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Chapter 1
Questioning and Answering in Instruction Sequences

Beyond the Three-Move Exchange

1. Introduction

This chapter is intended as an introduction to the dissertation that will report on the

research that I have conducted during the four years of my DPhil course. The study has

focused on instruction sequences in two Year 3 classes in an Italian primary school. In this

chapter a description of the type of data will be provided, together with the transcription
conventions, the issues concerning data recoding and translation, and the analytical method

that has been used. Finally, some of the core issues related to the research will be discussed

and a general overview of the work will also be included.

Although all the talk that takes place in classrooms can be broadly defined as
instructional or connected to/accomplishing instructional activities (Lemer, 1995), this
research examines, in particular, teacher/pupils talk that takes place in the form of teacher-led
sessions of talk at the beginning of one teaching unit. In the data at my disposal, all the
lessons share a very similar structure beginning with a quite extended session of talk (20-45
minutes) in which teacher and pupils are involved in this form of conversation. This first part

of the lesson constitutes a setting where teacher/pupils interaction is designed as a primary

resource to accomplish specific pedagogic goals, such as introducing new concepts or
refreshing some previously debated matters, explaining some specific procedures to solve a

problem or to do an activity, discussing key notions to be later explored in the lesson. This
examination aims at uncovering the organization of interaction in these initial whole-class

phases of the lesson and, eventually, it will provide an account of the methodical practices
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enacted by teachers and pupils that enable them to deploy and understand their own and

others’ conduct as doing instruction.

In my data corpus, instructional talk in this environment takes the shape of teacher-led
interaction, with the teacher facing the pupils in whole class instruction. This form of talk has

been described as one “where the social arrangements include a turn-taking system that, in

the first place, allocates speaking turns to two parties — the teacher and the students™ (Lerner,
2002). This speech-exchange system provides for a differential distribution of participation
rights among participants (McHoul, 1978), where “only teachers can direct speakership in any
creative way” (McHoul, 1978: 188).

As been evidenced by a number of studies on cultural variations in teaching children
(Rogoff, 1990) and by ethnographic researches on educational practices (Cook-Gumperz and

Gumperz 1982; Heath, S. B. 1983; Philips, 1983; Ochs, 1982; Ochs and Schieffelin, 1983) in
many societies instruction activities are conducted mainly through the observation and the
imitation of the instructors/elders. In these pedagogic environments non-verbal behaviour
seems to be the major form of instruction. By contrast, in the institutional educational settings
of our Western societies talk in interaction is the major form of instruction activity (Cazden,
1986; Edwards and Westgate, 1987; Mehan, 1979; Lerner, 1995; 1985). It goes without
saying that classroom interaction involves a number of different activities: teachers and pupils
tell stories, read poetry, novels or tales, solve problems, write essays, and talk to each other as
part of their teaching and learning assignments. These pedagogic activities involve stating
ideas and concepts, describing facts, organizing knowledge, imparting abilities, practicing
procedures, developing competences through specific activity types (Levinson, 1992).
However, these and other tasks that are accomplished in the service of the general endeavour

of imparting knowledge to a new generation of learners are conducted mainly through talk.
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One predominant feature of this form of institutional talk is its organization based on

questioning, as widely recognized by a number of studies (Gall, 1970; Sinclair and Coulthard,
1975; McHoul, 1978; French and McLure, 1981; Dillon, 1982; Mercer, 1995; Nassaji and
Wells, 2000; Nystrand, 1997; Nystrand et al., 2003). In claiming that the use of questions In

teaching comes all the way from Socrates, these investigations acknowledge the centrality of

teachers' questioning in pedagogical discourse. Thus, in these studies teachers’ questions have

been classified in many ways, according to a myriad of different criteria: the type of the

cognitive process required to answer the question (Bloom, 1956; Gall, 1970; Sanders, 1966;
Riegle, 1976), to whom the questions are directed to (Green, Weade and Graham, 1988), with
reference to their grammatical structure (Shuy, 1988), or with regards to their level of
explicitness (Wilkinson, 1981)".

On the other hand, it is also obvious that a number of other activities and practices -

besides questions and answers- take place at school and, certainly, there might be phases in
the lesson where teachers lecture, or where students works in pairs or talk to each other. On

some other occasions students might be working individually in silence, or the class might be
listening to the teacher reading aloud to them. However, teachers ask question of pupils on a
number of occasions: in instruction sequences addressed to the entire group-class, at the
closing of the lesson in order to check students’ understanding (Delamont, 1983; Nassaji and
Wells, 2000; Mercer, 1995), in oral examinations. With regard to the teachers’ pedagogic
style of discourse, the practices used by teachers to address the class through questioning have
been criticized insofar as they are designed to require precise and factual answers, and
therefore considered to provide opportunities only for a very limited type of learning (Wood,
1992; Nystrand et al. 2003). However, both trends in this extensive literature —those that

consider frequent and known-answer questions as detrimental for implementing meaningful

l . » . =_ 9 » . @ » »
BeS}des a way of ranking eliciting utterances according to whether they are more or less explicit, in this study
Wilkinson provides also a classification based on aspects more related to sequential features.
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interaction and those that see teachers’ questions as a useful practice that foster pupils’
learning process- recognize that asking questions of students is overwhelmingly the principal
technique that teachers use for organizing talk at school either for eliciting, imparting and
organizing knowledge, or for managing the class (McHoul, 1978; Edwards and Westgate,

1987; Brown and Wragg, 1993, Mercer, 1995).

In all these investigations, therefore, teachers’ questions are seen as having a central
role in the organization of discourse, although the very notion of question remains

substantially unexplained. As will be discussed later in the chapter, the definition of questions
is one of the most crucial issues in approaching classroom interaction. Considering the
extensive literature on this topic, some preliminary observations are necessary. However, |
will return later on these issues and, for the moment, let us first approach the data and some

background information.

2. The data

The data have been collected in two third-year classes in an Italian primary school,
located in Bologna: an average city of the most industrialized northern region of Italy. The
school serves one of the city areas located immediately outside the centre. The school
provides a full-time teaching programme to 10 classes, each composed of 20-25 children. The
teaching staffs are composed of 25 teachers. A school day goes from 8.30 a.m. to 4.30 p.m.

The full-time programme was first devised in the 1970’s to meet the needs of a growing urban

population, with both parents working full time.

This research started in 1999. At the time I was working as a teacher in the same school
where I started to collect my data at the beginning of the following year. The choice of 3™
year groups was taken for two main reasons. First, we thought best to avoid the first and the

last year of the five-year course of primary education, where we thought that some specific
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pedagogic concerns would be involved. Second, we wanted teachers with a reasonable

amount of experience. Teachers, headmaster, children and their parents had to give their
consent and, therefore, agree with the aims and the methods of the research, in order to have

their interaction video-recorded, and the teachers who had in charge the two 3 Year classes

were more willing than others to participate in the project. Furthermore, being myself part of

the staff constituted an advantage.

In the Italian school system children start school at the age of 6. In full-time classes 2
teachers are in charge of the pupils of each year group. Each teacher spends 4 hours a day
with the same group of pupils, alternating with her/his colleague. The teacher is the only
person who 1s responsible for everything that might occur during her presence in the
classroom, being the only caretaker. The same teacher remains with the same group for the
five years of the Primary Education Programme (“Scuola Elementare”), thus growing a very
long lasting relationship with the children and their families. The professional training of a
primary school teacher does not yet include any attendance at university courses. To become
a primary school teacher people need a specific high school diploma and attending classes
taught by more experienced colleagues. In order to be assigned a permanent position it is
necessary to pass an examination on some general principles of teaching methodology.

In the two classes of the corpus, the teachers have a rather traditional teacher-lead
method and classroom management. For most of the time, and particularly during the
beginning phase of the lesson, the teacher faces the children who are seated in parallel rows,
addressing the whole class. For these reasons I used two cameras in each classroom, so as to
capture as much as possible the participants’ conduct from each party’s point of view. The
cameras were placed and switched on before the beginning of the morning lessons and they
kept going on all the time till the midday break. When the class left the room for lunch, a

second recording was set for the afternoon lessons. Cameras were switched off after the class
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had left the school at the end of each day. I was never present during the recording and they

hardly saw me manipulating the cameras before or after the lessons. The recordings lasted
one week for each of the two groups.

In this school, as in the majority of primary schools in Italy, children regularly spend
most of the time in the same room where almost all the subjects are taught. The class moves

out only to take foreign language, gymnastic lessons and other extra-teaching activities, such
as visits to museums and to other learning environments (parks, archacological sites, etc.).
Meals are served in a large room where all the 10 classes gather together for lunch. There are
two breaks during the day, which are spent regularly outdoors when the weather allows it.
Otherwise children play in the same room where they take their lessons or in the corridor

adjacent. For these reasons, the data base includes mainly pedagogically oriented activities.
The whole corpus consists of 35-hour recording for each of the two groups, amounting
to a total of 70 hours. In the morning the teaching session lasts 4 hours with a 45-minute
break. In the afternoon lessons start at about 2-2.30 p.m. after the meal and a long break. The
teaching time amounts Ato an average of 6-6.30 hours per day. Lessons do not have fixed time
limitation. Usually the class engages in 2 teaching sessions in the morning: one before and

another after the break, and 1 further session in the afternoon. However, these aspects of
teaching management are rather flexible, according to the working rhythm of each group.
The larger data corpus thus contains thirty lessons of variable length (from 1 and a half
hr to 2 hrs) that have been given by the teachers in charge in each of the two classes (2
teachers per class) during one week. This research, in particular, has focused mainly on the
interaction that takes place in the first section of 10 teaching units, whose topics range from

history, geography, natural sciences, mathematics and Italian grammar, held by 4 different

teachers. All extracts are taken from the teacher-led phase of the lesson with which the
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lessons in these two classes usually begins. Extended sequences from each of the selected 10

teaching units have been transcribed.

