A Critique of the Article Assessing Learning Opportunities in EFL Classroom Interaction: What Can Conversations Analysis Tell Us?

Introduction
The article Assessing Learning Opportunities in EFL Classroom Interaction: What Can Conversations Analysis Tell Us? which was written by Marco Cancino published in RELC Journal in 2015. The researcher collects and analyzes conversational data from a Chilean EFL classroom in order to explore how the teacher nurtures or interrupts students’ learning opportunities through the talk-in-interaction in class. The reasons why I choose to critique this article are as followings. First, the topic about assessing learning opportunities in classroom interaction is an important aspect of the application of conversation analysis (CA) in second language acquisition (SLA). Second, both strengths and weaknesses are found in this article. Third, this is a typical and traditional CA research. It would be significant for future studies to examine the advantages and limitations of this conventional researching framework. 
This critique is going to discuss the article from three aspects which are scientific theoretical considerations, the research design as well as results and implications. Each section will include a summary of the work conducted by Cancino and an analysis of both virtues and shortcoming about the corresponding procedure. 
Scientific Theoretical Considerations
Theoretical Framework
    Cancino applies the conversation analysis approach as the theoretical foundation. He explicates connotations of the interaction analysis (IA) approach and the discourse analysis (DA) approach and comments that they are not selected because of the incompetence to depict the complete and dynamic picture of discourses in EFL classroom. The overlapping of functions is used as an example to illustrate that IA approach and DA approach cannot adapt to the complexity of L2 classroom setting (Cancino, 2015). His remarks are in accordance with Walsh (2011, p.74) who suggests that observers using IA approaches have difficulties in seizing and recording every detail of the classroom interaction while DA approaches focus on functions of utterance and overlook the on-going process. Cancino introduces the origins and development of CA approaches. He justifies his choice for this theoretical approach by quoting from influential figures such as Heritage, Walsh, Seedhouse and Markee and emphasizes that CA approaches concentrate on the dynamic process co-constructed by interactants.
    Another notion that Cancino applies to support his research is the ‘classroom interactional competence (CIC)’ elucidated by Walsh (2006, p.130) which refers to the abilities of teachers and students employing classroom interaction to facilitate learning. Cancino talks about ‘space for learning’. However, ‘affordance’ (Van Lier, 2000) is also worth mentioning since it addresses the relationship between interactional features and students in the learning process. 
In general, theories and quotations from influential works are well displayed in the article. CA approaches and CIC are crucial theoretical bases to underpin studies of learning opportunities. As Seedhouse and Walsh (2010, p.139) acknowledge, CIC revolves around how interactive decisions enhance learning and learning opportunities. 
Research Aims and Research Questions
    According to the Abstract, the goal of this study is to access the learning opportunities in EFL classroom. To be specific, Cancino (2015) wants to investigate the pattern in which the teacher utilizes interactional features and how it affects the quality and the quantity of students’ negotiation involvement. In addition, the teacher’s misuse of interactional features is also one of his concerns. Cancino makes it very clear about what he aims to do.  
In line with the objectives, the research question for this study is “In what ways do teaches’ interactional features promote or hinder opportunities for learning?” (Cancino, 2015). Creswell (2014, p.139) distinguishes a central question from associated subquestions. Cancino’s broad question is consistent with suggestions raised by Creswell (2014, p.141). First, the question beginning with “in what ways” conveys that this open research will inspect how classroom interaction works. Second, it does center on a single phenomenon which is the opportunities for learning. Third, although “promote” and “hinder” are directional rather than nondirectional words, combining them creates the same effect of using more explanatory verbs such as “impact” and “determine” (Creswell, 2014, p.141). Fourth, the information about the participants is given. Teachers and students are expected to be in the research. Nevertheless, Cancino only covers a central question in the article. If he could list two or three subquestions, it might serve to narrow the focal points and guide the research. 
Literature Review
Cancino categorizes the literature based on varied theories. He first synthesizes literature about IA and DA approaches by presenting concepts and applications. Disadvantages of using these approaches to analyze classroom interaction are also unveiled. Next, the CA approach and the CIC are considered. Cancino renders an extensive reference to the related thesis and the methodology that he is going to adopt. However, the literature is not only used to support the identification of a problem to research but also to illustrate that there is a gap in previous research which needs to be filled (Ridley, 2012, p.3). In the article, the gap is not fully demonstrated. Cancino has not reviewed ample preceding empirical studies concerning CA approach, learning opportunities or CIC. He does bring up a research performed by Walsh in 2002. But if he could add a few more experimental researches, it will show that he is conscious of previous and current works in this area, which assists him to position his own. Besides, Cancino has not stated the connection and the differences between his work and others’. He is not the first one to carry out a research on this theme. For instance, Schwab (2011) probes the participation structure of interaction in a German secondary classroom. Daskin (2014) scrutinizes interactional patterns and learner contributions in an EFL classroom in Turkey. Furthermore, the article written by Cancino was issued in 2015, but most of the literature he refers to were completed in the 1990s or in the early 21st century. Only three entries he lists in the References were published in the 2010s. 

