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Abstract

The relation between teacher talk and students’ learning in languagé
classrooms as well as the nature of the teacher-student interaction has long been
the focus of heated debate. As far as the quantity of classroom language or
interaction is concerned, more recent TEFL experts and teacher trainers have
been going on about the necessity of a balance between teacher talk and student
talk. The main purpose of this study was to help teachers and researchers attain
a closer understandihg of how teaching experience affects language use and
interactive decision-making, which in turn helps with the realization of intended
learning outcomes or otherwise. To that end, after a rather extensive review of
the related literature, Walsh’s (2006) Self Evaluation of Teacher Talk (SETT)
framework was adopted. Then, 10 novice Iranian EFL teachers and 10
experienced ones from two language institutes in Karaj and Tehran were
randomly selected. Two sessions (an hour and a half each) of each teacher’s
class were recorded, by means of a small voice-recorder which hardly drew any
attention, totaling 60 hours of recordgd classroom language. In order not to
disturb the natural and normal flow of the class, the researcher did not attend the
class in person, and only voice .recording rather than video-taping was the main
means of data collection.

Once all of the determined classes had been audio-taped, the recordings
were reviewed patiently and precisely, and the episodes which matched the
purpose of this study were transcribed for later analysis. These episodes were

I




the teachers’ classroom discourse containing one of the two acts of seeking
clarification, or confirmation checks. After the collected data had been analyzed
against the given framework; some conclusions were given and their
implications were discussed. Finally, some lines of inquiry were suggested for

interested researchers to follow.
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1.1.Introduction

In current debatés on syllabus construction and ELT methodology the role of
the teacher is crucial. The communicative approach demands more and more
that the classroom should be an arena for simulations of events from the outside
world, in other words, of events not controlled by a teacher. Allwright (in
Brumfit and Johnson, 1979) presents an extreme view which advocates the
withdrawal of the teacher from the classroom altogether, once a task has been
set up. This may well work with a multilingual “remedial” group, over é short
spell, but a group of beginners would need a lot of teacher input (besides input
from other sources), and even a remedial group would require input in certain
areas, especially after the initial stages of their course, if they were to learn as
efficiently as possible.

Thus, it is about time we accepted the importance of the role of the
teacher specially when it comes to investigating classroom discourse, and that it
presents language use and interaction as the basis of good teaching and learning,
and provides teachers and researchers with the tools to analyze classroom
discourse and move towards more effective instruction.

Moreover, the relation between feacher talk and students’ learning in
language classrooms as well as the nature of the teacher-student interaction has
long been the focus of heated debate. As far as the quantity of classroom
language or interaction is concerned, more recent TEFL experts and- teacher

trainers have been going on about the necessity of a balance between teacher
2



talk and student talk. In teacher-fronted approaches to language teaching, where
the teacher takes on the role of ‘the explainer’, classroom interaction involves
longer teacher turns contaihing lectures and explanations, while in the student-
centered ones where the teacher is “the involver”, or more ideally, “the
enabler”, more time and space are allowed for the students to use the language
and practice more. It is common knowledge that either of these two general
approaches has its merits and drawbacks, which does not comprise the main
focus of the presént study. On the other han(i, the quality of the EFL teacher’s
classroom discourse, its genuineness and authenticity, and whether there is a
difference between novice teachers and experienced teacheré in this area, are

food for thought.

1.2. Statement of thé problem

What gave rise to the idea of the current study were the author’s direct
oBservations of several EFL classrooms.EI havé been feeling that ciassroom
discourse is not a part of the systematic teaching of English as a Foreign
Language in Iran and that it might have been taken for granted. The irony is that
some teachers are trying to teach something about which they themselves might
not be conscious or well trained. In other words, although the subject matter the
teachérs are teaching is language, the language they themselvés use to convey
this language might not be very authentic or genuine, and this sometimes has

nothing to do with the amount of experience a teacher has; experience, if not



reflective, could result in desensitized teaching in which the teacher could be
getting by without correcting his/her mistakes or improﬁng his/her current
situation. The absence of consciousness about correct use of classroom ‘
discourse by EFL teachers could be very unfortunate, knowing how important
the classroom discourse the teachers use can be in providing gfeat learning
opportunities for the students. In fact, the episodes of the class when the teacher
is really communi(_:ating to the students by seeking clarification and
confirmation checks are those very critical moments in which lots of learning on
the students’ side can take place because of the authenticity of communication
and its naturalness. |

Recent surveys of interaction in classes which adopt a predominantly
CLT methodology identify a number of broad characteristics. For example,
Spada and Lightbown (1993) have commented that features such as the limited
amount of error correction, the emphasis on communication over accuracy, and
learners' exposure to a wide range of discourse types distinguish the
communicative classroom from more “traditional” learning modes. Other
studies have focused on the interactive differences between lockstep, whole
class teaching, and more decentralized, interactive modes of learning (Porter,
1986; Rulon and Creary, 1986; Foster, 1998). Perhaps surprisingly, there is now
a growing body of evidence to suggest that peer interaction is not as effective as
was once thought in promoting acquisition (Dornyei and Malderez, 1997,

Foster, 1998). Rampton clearly questions the value of learner—learner
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