2.1 Collecting the data
The choice of using video, rather than audio-recordings, has been determined by the

features of the interaction itself, which is the object of this research. First, the physical
arrangement and placement of people when they are in the presence of each other determines
both their verbal interaction and their bodily comportment in the conduction of activities
(Goffman, 1963, 1967; Kendon, 1990). Second, because the body of teacher and pupils are
visually accessible to one another, gaze, gestures and other forms of bodily conduct arise
continually in the course of the interaction. As demonstrated in literature (Goodwin, 1980,
1981, 1986; Heath, 1984a, 1984b, 1986), speakers coordinate their verbal production with the
bodily conduct of their interlocutors. Thus, the visual conduct of the participants in the
Interaction is relevant for their reciprocal understanding. Particularly in teacher-led
instructional sequences where the teacher faces the pupils, gaze, gestures and body orientation
of both teacher and pupils are relevant features in a number of crucial moments such as next-
speaker-selection sequences, or in the organization of repair-sequences, for instance. Third,
when talking to each other in carrying on pedagogic activities, both teacher and pupils

frequently use artefacts and point to or refer to objects and other material states, besides other

persons (Heath, 1997; Goodwin, 2000). In order to render as fully as possible the situation

and the constraints that participants themselves are experiencing, and to capture the features

of non-verbal behaviour that are produced in the course of verbal interaction, video-cameras

have been used to collect the data.

The second choice to be made regarded how detailed the recordings should be so as to

catch the main stream of interaction occurring between teacher and pupils, together with all
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the different types of interaction that might take place contemporaneously in this environment

where a large number of people are present. Although video recordings provide more

powerful resources than audio, insofar as the visual as well as the vocal features of interaction
can be made subject of scrutiny, video-recording has its own limitations and constraints, due

to the large number of participants. Obviously, positioning a video-camera means choosing a

point of view that necessarily gives prominence to some features to the disadvantage of
others. Considering the participants disposition in the room —with the teacher facing the
students- I decided to place 2 opposite cameras in order to capture the teacher’s behaviour

with one, and to include as many pupils as possible with the other. Of course, the fine details
of gaze and facial expression, especially those of the pupils, were not so precisely recorded.
Recording with a video-camera, however, does not limit the possibilities of having audio-
recordings more detailed than the video ones. I am referring here to the possibility of
recording all the different exchanges that happen to occur in the class, often parallel to the
main stream of the teacher/class interaction. Not infrequently pupils talk to those who are

close to them, conducting parallel and peripheral activities, such as commenting on other
people’s behaviour or dealing with any issue that might incidentally arise. Of course, in order
to be able to record all these types of interaction, one solution would have been to provide
each partictpant with a microphone or to disseminate audio-recording appliances in various

points in the room. This would have provided a huge amount of audio data to be added to the

video recordings.

However, from the very start of this project, my interest was precisely on teacher-led
instructional sequences and this study has been conceived with the purpose of investigating
the practices that teachers and pupils methodically use in this whole-class interaction setting.
The assumption was that the analysis of instructional sequences would shed light on some of

the distinctive features of pedagogic discourse in institutional settings. The focus of the
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research, therefore, was mainly on the “public” behaviour of the participants or, at least, on

those types of interaction that participants themselves recognized as such in this context. For

these reasons, no supplementary audio-recordings were disposed of, besides those provided

by the two cameras.

One point that has to be raised here concemns the fact that, at that time, I had been
working for 4 years as a teacher in the school were the recordings were taken. For a number
of reasons this has been a great advantage for the project. One first thing to be considered
concerns the fact that classroom interaction is an institutional form of interaction occurring in
a well defined working place, where a number of constraints and limitations regarding people
who do not belong to the institution are ruled by law and concerns precisely their having the
permission from the authority to be present in the school building. In addition to that, because
[ was part of the teaching staffs, people had fewer reservations than they would have had if
researchers were external to the institutional environment. As a third consequence, being
myself an experienced teacher has been relevant to the research design in another quite crucial

way, which concerns the reliability of the research.

As discussed by Perikyld (1997), the accuracy and the public accessibility of tape and
video recorded data have an intrinsic strength with reference to their reliability (Perdkyld,
1997: 203). On the other hand, it is also suggested that great attention is to be paid to their
inclusiveness, in terms of whether some fundamental aspects should not be lost by taking
single audio or video recordings, especially in institutional environments. Thus, for instance
with reference to classroom interaction, it is worth recalling that the conduct of teachers and
pupils is differently organized through different phases of each single event and, furthermore,
through the numerous events that, on the whole, constitute one school day, then one term, and
the academic year. In recording some specific events in these complex environments it is

important to have the sense of the richness of the whole. In this sense, being a teacher myself,
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all the fieldwork and non-participant observation that is useful before actually start recording,

in order to gather a sense of the activities that are conducted (Heath, 1997), has not been

necessary.

3. The method
Conversation analysis (hereafter CA) developed out of the seminal work of Harvey

Sacks. Influenced by the work of Erving Goftman and Harold Garfinkel, he developed the

principles of a science of social action based on reproducible and cumulative observation of

naturally occurring events. The belief that the details of people’s everyday life display an

orderly organization based on the persons’ capability of making sense of everyday events in

their life and of sharing the understanding of these courses of actions with other social actors

is the foundation of he research programme and perspective of CA. This orderliness is

observable in the social interaction, where the persons’ conducts embody a mutually shared

interaction order.

Conversation and, in particular telephone calls, was a form of everyday conduct to
which Sacks had access as recordable naturally occurring events. The recordings of telephone
calls gave to researchers the same access to the specific event that participants’ themselves
had at the time of the actual occurrence of the call. Furthermore, audio recordings allowed for

the first time a repeated examination of the event (Sacks, 1984).

In collaboration with Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson, Sacks developed a research
methodology on talk-1n-1nteraction as an object and an institutional entity on its own right
(Schegloff, 1992; Heritage, 2001; Drew, 2003 and forth.). Their seminal work led to a
number of investigations of interaction in different institutional settings and which have
intersected a growing number of disciplines whose fields are related to the investigation of

communication and social conduct. For the purposes of my research, mainly that of providing
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a description for how teachers and pupils engage in their institutional activities, in a context

where these are conducted almost exclusively through talk-in-interaction, the perspective and

methodology of CA has constituted the method.

One fundamental feature of interaction is its sequential organization in turns at talk,

through which speakers order their conduct. The model for the turn-taking organization for

conversation (Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson, 1974) proposes at the most basic level of
organization that speakers take turns by talking one at a time. Independently from the number
of parties, the order and the length of turns, occurrences where more than one speaker are

talking at the same time are brief. Speaker-change occurs at points where the turn reaches a

transition-relevance place (TRP).

Consider the following sequence from a telephone call:

#1 Margaret From Heritage:0II:2:Call 4, 1:1-12

1 Mic: Woking three five one six?

2 Edg: Michael?

3 (.)

4 Mic: Hullo:?

S Edg: This is Edgerton:.

© Mic: Yes Edger(t ['n.

7  Edg: [.h[Michael look ah:: I'm I'm phonin:g uh on
8 beha:lf of Ilene and myse:1f. =We just heard abou:t

S poor um (0.4) Margaret.

10 Mic: Yes ma:ddening isn't it.=

11 Edg: =0Oh:hh Lord.<And we were wondering if there's anything
12 we can do to help<
13 Mic: [Well that's] |
14 Edg: [I mean ] can we do any shopping for her or
15 something like tha:t?
16 (0.7) |

17 Mic: Well that's most ki:nd Edgerton .hhh At the moment
18 no:. Because we've still got two bo:ys at home.
19 Edg: Of course. -
20 (0.2)

The two speakers take one turn at a time. The length of the turns vary considerably:

lines 2, 4, and 19 are constructed out of one item, while Edgerton’s turns in lines 7-9 and
Michael’s in lines 17-18, for example, are multi-units turns, composed of more than one

sentence. Transition occurs at places where the prior turn has reached a point of possible

completion.
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These facts provide for a speech-exchange system which is locally managed and
administered by the parties, where each turn displays the recipient’s understanding of the
prior as having reached its conclusion. But a second level of organization is intrinsic to the
system: each second turn displays the rectpient understanding of the prior also in terms of the

action that is produced and what second action is projected as relevant next. This is connected

with the social character of interaction.

“People’s engagement in the social world consists, in large part, of performing and
responding to such activities. So, again, when we study conversation we’re studying not

language 1dling, but language employed in the service of doing things in the social world.
And we are focusing on the social organization of these activities being conducted in

conversation”. (Drew, 2003)

A current turn, therefore, is understood and responded to by recipients also in terms of
the action that it performs and of the implications with regards to the next action. Thus, if we
consider again the sequence above, by summoning his recipient by his first name, the caller in
line 2 displays his assumption that the recipient would recognize him immediately through the
hearing of his voice. This projects an immediate recognition as the expected next action. The
micro-pause in line 3 and the subsequent ‘hello’ show that Michael failed to recognize
Edgerton, and this provides for the caller self-identification, which is finally acknowledged in
line 6. Each turn, therefore, sets up a course of action to which recipient might mis/align with

through a number of choices regarding the detail of turn construction.
Conversation is organized in sequences of pairs of actions: the adjacency pair

sequences (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973: p.238), which are constructed out of two related
actions. So, when a first pair part is produced by a current speaker, the recipient
produces a related second pair part which belongs of the same pair type. Pair types are

‘greeting-greeting’, ‘question-answer’, and ‘offer-acceptance/refusal’. On some cases,
following a current action - for instance when an offer is made - participants have

alternative courses of actions, which speakers orient to as not equivalent. Thus,




routinely speakers accept an offer without delay and directly, while refusals are

regularly withheld, delayed, mitigated, made indirect. Details of turn construction and

features of turn delivery evidence this organization of preference in interaction.
In line 7 Edgerton produces a multi-unit turn where he packages the reason for the

calling, precisely as an offer. However, an offer can take a variety of different shapes.