Research Design
Research Participants and Subjects
    An English teacher who has been teaching for more than five years and five Chile students who are learning English are included as participants. The sample is a 16 minutes recording of the EFL classroom in which students were assigned to talk about the possible causes for an art dealer’ death (Cancino, 2015). 
    To begin with, Cancino has not accounted for his choice of participants. The selection process is driven by the study’s objectives. When the participants are introduced in the article, the justification should be brought about. Questions such as “On what ground this particular lecture was chosen?” and “why this teacher was a match for the study?” should be answered. Then, readers do not have a clue about how Cancino got hold of the 16 minutes recording. Did he record it by himself? Or there were cameras installed in the classroom before this study and he requested for a copy of the recording. Next, Cancino has not revealed whether it was a video or an audio recording. Ten Have (1999, p.72) summarizes that video recordings make it possible to observe the physical environment, the use of objects and the gestures as well as the gaze of participants. If Cancino wanted to make an observation about the visual conducts, he might prefer a video recording. However, if he tends to use audiotaping, it might be because he stresses the turn-by-turn organization, which is called the interactional stream by Ten Have (1999, p.72). Moreover, although samples work as representatives of a great number of cases that cannot be studied all at once (Ragin, 1994, p.191), 16 minutes might be too short as an excerpt for an EFL classroom.  
Data Collection
    Qualitative method is used in the study. A snapshot of the EFL classroom is captured and to be analyzed, which conforms to the requirement that CA pictures the naturally occurring spoken data. Observation is the primary method to gather data. However, as mentioned above, Cancino does not disclose his role in the process, which makes it difficult to assess the reflexivity (Yin, 2016, p.153). If Cancino did show up in the classroom as an observer, participants’ behaviors might be influenced by his presence. Hence, this reflexivity should not be ignored in the research.
Data Analysis
    Cancino (2015) picks seven extracts from the transcription and classifies them in terms of interactional features which are direct error correction, scaffolding, content feedback and back-channel feedback. Extract 1 and 2 are examples that the teacher avoids correcting students’ errors directly. Excerpt 3 and 4 are positive and negative instances to elaborate on how the teacher conducts scaffolding as learners experience difficulty in keeping the flow of communication. Excerpt 5 is about giving feedback on the message rather than on the form (Cancino, 2015). The last two extracts exhibit how back-channel feedback extend or eliminate the space for students to talk. The category of the interactional characteristics is reasonable. On the one hand, Cancino analyzes the classroom discourse without any priori assumption. All interactional properties derive from the collected data. On the other hand, he pays attention to the pedagogic goal which is the underlying force prompting the teacher to make interactive decisions. In the analysis part, every interactional feature is associated with the teacher’s instructional objective to develop oral fluency. Nonetheless, students’ contributions to the interaction have not been recognized. All of the analysis is about identifying the interactional properties and emphasizing its relationship to the educational goal. Classroom interaction consists of two parties. Hence, the turn-taking and the participation from both parties should be commented on. 
Alternative Methodology
Cancino (2015) intends to portray the pattern of classroom interaction. Apart from inferring features by observing, transcribing and analyzing the accumulated discourse data, he could try to combine corpus linguistics (CL) and conversation analysis (CA) to achieve that goal. Walsh and O’Keeffe managed to implement the combination in 2010. Walsh (2011, p.100) further explains the possibility. Both CL and CA begin with a corpus of empirical data. They are complementary due to the fact that CA concerns about the emic turn pattern whereas CL sketches an overall picture of the word pattern. 
In addition, the study also touches upon the effect which the teacher’s interactional features impose on students’ space for learning. Therefore, comparisons between various cases might be beneficial and productive. The researcher could run two or more observations on the same EFL classroom or diverse L2 learning classrooms and differentiates students’ learning opportunities. Another possible option might be to do theoretical sampling (Ten Have, 1999, p.147). A general proposition about the researching theme will emerge from the constant comparison of samples. For instance, Cancino first spots a phenomenon in German English learners’ classroom and then starts to gather more samples to induce a theory in respect of the space for learning.
Results and Implications
Cancino constructs the study and the article around the theoretical foundation and the research objectives. The study shows that well-managed error correction, scaffolding as well as content feedback could lead to more students’ engagement while poor scaffolding techniques and back-channel feedback could produce an unsatisfying effect on students’ negotiation of meaning in class (Cancino, 2015). The findings have answered the research question “In what ways do teachers’ interactional features promote or hinder opportunities for learning (Cancino, 2015)”. As for the pattern of interactional features, Cancino concludes that in this particular class, the properties of interaction mainly involve what has been discussed in the analysis section. Clarification requests, confirmation checks and comprehension checks are not taken into account. However, the limitations of this research have not been put forward. Reflection on the whole project could be helpful to sort out what is needed to be done in the future. 
This study and the results are conducive to raise teachers’ awareness of interactional features and their impact on students’ learning space. Nevertheless, if Cancino could unravel the turn-taking process in which characteristics of interaction influence students’ negotiation of meanings in depth, it would be valuable for teacher practices and teacher education. Beyond that, students’ learning outcomes which connect to the learning opportunities might also be considered.
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