of learning. What’s more, this study is expected to improve classroom teaching quality and promote teacher professional development in teaching practice.

Aims of the Investigation

This study will collect classroom teachers’ talk corpus of Kuanping Primary School English in Chaoyang District, Changchun City, Jilin Province through classroom observation, combined with classroom teaching goals and students’ classroom interaction, to make a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the use of teachers’ talk. It aims to evaluate the current situation of classroom talk among primary school English teachers in the school, discuss the current problems in their talk and the advantages and disadvantages of teachers’ professional development, and put forward relevant suggestions and measures.

To study the current situation of classroom talk among English teachers in Kuanping Primary School, this study focuses on the following issues:

(1) The authenticity of the teachers’ talk. Does the teacher classroom talk have the authenticity of the situation, language and content?

(2) The logic of the teachers’ talk. Does the teachers’ talk have hierarchy and coherence?

(3) The standardization of the teachet talk. Is the teacher’s classroom talk accurate and proper?

(4) The interaction of the teachers’ talk. What are the characteristics and tendencies of teachers in using instruction words, questions, and feedback? 

Also, this study aims to promote the effectiveness of classroom discourse of primary school English teachers and enhances teachers’ professional qualities. Specifically in:

(1) Help teachers clarify the overall characteristics of their classroom talk by listening to others’ classroom observation reports and watching classroom video playback.

(2) Help teachers find problems in their teaching and have a deeper understanding of their teaching behavior.

(3) Help teachers to face up to their own teacher development, clarify the direction of their efforts in teachers’ talk, and improve classroom teaching.

The Rationale and Main Conceptual Themes for the Investigation

English Teachers’ talk
Teachers’ talk refers to the teacher’s lecture words for students who use non-native languages as the target language in the classroom. It refers to the language used by teachers as a teaching medium or teaching purpose in the teaching process. Specifically, in the English classroom, teachers use the teaching language to organize classroom teaching, explain the content of the text, implement classroom activities, two-way communication between teachers and students, and evaluate students’ learning behavior.

In English teaching and learning, a very important channel is the classroom. What really happens in the classroom has a direct and important influence on students’ learning and mastering the language. There are very few opportunities for Chinese students to practice using language outside classroom. Therefore, compared with countries and regions where English is the second language, foreign language learners in China are more dependent on the classroom, and teachers’ classroom teaching effects have a greater impact on their learning effects. In English classes,  language is both a teaching method and a teaching content, which means higher requirements for teachers. Teachers should not only master the language proficiently, but also understand how to teach the language by using it, and enable students to master the language by using it. In English classrooms, language is both the purpose of learning and the medium of teaching. Therefore, the use of teachers’ talk has a positive or negative impact on the learner’s output.

Nunan thinks that teachers’ talk is very important to the organization of classroom teaching and language acquisition of students, not only because the teaching content can only achieve the ideal teaching effect through the teachers’ perfect organization and teaching, but also because it plays an exemplary role in the use of target language, it is another important way for students to input language. Thus, it is of special significance to study teachers’ talk. At the same time, the study of teachers’ talk also conforms to the needs of basic education curriculum reform, teachers’ own development and the need to improve the quality of primary English classroom teaching.

English teachers’ talk must be exemplary, clear, accurate, fluent and authentic. In the traditional teacher-centered teaching process, teachers only focus on explanations, adopt the spoon-feeding teaching method to inculcate the language knowledge to the student completely, but do not pay attention to the learner’s application to the target language, thus neglecting the learner’s reaction and demand in the teaching process. It restrains the learner’s initiative and creativity in the learning process, so that the learner’s language output ability cannot be effectively cultivated. Although we have made some achievements in English classroom teaching, there are still many problems, such as the low quality of teachers’ talk, the low efficiency of English classroom learning and so on. In foreign language classroom teaching, teachers lack the necessary common sense of linguistic theory, especially knowledge of teachers talk, relying only on their own English level and experience. So systematic research on English teachers’ talk will greatly help to improve the effect of English teaching practice.