One way to start considering how the action is performed is to see the position it
occupies in the larger context of the sequence and, particularly, prior talk where the

action we are considering is projected. In this case, the delivery of the offer is actually

produced in lines 12-15. Before formulating his offer to help, Edgerton has to
characterize the offer as the reason for the call, and to provide an account for the offer
(lines 7-9).

The account is formulated as an indirect reference to some accident occurred to
the recipient’s wife; any further characterization of the event is left to Michael to be
assessed (line 10). His assessment is formatted as a request for a sympathetic
acknowledgment of the annoying consequences of the accident. These actions are dealt
with in an inserted sequence (lines 10 and 11) which shows how initial assessments
routinely provide the relevance for a second assessment, when both speakers have
access to the referent (Pomerantz 1984a: p.61). This is particularly evident in this
Instance, owing to the interrogative format of Michael’s first assessment (line 10).

Now, (1) having introduced the reason for the call, (2) having provided an
account for how the projected action has arisen form precise circumstances, (3) this
being acknowledged by the recipient and, (4) responded to by the caller, it is finally
time for Edgerton (5) to make the offer.

Making an offer is a first action which initiates a new adjacency pair sequence.

Recipients have alternative options in responding to offers: acceptance or refusal. 1f we
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consider how Michael responds to the offer, we can notice a distinctive pattern which people

routinely produce when declining offers (Davidson, 1984; Drew, 1984; Drew, 2003). The

manner in which Michael constructs his response is a well documented pattern in CA

research:
- [delay in answering] : the pause in line 16;

- [disagreement / rejection preface token] : /well/ (line 17):

- [appreciation] : /that's most ki:nd Edgerton/;

- [mitigated declining of the offer]: /.hhh At the moment no:./;

- [account]: / Because we've still got two bo:ys at home./.

Furthermore, the way in which Edgerton constructs the action is composed of a general
offer to help (lines 11-12), followed by a more specific second version (‘doing some
shopping’, in lines (14-15) provides participants with resources for managing their own
understanding of each other’s conduct. So, here, having provided a first offer, by line 14
Edgerton might already anticipate that a rejection is underway given that, although a response
is being formulated (line 13), it has not have the distinctive features of an acceptance. This

might have induced Edgerton’s subsequent version (Davidson, 1984; Drew, 1984).

The analysis of this individual fragment of conversation has provided evidence for

another fundamental idea which underlies CA perspective:

“Conversation can accommodate a wide range of situations, interactions in which

persons 1n varieties (or varieties of groups) of identities are operating; it can be capable

of dealing with a change of situation within a situation” (Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson,
1973).

For these reasons, the organization of the turn taking system for conversation, although
applied to unique conversations, in terms of time, place, participants, and whatever

circumstances, captures the methodical and recurrent practices which are used and mutually

shared by social actors in interaction (Drew, forth.).
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The CA perspective, therefore, provides a methodology for studying how people
organize their conduct in the accomplishment of their everyday affairs both in ordinary and
institutional settings. It provides a range of procedures for approaching data. One possible
starting point would be that of looking for the actions that participants are doing (Drew,
2003). This should consist in a formulation of the action that some utterances implements

(Schegloff, 1996b). However, this might not be such an immediate task. On a number of
occasions, the understanding of what participants are doing can begin with the noticing of
some formal features in the design of turns at talk, followed by a systematic investigation on
the sequential distribution where these are employed by speakers. The process would then
lead to the identification of the action that is accomplished through the participants’ verbal
choices. The studies on figurative expression by Drew and Holt (1998) and on the work
accomplished by the particle ‘oh’ by Heritage (1984b; 1998) are exemplary studies.
Regarding the way in which my own research has progressed, both strategies to start the
research which I have indicated above presented some initial obstacles. The initial problems
were particularly connected with the complexities of the relationship between syntax and
questioning and the ambiguities posed by the concept of guestions that is so central in the

construction of instruction sequences. I therefore began to approach data with a systematic

observation of how speaker transfer occurs and the details of teachers’ questioning format.

These formal observations have been then further considered according to a sequence—

organization perspective that is in terms of the options that were set up for the recipients.
However, at least with one phenomenon, the ETC device (Eliciting Turn Completion device,
Chapter 4), the analysis has began with the noticing of a number of distinctive features of

speech delivery which are recurrently produced in a fixed combination and in a fixed

sequential position.
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3.1 Transcribing the recordings

The transcription notations used in this study are those developed by Gail J efferson” and
generally used in conversation analytic research. Transcribing, however, 1s partially a matter
of interpreting stretches of talk as they sound, which produce recognizable patterns of
intonation. Very little had been transcribed from Italian data when I started the research and,

at the time, no data were accessible for comparison. To my knowledge, very few studies have

been conducted on interaction in Italian using the conversation analytic transcription notation

and, even in these very rare cases, the audio or video data are not available to be scrutinized in
association with the transcript so to help the transcribing process. In case of doubts

concerning transcription, therefore, the lack of an ‘established’ corpus of data to be consulted

for controversial hearings has been quite an issue, particularly in the first stages of the

research and, mostly, with the problems regarding how to render some intonation features.
The intonation contour of utterances is a particularly crucial matter in the Italian

language. Because the word order of the sentence components isn’t as strict as it is in English,

infonation has an important role in determining the pragmatic meaning of an utterance. This

has a range of consequences. The first to be mentioned here, owing to the centrality of

questioning in classroom interaction, regards the yes/no interrogative type. In Italian this
interrogative type does not have any different syntactical format from the correspondent
declarative utterance. Grammarians report that in Italian it is only the rising of the intonation
in the last stressed syllable of the interrogative utterance that marks it as different from the

declarative correspondent format (Bertinetto e Magno Caldognetto, 1993: 168-169). For
instance, in the fragment 2 below, the teacher’s turn in line 3 “siete degli esseri umani?” is

clearly understood by pupils as a question, as their answer in line 4 displays.

2 See Atkinson and Heritage (1984: pp. ix-xvi).
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#2 Human beings PM:FZ:12:geography
01 T Alo:ra

SO
02 (0.2)
—> 03 T siete degli esseri uma:ni?
(YOU) are (PART.ART.) being human
are you human bei:ngs?

04 Sts s::ic::
yes::s::

However, the correspondent declarative utterance would be:

* “oiote degli esseri umani.”

i

As evidenced in the transcription, in this particular case, the intonation contour is very much
like the description provided above by linguists: the *utterance 1S delivefed with a rising
contour and some intonation features insisting on the last stressed syliable. This is a very clear
and neat example. But very often things are not so plain and simple. Let us consider, for

Instance, extract 3 below, where the question has a more complex syntactic pattern:

#3 Two groups PM:LT:2:natural sciences

- 01 T Tsecoindo voi, possiamo? dividere in due gruppi tultti =
Tin you:r view, can we? divide in two groups all[l =

02 St [sl:.

03 T =questl eleme[ntig
=these elemen(ts;

04 St [SI'::::

05 Sts si:::

First of all, the turn has a prefacing questioning token (“secondo voi” / “in your view”),
that projects a question to come. Therefore, anything that will be produced after that is going
to be shaped/understood as a question. In this example the question is again a yes/no

Interrogative, like the one we have seen in the previous instance; and yet, the intonation

—-m

3 . . g4 . . .
The (*) is used here to indicate that this is an invented example.
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contour is very different: (1) the most distinctive rising intonation is produced in delivering
the first component of the verb phrase that does not carry the S-V inversion (“possiamo” /
“can we”), thus not in the last stressed syllable, as in the former extract. Furthermore, (2) the
overall contour of the turn has a slightly less marked rising intonation (;), and (3) the
emphasis is produced in delivering the last stressed syllable of the last word before a possible
turn transition point ( /gruppi/), but the current speaker produces further talk after that. One
pupil, in fact (in line 2), produces his answer in overlap with the teacher’s turn, adjacent to
this possible completion point (Jefterson 1984, 1986).

The two instances above illustrate, although partially, the complexities of intonation
patterns as connected with issues regarding the distinctive syntactic formats of the Italian
language. Here I will provide a key for the transcription notation, using examples taken from
my data. I will group the symbols and other types of notation with reference to the type of the

phenomena described, partially following the categorization proposed by Atkinson and

Heritage (1984, 1x-xiv).

3.1.1 Key of the transcription symbols

Overlapping, simultaneous and contiguous utterances

a) Left square brackets indicate the onset of overlapping talk by a second speaker.

01 T che a:ingoli? sono questi qua [di qua
what a:ngles? are these here [on this side
( (she points to the four angles on the drawing) )

02 St [(Ti::0
[Tme::/((raising his hand))

The same symbol 1s used to indicate utterances starting simultaneously.

01 T DO:VE LE NA::VI::?
WHE:RE THE SHI::PS::7?

02 (1.0)

03 St [possono
[can

— P P Y . N R
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04 T [DO::VE LE NA:VI possono essere ripa- ra::te::
[WHE: :RE THE SHI:PS can be shel-te::red

b) Contiguous utterances

Equal signs (=) connect two lines of transcription to indicate:
1. that the second utterance produced by a different speaker is latched to the prior.
2. that the second line is part of the same flow of talk by the same speaker, occupying another

line because of the intervening of overlapping talk by another speaker.

3. I used equal signs also to link different components of the same speaker’s turn when they

are produced without any audible interval.

01 T la grandezza dell’a::ngollo, (.) che fo-
the width of the a::ngflle, (.) that fo-

3= 02 st [uh=1::a grandezza degli angoli retti
[uh=the:: width of right angles

l1-» 03 e sempre uguale=
is always the same=

04 T =la gra:[n- Jmomento la grandezza? dell’a:ngolo di un angolo=
=the wi:[d- Va moment the width? of the a:ngle of any=
05 St [Tio!
[Tme!
2= 06 T =qualsi¥asi in questo caso dell’angolo rett’ .hh seco:ndo voi?
=angle in this case of the right ang’.hh acco:rding to you?
07 dipende dalla lunghezza:,

does it depend on the length:,

08 (1.8)/((indicating the sides of the rectangle on the bb.))

09 T dei segmenti che lo fo::rmal[nog
of the segments that fo::[rmg

10 Sts [NO: !
11 Sts [no::

12 T [no::

13 Sts [ ((children’s indistinct talk))
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Pauses and Gaps
¢) Gaps and pauses are measured in tenth of a second and reported inside brackets. A full-

stop indicates a micro-pause/gap, usually shorter than 2 tenths of a second.

01 T se io::? (0.2) so:-vra::-ppo::ingo::,
if I::? (0.2) make to oi:-ve:i:ir-la::p,
( (she moves closer to the blackboard) )

02 (1.0)

03 T Jd’coltate bene eh? (.) lbimbi <se io? sovrappongo;

! ‘issen carefully eh?(.) Jchildren <if I? make to overlap;
( (she looks at the drawing on the blackboard) )

04 (2.0)

05 T 1l’angolo? di questa carolina. un angolo qualsiasi.
the angle? of this postcard. any angle.

06 (1.2)

07 T eh?

Intonation and prosodic features
In the fragment above all the punctuation marks used to capture characteristics of speech

delivery are represented. Thus, I will refer to those instances to illustrate these symbols.

Intonation contour

Punctuation marks are used to notate the intonation contour of the utterances. They work

retrospectively on the preceding talk.

d) the comma at the end of line 1 indicates a continuing intonation, projecting more talk to

come.

01 T se io::? (0.2) so:-vra::-ppo::ngo::,
if I::? (0.2) make to o::-ve::r-la::p,
( {(she moves closer to the blackboard) )

e) the question mark indicates that the preceding flow of talk is produced with a
progressively rising intonation, not necessarily indicating a question and not having any

final implication (see also the question mark in line 5, example c) above).
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f) the inverted question mark indicates a rising intonation weaker than a question mark but

stronger that the continuing inflection that is marked with a comma. Example 2, line 3,

provides one instance of this:
#2 Two groups PM:LT:2:natural sciences

01 T Tseco:ndo voi, possiamo? dividere in due gruppi tu[tti =
Tin you:r view, can we? divide in two groups alll =

02 St [si:.

> 03 T =questl eleme([ntig
=these elemen|ts¢

04 St [SI? s

05 Sts si:::

g) a period indicates a falling intonation that does not necessarily coincides with the

grammatical ending of the sentence. Going back to example ¢), in line 5 the teacher produces

a falling intonation (marked with the two periods) not coinciding with the end of the sentence.

By line §, in fact, the teacher has produced only the first component of an if-sentence.

05 T 1’angolo? di questa cartolina. un angolo qualsiasi.
the angle? of this postcard. any angle.

Prosodic features

The symbols used to mark prosodic features refer to portions of ensuing talk, rather than to

prior talk, as the punctuation marks that are used for describing intonation contours.

- Voice Pitch

h) Upward and downward arrows (TV) indicate variations in pitch. As in the lines

provided below, the pitch rise and pitch fall of the voice affects only the word following
the symbol in the transcript and not the whole intonation contour of the utterance produced

so far. These symbols are used to indicate “sharp rises or falls in pitch” (Ochs, Schegloff
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and Thompson, 1996. 464); this does not involve the volume of the voice. Thus, in the
first line of example 2 below, the first syllable of the first word starts with a rather high
pitch (acute / shrilled voice) in comparison to the surrounding talk. This high-pitched tone

is maintained and even increased in the second syllable by deploying emphasis and sound

stretching (see below point j.)

#2 Two groups PM:LT:2:natural sciences

01 T Tseco:ndo voi, possiamo? dividere in due gruppi tu[tti =
Tin you:r view, can we? divide in two groups all[l =

On the contrary, the downward arrow at the beginning of line 3 below indicates that the

ensuing talk is produced with a down-pitched tone of voice (baritone voice).

03 T <J’'coltate bene eh? (.) Ibimbi <se io? sovrappongo;
l ‘issen carefully eh?(.) Vchildren <if I? make to overlap;
( (she looks at the drawing on the blackboard) }

i) a colon marks the stretching of the sound indicated by the letter just preceding, as in line

l:
01 T se io0::? (0.2) so:-vra::-ppo::ngo::,
if I::? (0.2) make to o:i-ve:i::ir-la::p,
( (she moves closer to the blackboard) )
- Emphasis

j) underlining indicates emphasis or stress in delivering a word or part of it:

#2 Two groups PM:LT:2:natural sciences

01 T Tseco:ndo vol, possiamo? dividere in due gruppi tu[tti =
Tin you:r view, can we? divide in two groups all[l =

02 St [si:.

In case of sound-stretching, when the underlining includes the colon (*wo: : rd), it indicates

that a pitch rise is produced in the delivery of the sound stretching, as in the first underlined

word in line 1 above. When, conversely, colons are not underlined (*wo: : rd), the emphasis
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becomes weaker in the delivery of the sound-stretching, producing a pitch fall, as in the line

below (Ochs, Schegloff and Thompson, 1996: 464).

01 T se 10::? (0.2) so:-vra::-ppo::ngo::,
if I::? (0.2) make to o::~-ve::r-la::p,
( {she moves closer to the blackboard)

-Volume

k) Capital letters are used to indicate higher volume of voice

01 T da che parte si LE::va il sole <[SVEGLIA:::,
where from does the sun RI::se <{ WAKE U:::P,

02 Sts [a:: est
[fro::m east

1) Degree signs (°...°) mark a lower volume of voice than the surrounding talk

0l T >°va bene®< [cioé 1li faccio combacia::re

>%0kay®< [that is I make them fit toge::ther

[{(still keeping her gaze on the bb. with both hands she makes
the postcard fit exactly with the drawing))

02 (0.2)

- Speed

m) “Less than” (>....<) and “more than” (<....>) signs are used to indicate that the part of
the utterance that is enclosed between the signs is delivered, correspondently, at a quicker
or at a slower pace than the surrounding talk (compressed / expanded).

For instance, in the example above, ‘va bene’ is produced in a lower volume, but at a

quicker pace than the remaining of the line. In the extract below, we notice that the word

‘persone’ is delivered at a slower pace and with a pitch fall in comparison to the preceding

talk.
01 T >ALLORAL Tpiﬁ cresce 1l numero delle-
>THEREFORE< Tthe more it raises the number of-
02 (0.4)
03 V<persone>
d<persons>

04 (.)
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n) When only 1 “more than” (<...) sign i1s used by itself it shows that the ensuing talk is
produced with a rush; thus, avoiding the physiological interval between utterances, as if

to prevent the incoming for other speakers.

- 01 cos’ha fatto quand’e arrivato qua.<si é&-?
what did he do when he arrived here. <he has-=?

( (raises hand) )

02 St °g’ra®
tur’

03 St giraf{to ((whispering))/((T. nods and actually turns))
tul[rned

0) A dash (-) is used to indicate that the speaker stops talking abruptly.

01 T lel ha cerchiato tutto que:- tutta questa pa:rte.
she’s highlighted all tha:- all this pa:rt.

( (she points to the drawing and, in particular, to one angle))

Laughter and other supra-segmental features

p) Laughter is transcribed by using the letter “h” in combination with the vowels that best

represent the sound produced by the speaker, as in line 1 below:

01 T nol non lo sappiamo bene eh ehe eh ehe .hhh come si
we don’t know well eh ehe eh ehe .hhh what they are

02 chiama[no
cal(fled
03 St [semiretta!
(halfline!

q) The letter “h” combined with a dot before or after it is used to show also that inhalation
or expiration are produced.
Thus, in the fragment immediately above, a spate of laughter is followed by an inhalation,

while in the fragment below both phenomena are produced:

Ol St e::: secondo? perché cosi possono stare -hh tutte le
a::nd second? because this way can (THEY) stay .hh all the

02 persone::, (0.4) °pit vici-° hhh.
perso::ns, (0.4) °more clo-° hhh
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Non-verbal glosses

r) Double parentheses normally enclose glosses with the description of gestures and body

behaviour. These often are linked to the talk with a square bracket that marks the gesture

onset with reference to the verbal behaviour, as illustrated in the fragment below:

0l

02

03

04

05

06

07

08

09

10

T

s’ Tio sovrappongo [Tl'gggolo della cartolina;

‘f TI make overlap [Tthe angle of the postcard;

[ ((she lays the postcard on the blackboard and turns to
the bb. From now on she keeps her gaze towards the bb.)