From the perspective of whether the teachers’ talk is conducive to teaching, Cheng Xiaotang (2009) proposes that the English teacher classroom talk should have four characteristics, namely authenticity, logic, standardization and interactivity. Cheng Xiaotang (2009) explores the authenticity of English teacher classroom talk from three aspects: (1) the authenticity of the discourse situation, that is, the authenticity of communicative behavior. Teacher-student communication has a true communicative purpose, which is consistent with the characteristics of real and natural communication; (2) the verbal authenticity of discourse, that is, the teachers’ talk is a language that exists in real life, rather than a hypothetical language; (3) the authenticity of the content of the discourse, that is, what the teacher says is true, not false. Cheng Xiaotang (2009) believes that teachers’ talk should be logical, including the logical order and the coherence of talk. The logic of the teacher classroom talk is closely related to the logic of the teaching activity itself. English teacher classroom talk is not only a medium for teachers to implement teaching, but also an important language input for students. If the teacher’s words are not standard and unclear, it is obviously not conducive to the achievement of teaching goals and students’ language acquisition. Cheng Xiaotang proposes the normative requirements of English teacher’s classroom talk from three angles, namely, to be correct, accurate and decent. Besides, Cheng Xiaotang believes that teacher-dominated class is not conducive to students’ language learning, because knowledge and skills cannot be cultivated by teachers’ explanation alone. Only through interaction can teachers and students construct meaning and exchange information, thus acquiring language. The use of interactive language by teachers can improve the interactivity of the classroom teaching process and the participation of students. Overall, English teacher classroom talk should have authenticity, logic, standardization and interactivity, so as to provide students with authentic language input to the greatest extent, help students participate in classroom learning activities, and promote students to construct language knowledge and develop language skill. 

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis
With the increasing foreign research on teachers’ talk in the late 1970s, the American language educator Stephen D.Krashen put forward a series of second language acquisition hypotheses. In 1985, he formally summed up the “acquisition” and “learning hypothesis”, “input hypothesis”, “monitor hypothesis”, “natural order hypothesis” and “affective filter hypothesis” in The Input Hypothesis: Issues and Implications. The five hypotheses provide strong theoretical support for the later study of teacher discourse. Krashen’s “input hypothesis” holds that people can acquire a foreign language only by obtaining understandable input information. In the classroom teaching of second language, teacher classroom discourse can be said to be the largest and most reliable source of learners’ “input”. 

Krashen’s input hypothesis provides a theoretical basis for foreign language teaching practice. He believes that what learners need more is “understandable input”, that is, understandable language materials that learners hear or read, which should be slightly more difficult than learners’ current language level. Teachers should give students neither too difficult nor too simple input language. In the process of daily language learning, people expose themselves to language environment by listening to what other people say, and they hear much more than they say and write, so the speed of their language development can be fast in the actual communication environment. For English teachers, what level of classroom discourse can be regarded as the best language input, or effective language input? Krashen points out that the following characteristics should be met: (1) the comprehensibility of the input, that is, the level of understanding of the students; (2) the input should be both interesting and relevant; (3) the authenticity of the input, that is, the language should be spoken in the natural context without mechanically applying grammar; (4) the input should contain sufficient information, not too much beyond the students’ ability to accept, nor too little. In English classroom, teacher’s discourse is the biggest source of language input for students’ language learning, which is both a medium and a learning purpose. Only when teachers make their teaching language “understandable” and effective, can they exert their greatest positive energy.

Long’s Interaction Hypothesis
Based on the input hypothesis, Long(1983, 1996) finds that both sides of the communication conduct “negotiation of meaning” in order to communicate smoothly, thus producing “interactive modification”, and then propose “interaction hypothesis”. The interaction hypothesis emphasizes the importance of meaning negotiation during language acquisition. Long points out that the continuous meaning negotiation between the two sides is the first way to make the input understandable. Long believes that the two-way communication is more conducive to language acquisition than the one-way communication. If one cannot understand the other in two-way communication, questions can be asked, and the other can correct the expression, such as replacing synonyms, etc. The gap brings interactive and understandable input and triggers output, thereby promoting language acquisition.

In English classrooms, teachers interact with students to let them participate in language learning, and in the process of “meaning negotiation”, make “interactive corrections” to the language, so that language input meets the needs of students. Through this two-way communication process, the students try to output the target language and make continuous corrections to achieve the purpose of learning language and using language. 

Swain’s Output Hypothesis
Swain proposed the “output hypothesis” in contrast to Krashen’s input hypothesis in the 1980s. Through a series of studies, Swan finds that when students learn a second language in an immersive teaching environment, if teachers speak far more than students speak, it has a negative impact on students’ ability to speak and write. Swain concludes that comprehensible input is very important in the acquisition process, but it still cannot fully develop the learner’s second language level. If we want to make learners speak fluently and accurately, we need not only input, but also output. She maintains that learners should have the opportunity to use language, and the output of language also has positive significance for language acquisition. After that, she concludes three functions of output. First, the output has the function of drawing attention. In other words, when learners try to output target language, they can notice whether they can say or write exactly what they want to express. In other words, in some cases, the activity of outputting the target language can prompt language learners to notice or recognize their own language problems. Language output can not only make learners notice their defects, but also improve language level while correcting language problems, and gradually make the target language reach the fluency of native language output. Secondly, the output has the function of hypothesis detection. From the perspective of learners, the output is sometimes “trial run”, that is, they try to speak or write their own ideas in the appropriate target language vocabulary. Learners sometimes form incorrect assumptions and inappropriate summaries of target languages due to incorrect thinking, so the corresponding feedback is very important in second language learning. The learner can get the language information from the feedback of the conversation object, thereby modifying the language output. Third, the output has a reflection function. This function refers to using language to reflect on the language output by others or oneself, thereby promoting the learning of a second language.