(1.2)

all’angolo:::, (.) ec’
with the angle::, (.) the’ /((she makes one angle of the postcard

overlap one of the the drawing))
(1.0)

a un [angolo qualsiasi della::,
with [any angle of the::,
[((she turns to the class for a moment and then back to the bb.))

(.)

eh:: di questa:::-
eh:: of thi:s::-

St cattedra

T

teacher desk

figu:i:ira
sha::pe

(0.4)

The parentheses used in the middle of a turn indicate doubts regarding the hearing and the

understanding of words and sounds.

3.2. Translating the data

The translation of Italian data into an accessible idiomatic English version has involved

taking difficult decisions and going through quite a few phases. At first, each line of the

Italian transcription has been associated with a second line of a literal translation; this was

then followed by a third, with a more idiomatic version. The following extract is the first draft

of example 2, with which we are already familiar.
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#2 Human beings PM:FZ:12:geography

01 T Alo:ra

SO:
02 (0.2)
03 T siete degli esseri uma:ni?

are (YOU)some beings hu:man?
are you human bei:ngs?

03 Sts s::ic::
vess:is::

04 T alo:ra

SO
05 (0.2)
06 T queste schede che nol stiamo facendo adesso,

these exercises that we are doing now,
these exercises that we are doing now,

07 (0.2)

08 T dche sono uno due tre quattro cinque.
¢which are one two three four five.
Jwhich are one two three four five.

09 (.)

10 T riTGUA: : RDANO (0.2) gli aniMA::1i ?
conTCE: :RN (THEY) (0.2) the A::nimals ?

i ———

do they confTCE::RN (0.2) A::nimals ?

11 Sts no:f[::
12 St os[:::

13 St °no:::°

This practice, however, does not solve all the problems connected with translation. A

language is not a nomenclature (Saussure, 1974: p.83). Thus, even the word-by-word
translation poses some relevant issues, concerning the different grammatical organization of

languages.

One first thing to be considered is the richer inflected system that the Italian language

has, in comparison with English; for instance, with regard to verbs. Italian verbs inflect

according to the categorization of the subject, through a different ending for each person.
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Consequently, very often the subject can be inferred by simply looking at the verb ending and,

thus, it is frequently omitted, as in line 3 and in line 10 of the above example. This difference

between Italian and English is even more crucial with interrogative utterances, especially
because in Italian there is no Subject/Verb inversion. Conveying the exact Italian syntactic

pattern in these cases isn’t just the matter of supplying a word-by-word translation, whereas

adding further information in parentheses, as above, becomes crucial.

On the other hand, many lines of transcriptions do not require the distinction between
literal and idiomatic translation, either because the turn is composed by one-word TCU as in
lines 1, 3, and 4, or because the idiomatic translation happens to be rather “transparent”, as in
lines 6 and 8. In some other cases the translation might even be superfluous (lines 11-13). In

order to avoid the redundancies of literal translation when these were not necessary and,

conversely, to add supplementary grammatical information when needed, different decisions

regarding which type of translation was more suitable were taken for each single case.
Sometimes very detailed information regarding the grammatical categorization of words in

terms of gender and number was relevant in order to provide the reader with all the necessary
information to capture the exact nature of the course of action underway. The case of the
fragment below illustrates the nature of these concerns.

Each of the arrowed lines indicates a turn produced by the teacher to elicit the final
phrase (“della cattedra” | “of the teacher’s desk”) in the unfinished utterance (lines 14-16).

Pupils fail to provide the item requested (line 17). The teacher, therefore, produces multiple

subsequent eliciting turns (arrowed lines 2-4). These, however, are not identical repetition.

Each time the teacher produces slightly different eliciting turns.

#6 Angles (1) PM:LT:5:geometry/right angles

14 T a Tno:i interessa la parte inte::rna;
Twe: are interested in the inte::rnal part;

15 (0.2)



1>

2>

3>

4—

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

St

St

St

T

cioé la pa:rte di a::ngolo? che fa pa::rte? di che co::sa:.
that is the pa:rt of an a::ngle? which is pa::rt? of wha::t.

(1.4)/ ((she turns to her desk and with gestures indicates its surface) )

se & inte::rna? fa pa::rte del,- [MASC.,SING.]
if it is inte::rnal? it’s pa::rt of,-

(1.6)
di che cosa. <della?- [FEM.,SING.]
of what. <of the?-
(0.6)
eh- del ban[co [MASC.,SING.]
eh- of the de{sk

[del bal::nco!

[of the de[::sk!

[della ca::tterda! [FEM.,SING.]
[0f the tea::cher desk!

del pia::no [MASC.SING.] della?- [FEM. SING.]
of the su::rface of the?-

cal[:ttedra
te[a:cher desk

[cattedra. >va ben’¢<

[teacher desk. >'right¢< /((she turns to the drawing on the bb.))
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One major feature in these variations is the preposition ‘of’ that precedes the missing word. In

Italian prepositions are in accordance with the gender and number of the word that follows.

For instance, the preposition ‘of’ in Italian takes the following forms: ‘del / dello / della /

dei /degli/ delle’. Hence, in the Italian version, the grammatical analyzability of the

preposition ‘of is crucial for projecting the type of completion that is requested by the

teacher’s turn.

relevant grammatical categories involved are provided in square brackets and, when more

extended observations were required, these are supplied in footnotes. So, in the case of the

In order to supply the reader with this type of information, abbreviations referring to the

example above, the translation will be further enriched with the following footnote:
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If we consider the Q/A sequence beginning in line 16, we observe that the
preposition ‘della’ of line 20 projects a Fem. and Sing. noun, while ‘del’ (line
18) 1s Masc. So, the completion provided by the children in lines 22, 23 (‘del
banco’ | ‘of the desk’) being Masc. and Sing., responds to the teacher’s first
eliciting turn in linel8, while the teacher’s repair in line 24 (‘la cattedra’ / ‘the

teacher’s desk’), being Fem, is in accordance with the second eliciting turn in
line 20.

A word-by-word translation alone, therefore, although very accurate, would not supply here
the information needed to understand what is exactly at issue here in this sequence. The sole
translation (either literal or idiomatic), in this case, would not account for a number of salient
features of the action underway: (1) on what basis and through what means the teacher’s turn
in line 25 is substituting ‘desk’ with ‘teacher’s desk’, (2) how it is relevant the fact that the
other-repair initiation is performed in the third-turn receipt by means of an eliciting turn

completion device.

In order to accommodate these issues, the final format that has been adopted is a two-
line transcription when the idiomatic translation is “transparent”. The literal translation has
been inserted only when needed, with supplementary information provided, when needed,

either in square brackets or in footnotes. The following example is the final format of the

extract reproduced at the beginning of this section:

#2 Human beings PM:FZ:12:geography

01 T Alo:ra

SO

02 (0.2)

03 T siete degli esseri uma:ni?
(YOU) are (PART.ART.) being human
are you human bei:ngs?

04 Sts s::i:::
yes::sse
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4. Question-Answer sequences in instruction sequences: some preliminary observation

to the study

Without doubt, in the teaching and learning process that takes place in classrooms the
administration of information and the ways in which knowledge 1s imparted, elicited,
displayed, checked, and processed are core issues. This is more crucially so with regard to

instruction sequences, that constitutes those stages of a lesson where the content of teaching is

first organized to be imparted to the class. Any competent speaker who hears the kind of talk

that takes place between teacher and pupils in this environment would easily recognize the
pedagogical character of such interaction: whatever is done and for whatever pedagogical
purpose, this is accomplished through talk and, moreover, through a turn-taking system in
which most of the time teacher and pupils are engaged in question/answer sequences (Q-A
sequences hereafter). This is the basic mechanism whereby participants shape their conduct as
teachers and pupils and accomplish their specific goals in this context.

Therefore, classroom interaction in general and, in particular, feachers’ questions have

been an extremely rich field of investigation either for researchers interested in the sociology
of education (Cazden, 1986; Erickson, 1982; French and McLure, 1981; Wilkinson, 1981 and
1982; Green and Harker, 1988) and for linguists and other analysts interested in a pragmatic
approach to language (Searle, 1969 and 1976; Sacks, 1992; Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975;
Coulthard and Montgomery, 1981; Levinson, 1983 and 1992, Schegloff, 1984). However, in
referring to Q-A sequences 1n this context, and preliminarily to the presentation of the
research, it might be worth pointing out some of the ambiguities that are implicit in the term

‘question’ (Schegloff, 1984), as 1t has been understood by linguists, philosophers of language,
discourse analysts and researchers in the field of conversation analysis. This is intended to
avoid any possible misunderstandings and misconceptions when I will be referring to Q-A

sequences hereafter in the course of the discussion. Hence, I will refer first, although very
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briefly, to some of the major issues connected with the analysis of questions in general. Then,

the discussion will focus on the treatment of questions in classroom interaction.

4.1 What is a question?

Among the reasons why questions have been so widely investigated, one 1s that, as
observed by Sacks, “we can identify some object as ‘a question’” because a question has
grammatical, formal and paralinguistic features that an answer, for instance, doesn’t have
(Sacks, 1992, Part 1, p. 49). Second, as noted by Schegloff, because questions have so
recognizable a form, “it might appear that linguistic resources will allow the construction and
recognition of utterances as questions, and thus as actions of a certain type” (Schegloff, 1984:
30).

This approach to questions, underpinning the idea that interrogative utterances have a
“common core which we can continue to think of as part of the semantic of questions”

(Levinson, 1992: 93), derives mainly from a commonsensical view on language (Schegloff,
1984: 30) that has been indirectly supported by the most influential speech act theory (Austin,
1962; Searle, 1969). The speech-act theory was developed in the field of the philosophy of

language, precisely to accommodate the pragmatic features associated with those utterances

that

“A. they do not ‘describe’ or ‘report’ or constate anything at all, are not ‘true or false’;

and B. the uttering of the sentence is, or is a part of, the doing of an action, which again

would not normally be described as, or as ‘just’, saying something” (Austin, 1962: 4-5).

In this view, questions and answers are defined speech acts —and thus, actions- like, for
Instance, “giving some information or an assurance or a warning, announcing a verdict or an

intention, pronouncing a sentence” (Austin, 1962: 98-99) and so on. The classes of utterances
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that accomplish these actions are described as consisting “characteristically in uttering words
in sentences in certain contexts, under certain conditions and with certain intentions” (Searle,
1969: pp. 24-25). Thus, their characterization as actions of a certain type depends on a set of
“felicity conditions” (Searle, 1969) or on a range of “appropriate circumstances” (Austin,

1962: 13) for the act to be happily performed. Specifically with regards to questions, Searle

describes the conditions that are necessary and sufficient for this act to be successfully

performed in the utterance of a given sentence as follows:

“Types of rule

Propositional content: Any proposition or propositional function

Preparatory: 1. S does not know ‘the answer’, i.e., does not know if the
proposition is true, or, in the case of the propositional
function, does not know the information needed to
complete the proposition truly (but see comment below).

2. It is not obvious to both S and H that H will provide the

information at that time without being asked.

Sincerity: S wants this information.

Essential: Counts as an attempt to elicit this information from H.

Comment: There are two kinds of questions, (a) real questions, (b)

exam questions. In real questions S wants to know (find out)
the answer; in exam questions, S wants to know if H know”

(Searle, 1969: 66).

As noted by Levinson (1992), the two categories devised in the comment section above, in

terms of ‘real’ and ‘exam’ questions, fail to accommodate a number of instances where
questions are asked both in ordinary conversation and, more crucially for our purposes, in

classrooms. On this regard, it might be useful to look at example 2 again, this time from the

point of view of action formation:

#2 Human beings PM:FZ:12:geography

01 T Alo:ra

SO
02 (0.2)
03 T siete degli esseri uma:ni?

(YOU) are (PART.ART.) being human
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are you human bei:ngs?

04 Sts s::iz::
ve::is::

Being interested in questioning practices, it would seem quite reasonable to start looking at
this fragment as a clear instance of questioning in the classroom. The disjunctive marker

produced in line 1 seems to indicate that a new sequence is beginning here and therefore to
support the validity of this choice. However, if we try to classify the teacher’s questioning
turn in line 3 according to the categories provided by Searle, while it is rather clear that this 1s
not a ‘real’ question, it is also doubtful whether it would fit in the ‘exam’ category. If it were
an ‘exam’ question, the obviousness of the information that should be tested here and the
choral production of the answer would rather indicate that something quite different is at 1ssue

here. The format of the interrogative type (yes/no question) sets for a request for
confirmation, which is indeed supplied by the pupils in the following turn. But, as suggested

in Drew (2003), a further step in analyzing data would be to look at the sequence that has led

up to the initiation of this action. This involves considering prior talk, which is reported in the

extract below:

#2 (ext.) Human beings PM:FZ:12:geography/pp.4-5

01 T Alo!’

So
02 (0.4)
03 T quin-(.)di:(.) <antropizza:to> quesfa paro::la stra:na

there-~(.)fo:re (.) <(ADJ.DERIV.)> this wo::rd stra:nge
(from Greek “anthropos"“)
there-(.)fo:re (.)< (ADJ:DERIV.> this stra:nge wo::rd

04 (.)che deri:va da:1l latino antro- antropos [mi pare
(.)that derives fro:m Latin antro-  antropos [I think

05 St [°uh uhu uhu®

06 (0.2)

07 T eh?

08 (0.4)
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09 T vuol Tdire proprio uma::no:,
it Tmeans exactly hu::ma:n,

10 (0.6)

11 che riguarda l’essere uma::no voi siete esseri uma:nig
and it concerns hu::man beings are you human bei:i:ngsg

12 (0.6)

13 Sts si:
ve:s

14 T si¢

ye€s¢
15 (0.8) %
16 T ho qualche dubbio. %
I doubt 1it. %
17 (0.4)

18 Sts mhh eh eheheh

19 T Alo:ra

LIV EY T TR LR R s B frtertgptritirag An & »

SO: %

20 (0.2)

s

—»> 21 T siete degli esseri uma:ni? ;
(YOU) are (PART.ART.) being human :

are you human bei:ngs? i

22 Sts sl
ye:siss:

it gyl Wy M1y il o0 D it

First of all, the question under examination is a second instance, the first of which is produced
in line 11 and packaged as the final item in an extended turn where a definition of a word is

given. The deployment of a yes/no interrogative in line 11seems to design the question as
unproblematic, obvious, and its answer as a taken-for-granted confirmation. However, the

question receives a delayed answer from pupils in line 13. A six-tenth-of-a-second gap is an
indication of possible trouble. By delivering the third-turn receipt with a slightly rising
intonation, the teacher marks this problematic aspects, which is further highlighted and turned

into a matter of humour with the gap (line 15) and the ensuing assessment (line 16). This

throws a definite new light on line 21, insofar as it seems to be designed to conclude a

o ine s RENTAL A ST Tl 5 T O P O A M i A 15 B3 TE000E 00 38 Y e P tuVINAEL L1 0 9 D08 TN s b1 15 T b Lt i




435

sequence where humour is produced to deal with delayed answering turns and, implicitly with
1ssues concerning recipients’ problems.

On the other hand, the fact that the two categories devised above for questions fail to
accommodate the range of actions embodied in question turns in classrooms as are strictly

connected with the structural features of the institutional context is clear also in the fragment

below:

#7 The sunrise PM:FZ:22a:geography

- 01 T da che parte si LE::va il sole <[SVEGLIA:::,
where from does the sun RI::se <[ WAKE U:::P,

02 Sts [a:: est
[fro::m east

03 Sts a e:: st
from eal::st

04 Sts [a e::st
[fro:m ea[::st

05 T (a2 etistees? (.) e:|
[from ea::ist::? (.) a:[:nd-

If we examine in detail the design of the turn in which the teacher produces the question, we
notice that the key-word is delivered with a distinctive increase of volume and other features
that mark an emphatic prosody and highlight the word ‘rise’ from the surrounding talk.
Furthermore, once the questioning has reached a point of possible completion, the teacher
produces the ensuing encouragement to answer (1) with a very high volume of voice, (2) with
arush, and (3) in overlap with the answer offered by the first group of pupils. Under these
circumstances, characterizing the question as an ‘exam’ or a as a ‘display question’ seems
rather minimal. The manner in which the question is delivered here would rather suggest that
the teacher takes for granted that the pupils would know the answer and that precisely the

certainty that the answer will be readily produced is the reason for the question to be

formulated here and now.
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If, on one hand, the characterization of questions as illocutionary acts leaves

unexplained the social organization of interaction, on the other, one important outcome of the
speech-act approach to language is the distinction between the meaning and the form of

utterances. As captured by Wittgenstein’s theory of ‘language games’ (1958) and by Searle’s
speech act theory (1969), the meaning of an utterance is the action that is accomplished when

actually spoken in a definite context, while its form consists of the grammatical features of

the utterance. This distinction between form and function (or action) of utterances has been

extremely important because it shows that one type of utterance can accomplish different

actions, since the relation between form and function is not based on a one-to-one rule
(Levinson, 1983 and 1992; Clayman and Heritage, 2002).

So, for instance, when linguists refer to questions, they use the term ‘interrogative’ to
mean the form of questions, and ‘question’ meaning a type of action. This lack of a one-to-
one correspondence between form and function is clear, for example, when (1) speakers use
declarative-formatted utterances, referring to some state of affairs known to the interlocutor
(Labov and Fanshel, 1977; Pomerantz, 1980), in order to perform an information-seeking
activity, either in ordinary conversation (Pomerantz, 1980) and in institutional talk (Labov and
Fanshel, 1977; Heritage and Roth, 1995; Clayman and Heritage, 2002); or (2) when
interrogative-formatted utterances are used to accomplish different actions such as requests,

invitations, accusations, challenges, and so on.

However, 1t has to be said that a number of important limitations remain, deriving from
the assumption that questions are actions types in themselves, as implied in the speech act
theory. First, if we consider the conditions reported above with reference to questions, they
seem to provide a characterization of the ‘appropriate context’ for the utterance as specific
attributes of the participants, such as, for instance, some psychological states the performance

of the act counts as expression of it (Searle, 1969: 65). These attributes are viewed as pre-
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existent to interaction, thus external to it. However, as demonstrated in a number of studies in

the field of conversation analysis (CA), in order to account for the felicity conditions of any
utterance in interaction, the primary social context is its sequential deployment with reference
to what a definite turn is designed to respond. Members produce utterances in an orderly way;

that is, in a sequential context where tying rules between turns account for non-disorderability

in conversation (Sacks, 1992, Part 1: 370-75). Thus, a Q-A pair, for example, is one instance
where these tying rules are visible, insofar as a questions is a first pair part and an answer 1s a
second pair part in a couple of linked actions".