In summary, in the classroom of second language acquisition, teachers should provide students with a large number of real, meaningful, understandable language input that is slightly higher than the existing level of learners; and through the interaction allows them to participate in the language learning process, adjust the language input through “meaning negotiation”, and let the language input meet the needs of learners. Learners produce the target language through the interactive conversation with the teacher and peers, and continuously revise to form an understandable output to achieve the purpose of learning language and using language.

A Description of the Evidence I Intend to Collect
I plan to listen to eighteen classes of six teachers of different teaching ages, and collect the most valuable first-hand research materials by means of classroom recording, on-site recording, and after-class finishing. During the observation in the classroom, there are detailed observation records in each class. In addition, there will be 18 discs of video materials. After the class, the teacher’s language will be counted quantitatively (including the number of utterances and the number of sentences) and qualitatively (including the accuracy and appropriateness of the use of utterances), and the data comparison and analysis will be carried out.

When collating classroom records, the focus is on teachers’ classroom discourse and teacher-student interaction with students, observing the effectiveness of teacher discourse for student language training, examining the actual use of teacher discourse, analyzing problems in teacher discourse, and finally look for strategies to solve problems and carry out targeted research.

In elementary school English classrooms, dialogue teaching and story teaching are commonly used teaching methods. The textbook selected for this elementary school is the New Standard English (first grade starting point) of the Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press, mainly composed of dialogues and stories. Therefore, I will design two sets of teacher observation tables to fill in, aiming at discovering the characteristics of teachers’ talk and the main problems. 

The first set of tables is an observation table for the effectiveness of teacher utterance in dialogue teaching. Dialogue teaching emphasizes the creation of situations, so the guidance, instruction and evaluation of teacher’s words are very important. This set of observation tables consists of three tables: classroom instruction language observation table, classroom question language observation table and classroom evaluation language observation table. These three types of language also take up much time in teacher’s talk, which also form three observation points, and each observation point uses an observation table.

The second set of tables is an observation table for the effectiveness of teachers’ talk in story teaching. Some of the story materials in the textbooks include elaborate short stories. Story teaching is usually conducted in small groups. The effectiveness of the teachers’ talk determines whether the group’s collaborative learning can proceed smoothly. For example, the teachers’ talk cannot take too long. Teacher’s evaluation language should not only face individual students, but also give consideration to the evaluation of the group. This means new requirements for teachers, so this set of tables is specially formulated to help teachers improve the quality of discourse. This set of observation tables contains three tables: the group learning task observation table, the group evaluation method observation table and the students’ speech observation table.

In addition, in order to ensure the accuracy of the data, the author conducts a questionnaire on students in three research classes and semi-structured personal interviews with the six teachers to understand their preferences and ideas to achieve multi-angle verification.
The Methods to Collect Evidence
Classroom observing is a method by which observers purposely collect data directly or indirectly from the classroom through eyes, ears and other senses and auxiliary tools such as audio recording and video recording equipment, and conduct research on the obtained data. The classroom observation method originates in the 1950s and 1960s, and the most famous is the Interactive Classification Table (FICA) created by the American N.A. Flanders. There are four characteristics of classroom observation: 1. on-site implementation; 2. simple and easy; 3. small sample size; 4. subjectivitive.  

The Settings to Collect Evidence

The author will select six English teachers from grades three to five in Kuanping Primary School, Chaoyang District, Changchun City as the research object. The author will start the observations after obtaining the consent of the school and the six teachers and the students. Among them, the three English teachers have longer teaching experience, and their solid professional ability and teaching strength have been unanimously recognized by students. The other three teachers are young teachers, and their teaching time is short, but also have professional knowledge background and are quite brave in teaching innovation, and can create a good learning atmosphere. The textbooks used by teachers in class are the New Standard English. In order to protect the privacy of the research objects, the author will not mention the real names of the six teachers in this project, which are expressed by Teacher A, Teacher B, Teacher C, Teacher D, Teacher E, and Teacher F. In this study, students in the class taught by six teachers are selected as another research objects. There are two reasons for choosing middle and high grade students in this study: first, middle and high grade students have been in contact with English for a long time, have mastered more vocabulary and syntax knowledge, and can better communicate with teachers in English classrooms. As we all know, English is a subject based on dialogue between teachers and students, and meaningful interaction is the key factor to promote students to learn English well. The teachers’ talk is the driving force for the teacher-student interaction. Compared with the English classes in the lower grades, teachers’ talk is used more in middle and upper grades. Secondly, the lower grade students have a shorter time of exposure to English, less accumulation of English vocabulary and sentence patterns, so there is less interaction between teachers and students.