Second, as argued by Schegloff (1992: xxiv-xxx), the object of inquiry in Searle’s work
are classes of utterances “that would satisfy whatever is required for them to effectively —
felicitously- accomplish the speech act of ‘promising’* (Schegloff, 1992: xxiv), rather than
studying “particular utterances in a particular context” (Schegloff, 1992: xxv). So, for
instance, by conceiving questions as a class of utterances, the focus is on the rules and

conditions for the accomplishment of ‘questioning’ as a pre-defined and given function, rather

than on actual spoken utterances in a real context.
Consequentially, the third limitation of this approach refers to the fact that questions are

considered action types in themselves without there being any definition of the precise type of

action that speakers accomplish through these classes of utterances. It is, in fact, the definition
of question as a type of action that raises a number of other critical issues which have been

considered by Schegloff (1984) and Levinson (1992). Quoting Wittgenstein, Levinson
concludes his search of “a common core which we can continue to think of as part of the
semantics of question” by marking his distance from an approach on investigating language

4 : : . : ;
However, as illustrated by Sacks, the sequential context in conversation provides for a more complex

mechanism:

“One of the most obvious first speaker pairs is question-answer , the ‘first’ item being a ‘question’. Now the first
item, the question, can also be the ‘second utterance of a pair’ in following sort of way. Suppose one person has
said “My opinion is X”. Then we could have a question which would say something like “Why do you say
that?”, where that’s partially tied to the prior, and provides for another” (Sacks, 1992, Part 1: 372).
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that starts with the question: “What is a question?”. Schegloff, on his part, suggests not to take

questions in the sense of a precise category of actions as analytic objects of interest, but rather
to observe particular data (Schegloff, 1984: 30) and to refer to Q-A sequences in terms of

“adjacency pairs” where questions are first actions that make relevant as next a second action,
or a number of options (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973).

In this study, therefore, the reference to questions and answers will be in terms of “a
conventionally recognizable pair of actions” (Heritage, 1984: 245); therefore, as
conversational actions that are produced to address speaker B, to allocate next turn and to
indicate the type of action that is relevant in that position (Atkinson and Drew, 1979: 47). In
these terms, Q-A sequences are not different from other pairs of actions such as Summons-
Acknowledgement, Request-Granting/Rejection, Invitation-Acceptance/Rejection,
Accusations-Justifications/Excuses, etc. The production of a first part of an adjacency pair
makes relevant for the addressed second speaker to produce the second part. As illustrated in
Atkinson and Drew (1979: 48), the interrogative format of an utterance is not necessary in

order to select a second speaker and to allocate the next turn; requests, for instance, can be
formed as interrogatives or as declaratives, and in both cases the recipient is requested to

grant or not the request, independently from the interrogative format. As concluded by

Atkinson and Drew:

“Therefore it is not necessary for an utterance to be formed as a question to allocate the
next turn, for questions are only one of the utterance types which can be used. Summons,

requests and invitations are other types which can allocate the next turn independently of

whether or not they are formed syntactically as questions. What these types have in
common is that they are initial actions to which recipients are selected to do relevant next

actions: they are first parts in sequences of paired actions [...] to which recipients should

produce the second part (or one of the second part) in the respective pair” (Atkinson and
Drew, 1979: 49).

Thus, as noted by Atkinson and Drew (1979) characterizing turns at talk as questions

and answers is only a minimal one, because “another sense in which that is so 1s that other

actions may be done in question or answer turns” (Atkinson and Drew, 1979: 69).
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The important thing about Q-A sequences, therefore, is connected with the fact that they

come as a linked pair of actions, whose second turn displays the analysis and understanding of

the first by the recipient. So, for instance in the next example the kid treats the same

questioning turn produced by the first speaker (Mum) as accomplishing two different actions:

#8 (Terasaki, 1976: 45)

—> Mom: Do you know who'’s going to that meeting?
Kid: Who
Mom: I don’t know!

Kid: Ou::h prob’ly: Mr Murphy an’Dad said prob’ly Mrs Timpte an’
some o'the teachers.

In the turn immediately following Mum’s turn, the kid displays his understanding of the
question turn as performing a pre-announcement (Heritage, 1984a: 257)° rather than a
seeking-information action. However, as Mum’s following reaction displays, the question

was indeed designed to elicit information regarding the meeting. It is also to be noted that the

son was indeed in possession of the information also when he produced line 2, having

understood the question as a pre-announcement and aligning with it.

In conclusion, with linked actions, and with question-answer pairs, speakers have at
their disposal a powerful tool to display their own understanding of the interlocutor’s prior

action and, moreover, their willingness to comply or to resist , to agree or disagree, to accept

or to refuse, etc. (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973).

~ 4.2 Questions in classroom instructional sequences: the IRE model

4.2.1 Assumptions and concerns of the Birmingham model

One key study of classroom discourse, based on examination of real examples of

classroom talk, is the seminal work carried out by the research team of the English

m

5 : : : :
See Levinson (1983), which presents a number of instances where questions are used to perform pre-
requests.
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Department of Birmingham University between 1970 and 1972. The priorities of the study
were rather more inherent to linguistic issues than educational or social ones, as declared by
the authors when they affirm that their work “set out to describe the linguistic aspects of
teacher/pupil interaction” (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: p.1). Classroom talk was chosen on
the theoretical grounds that it was “a more simple type of spoken discourse™ (ibid. p.7). The
researchers thought that the investigation of teacher/pupils interaction would more likely yield

orderly features and patterns of discourse than the investigation of ordinary conversation.
Their interest was “in the function of utterances and the structure of discourse” (ibid. pp. 3-4).

In the introduction to their study, the main purposes of the research were defined as follows:

“We were looking for answers to such questions as: how are successive utterances
related; who controls the discourse, how does he do it; how, if at all, do other participants

take control; how do the roles of speaker and listener pass from one participant to
another; how are new topics introduced and old ones ended; what linguistic evidence is
there for discourse units larger than the utterance?” (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: p. 4)

In order to find the answers to these questions, the choice to focus on classroom interaction,

rather than on ‘desultory conversation’ was taken because the former was considered a “form

of discourse which had more structure and direction” (ibid., p. 6). This choice was based on
some pre-determined assumptions on the organization of the interaction that was to be the

subject of their investigation, as stated in the introduction to the presentation of the study:

“With these and many other problems inherent in conversation we decided it would be
more productive to begin with a more simple type of spoken discourse, one which has

much more overt structure, where one participant has acknowledged responsibility for the
direction of the discourse, for deciding who shall speak when, and for introducing and

ending topics. We also wanted a situation where all participants were genuinely trying to
communicate, and where potentially ambiguous utterances were likely to have one

accepted meaning. We found the kind of situation we wanted in the classroom (Sinclair
and Coulthard, 1975: p. 8).

The research project aimed at producing a descriptive system of analysis which would
account for “the way in which units above the rank of clauses are related and patterned”,

rather than investigating interaction in itself. They wanted to see “the way in which such

language functions as statements, questions, and command are realized through grammatical
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structure and position in the discourse”(ibid: p.8). Therefore, the linguistic concerns,

connected with the attempt of discovering a type of syntax for discourse, were by far the most

prominent in the Birmingham project.
4.2.2 The method and the categories used in the analysis

The analysis was conducted using a rank scale to describe the data. This method was in

line with the analytical model of the structural method in linguistics, from which the group
inherited a highly formalistic approach to data and a set of precise criteria for designing a
consistent analytic system: it was established that the descriptive apparatus should be finite,

that symbols were to be used to label precise data units, and that the classification should be

clear and replicable (ibid.: pp. 15-16).

The fundamental characteristic of this analytical approach is the identification of

multiple levels for analysing language. According to this model, each level is composed of a

finite set of units, in a hierarchical relation with those of the adjacent levels. One unit of the

higher level is made of a combination of smaller units from the lower rank: sentences are

made of clauses, clauses of words, words of morphemes and morphemes of phonemes. The

1dea was to expand this approach beyond the sentence rank to the analysis of discourse. The
group devised a descriptive apparatus formed by 5 further levels inherent to discourse.

Starting from the lowest rank, these are: acts, move, exchange, transaction, and lesson. The

smallest units of the whole system are acts:

“The units at the lowest rank of discourse are acts and correspond most nearly to the
grammatical unit clause, but when we describe an item as an act we are doing something
very different from when we describe it as a clause. Grammar is concerned with the
formal properties of an item, discourse with the functional properties, with what the
speaker is using the item for. The fours sentence types, declarative, interrogative,
imperative, and moodless, realize twenty-one discourse acts, many of them specialized
and some quite probably classroom-specific” (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: p.23).
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In this way, the building bricks of the whole system consists in a repertoire of 21 different
acts that participants have at their disposal to be combined in order to realize moves,
exchanges and transactions in the classroom. These are: marker, starter, elicitation, check,
directive, informative, prompt, clue, cue, bid, nomination, acknowledge, reply, react,
comment, accept, evaluate, silent stress, meta-statement, conclusion, loop, aside. One

characteristic of acts is that, although the smallest units in the system, they are realized by
‘classes of items’. These are not further defined. They are described as formed by elements

such as words (well, OK, good, right, Sir, Miss, etc.), groups of words (hands up, come on, go
on, etc.) and, finally, by what the authors called the three situational categories (command

statements and questions) (ibid: pp.40-44).

Going upwards along the scale, the next level is made of 5 different moves: Opening,
Answering, Follow-up, Framing and Focusing. In each move speakers combine the 21 acts
according to the specific structure of the move. However, all the moves have a core pattern
composed of a central element, called head, plus a pre-head and a post-head. Each element is
~ realized by an act. Moves, then, are combined to form 2 different classes of exchanges:
Boundary and Teaching exchanges. However, across levels the procedure remains the same:

to combine units of the lower rank to build those of the higher.