The Ethical Issues 
The educational research attempts to understand people’s lives in the actual social world, and therefore, it should inevitably involve the ethical issues (Dornyei, 2007). As for the research in language teaching and learning, the ethical issues are also important, and are even more acute for the qualitative research than for the quantitative research because the qualitative study usually intrudes the private life sphere of those being studied (Punch, 2005). It is worth noting that in the qualitative inquiry, some ethical issues (e.g. informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality) can be anticipated and prepared for, whereas others (e.g. observable violations of the law) cannot be expected beforehand. Thus, a variety of measures are to be taken to meet the ethical requirements as well as the circumstances emerging during the study. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) say that one can identify three main areas of ethical issues — informed consent, confidentiality, and the consequences of the interviews. At the beginning, letter of invitation will be sent to both the instructor and the language learners to negotiate their permission to conduct the study. The letter expresses the researcher’s sincere invitation to them to join in the study. The research purposes and the research time are clearly explained. Also included in the letter are the significance of the study and the procedure for data collection. Clarification is also made that their participation will be voluntary and the specific time for each interview  will be negotiated on the basis of their schedule. In the letter, it is stated that if they have any questions, they are free to contact with me. They have their rights to discontinue participating into the study at any time. They have their rights to decide which method to employ in the study, video or audio recording. All information is provided prior to a participant’s decision to become involved in the research. Secondly, have confidentiality. The school name is disguised by replacing it with pseudoname and all participants are anonymized in order to protect their personal information and personal ideas. To ensure that the recordings are conducted in an appropriate, non-stressful and non-threatening atmosphere, the rooms are found by themselves, where no others would intervene. Finally, after the data are collected and analyzed, it is my duty to report general findings to them in terms appropriate to their understanding and ask them if they would check the general findings.

Methods to Analyze the Evidence

I will transcribe the recorded classroom video into words, including all speakers (students and teachers) in the classroom, supplemented by necessary annotations (expressions, movements, random events, etc.), and identify various groups and languages (e.g. teachers for T, groups of students for Ss, students for FS, etc.). I will use the Word and Excel of the computer to calculate the proportion of all kinds of talk, such as ranking statistics using Excel’s “sorting” function; putting all text into the Excel, “filtering out” T lines of teacher discourse, and pasting it to Word, using the “word count” function of the toolbar to obtain the total amount of teachers’ talk (in words).

In addition, I will also use the method of discourse analysis. The so-called discourse analysis is to analyze what people say, specifically to analyze the occasion, to whom, in what way, what to say, as well as the purpose, intention and actual effect of people speaking. Teachers’ talk is also a kind of discourse, but it has many differences from general discourse. Therefore, teachers’ talk analysis needs to draw on general discourse analysis methods, while also considering the particularity of classroom talk, especially English as a foreign language. Teachers’ talk in English classroom is not only the medium language for organizing and implementing the teaching process, but also the content and goal of classroom teaching.

Text recordings based on classroom recordings or videoes can show how classroom interaction develops in a dynamic way. Therefore, it is convincing to combine classroom discourse analysis based on the transferred texts with quantitative research on marking and statistics, as a lot of important information comes from the talk itself.
The Timetable for the Proposed Project
In order to investigate and analyze the current situation of primary school English teacher classroom talk objectively, this project intends to adopt the following schedule:

1. Preparation stage: May 2020-June 2020

(1) Form a research team, determine research topics, and write an opening report;
(2) Formulate a survey plan and complete the preliminary materials collection;
(3) Learn, analyze, and summarize the collected refereces by searching for relevant literature, and form a rational cognition of teachers’ talk.

2. Implementation stage: July 2020-December 2020

(1) Record the whole process of the teachers’ classroom teachings as the research object;
(2) Translate the recording into written text, systematically analyze the recording and written materials.

3. Conclusion stage: January 2020-May 2021

(1) Sort out the research data and form a research report;
(2) Organize internal evaluation to analyze the characteristics and problems of primary school English teachers’ talk;
(3) Complete the analysis of the results, find corresponding solutions, and provide teachers with valuable suggestions for improving discourse expression and organizational skills.
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