4.2.3 Teaching exchanges

The class of teaching exchanges is divided in 11 sub-categories. Six of them are
considered ‘free’ exchanges: teacher inform, teacher direct, teacher elicit, pupil elicit, pupil
inform, check. Four of these are described as ‘bound’ exchanges, because they are attached to

a previous free exchange; these are re-initiation (i), re-initiation (ii), listing, reinforce.

The exchange rank is particularly interesting because it gives a depiction of talk in a

sequence, rather than a repertoire of items, either in isolation or in combination, as in the two
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prior ranks of the scale (acts and moves). A typical teaching exchange pattern is described

through the acronym IRF or IRE (Initiation-Response-Feedback / Evaluation), and consists of

three moves in a sequence. Of the three types of acts that were identified as initiating a

teaching exchange and constituting the head of the opening move —elicitation, directive and

informative-, the elicitation act is the only one that, according to the model, provides for an

extended verbal answer from pupils in the answering move. This is the description provided

for the elicitation act: “Realized by question. Its function is to request a linguistic response™

(ibid: p. 40). The other two acts — directive and informative- provide for a different type of

behaviour: a directive act requires a “non-linguistic response” (ibid. p. 41) and an informative

act is followed by “an acknowledgement of attention and understanding” as the only possible

response. (ibid. p. 41). Therefore, if the teacher initiates the sequence with an elicitation move

- typically a question - the student will respond with a reply. The answer will then be followed

by a third move, where the teacher provides a feedback to the answer (Sinclair and Coulthard,

1975: 21, 50). This structure is reported as being one of the most frequent patterns in teaching

exchanges. These are a few examples:

a)

Teacher:

Pupil:

Teacher:

b)

Teacher:

Pupil:

Teacher:

c)

Teacher:

Pupil:

Teacher:

Can you tell me why do you eat all that food?

Yes.

To keep you strong, |
To keep you strong. Yes. To keep you strong.
Why do you want to be strong?

(Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975:21)

Do you know what we mean by accent?
It’s the way you talk.,

The way we talk. This is a very broad comment
(Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975:48)

What about this one? This I think is a super one. Isobel, can you think
What it means?

Does it mean that there’s been an accident further along the road?
No

(Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975:3))
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In order to illustrate how the system works, I will reproduce below the analysis of example b)

#9

Classes Structure of move | Classes of act

of move

Opening | Do you know what we mean by | head elicitation
accent?

Follow-up | The way we talk. pre-head accept
This is a very broad comment. | head evaluate

(Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: 48):

The popularity of this model among researchers has determined, in part, its becoming
the ‘unmarked’ discourse structure in classroom interaction (Cazden, 1986: p.436). This

exchange has acquired a canonical status, becoming the trademark of classroom interaction.
And, indeed, if we think about it comparatively, 1t is clear that this depiction captures an
evidently key aspect of classroom interaction, insofar as its structure - Question, Answer,
Confirmation - and, particularly the third move, ‘establishes a pedagogical frame of
reference’ (Edwards and Westgate, 1987: p. 124). The third evaluative turn differentiates Q-A
sequences which take place in the classroom from ‘real’ informative sequences which occur
in everyday conversation; the distinctive feature being that the confirmation proposes the

questioner as the knowledgeable party. (Drew, 1981: p. 261; Heritage, 1984a: p. 290,

Edwards and Westgate, 1987: pp. 123-129). The research on classroom interaction has been
largely influenced by the I-R-E model that has stemmed from the work of the Birmingham
group led by Sinclair and Coulthard. Since then, the teachers’ elicitation act has been
identified with questions which, in their turn, have been an extremely rich field of

investigation for researchers interested in the sociology of education (Cazden, 1986; Erickson,

1982; French and McLure, 1981; Wilkinson, 1981 and 1982; Green and Harker, 1988).
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5. The critique of the IRE model

The analytical focus of my research, therefore, necessarily refers to and is informed by -
although contrasting to- the three-move exchange as was prirnérily devised in the work of the
Birmingham group (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975; Coulthard and Montgomery, 1981). The

main critique to this descriptive system is in terms of its inadequacy to account for a number

of structural features of classroom interaction. This inadequacy is determined by a number of

factors.

First, the model assumes that categories such as ‘question’, ‘command’ and ‘statements’
are situational categories that refers to types of actions in themselves and, as such, they are
self-evident and self-explicating. What situational means with reference to questions,
commands and statements is accounted for the a type of “unsistematized knowledge” of the
situation. These categories are viewed as connected with “the three major acts which probably
occur in all form of spoken discourse —elicitation, directive, and informative” (ibid: 28). So, if
the elicitation act is “realized by questions”, the directive act by command, and the

informative by statements, on the other hand, the three acts are associated also with the three

utterance types: declarative, interrogative and imperative. (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: pp.

27-39).

Second, the relationship between grammar and discourse is not resolved. The conditions
for the mismatch between discourse categories (acts) and grammatical categories (syntactical
pattern of utterances) remain obscure. Judgements regarding marked and unmarked forms of
utterances are substantially based on a normative approach. For instance, the interpretation of
an interrogative, such as “What are you laughing at” as a command, rather than as a question
is considered a marked form. The imperative (“Shut the door”) is considered the unmarked
form for a directive, while other syntactic realizations such as “can you shut the door, would

you mind shutting the door, the door”, etc. are described as marked version. In order to
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explain why speakers should use these marked formats -and, thereby, understand an

interrogative as accomplishing a command instead of a question-, the analysis necessarily

abandons grammar and discourse to consider another level: the situation.

“Situation here includes all relevant factors in the environment, social conventions, and
the shared experience of the participants” (ibid: 28).

Quite contrasting to the formality of the descriptive system, the situation area is defined by
using commonsensical and rather unspecialized assessments. They refer literally to the
“unsistematized knowledge” about schools, classrooms and lessons, that would provide a re-
classification of grammatical categories into situational; namely, the labelling of an
interrogative “Can you shut the door” as a command and not as a question. It emerges a
notion of context as an external and rather independent feature from the speakers’ verbal

conduct. Thus, in order to re-classify an interrogative or a declarative as a command, very

similarly to the “felicity conditions” advocated by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969, 1976); it is

necessary to refer to a definite set of rules, or conditions, that need be satisfied, such as the

following (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: 27-34):

- the utterance contains a modal (can you read the first paragraph John?);
- the subject of the utterance is the addressee (see above);

- the action described by the verb is physically feasible (see above);

- the action 1s proscribed (What are you laughing at?);

- or somebody ought to have performed or completed and he hasn’t yet (the door is still
open).
Third, the descriptive apparatus is in line with the structural and combinatorial view of
language, whereby a spate of talk is disassembled into its components that are labelled as
separate items. Thus, in the table below, the coding provides a formal classification for the

utterances spoken, but does not tell us anything about the actions that people actually do with

reference to their reciprocal understanding.



57
#10
Classes Structure | Classes of
of move of move act
Opening | A group of people used symbols to do their | pre-head starter

writing. They used pictures instead of as we

write 1n words.

Do you know who those people were? elicitation

[’m sure you do. prompt

Joan. nomination

(ibid: 46)
That the focus on the structural properties of language and on the classification of
single items “tended to obscure the social relations of the environment it described” (Drew

and Heritage, 1992: p.15) becomes clearer if we compare the analysis provided for the two

extracts (10 and 11). In the following table, the subsequent requests performed by the pupil
are coded as elicitation acts within opening moves, exactly like the teacher’s utterance in

example 10 above, although very clearly they are produced to accomplish a completely

different type of action in each of the two sequences. Here I will supply only part of the

second example to be compared with the one above:

#11
move move act

Opening Sir. sel bid
(pupil) Sir. sel bid
Can I go to the toilet? head elicitation

*
(the teacher to shouldn’t have
another child f
Opening Sir. sel bid
(pupil) Can I go to the toilet?
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(ibid: 47)
For instance, is the teachers’ elicitation in fragment 10 used to do the same thing as the
elicitation produced by the pupil in 11? In both cases the interrogative utterance elicits a

verbal response, but is this sufficient to consider the two instances as accomplishing the same

act?

Forth, the sequential features of classroom interaction are overshadowed by the formal
and abstract classificatory concerns of the method. If we limit our attention to the exchange
level and, in particular, on those exchanges that are initiated by the teacher to elicit

information, we observe that the structure proposed by the model is based on a sequence of

three slots: Initiation, Response and Follow-up/Evaluation. Each slot is attributed to the
moves produced alternately by teacher and student: Opening, Answering and Follow-up. The
structure of each move is then described as a sequence of an initial part (pre-head), a medial
part (the head) and a terminal part (post-head), each then realized by acts. The head of the
opening move, that is its central part, works as a system providing four options: elicitation,
informative, directive or check. In order to provide a suitable description that would account
for all possible instances, other acts are included as components of the opening move. Thus,
the structure has a pre-head and a post-head slot realized by other acts such as “marker,
starter, prompt, clue ¢ nomination”. These are considered as mere options that may or may not
occur. Different courses of actions are thus viewed as mere optional trajectories, with no
linking relationships or sequential consequences with prior or talk, whether one choice or the
other is made. For instance, after the head of the opening move, there is a post-head, realized

by the prompt or/and the clue acts. These are indicated as optional acts, that might follow or
not the head of the move, without any consideration regarding the conditions that might

determine the arising of prompts after an elicitation, or the sequential relevancies of silence or

other actions that might be produced by pupils after the teacher’s elicitations. In the same



59

way, the other two moves of the triple structure (Answering and Follow-up), are described in

terms of items that occur in head and pre- or post-head position. Their being produced one

after the other, and what participants themselves make of each other’s production, does not

affect the classification of these elements and it is not treated as relevant by the researchers.

6. Purposes and overview of the research

The analysis provided here aims at demonstrating that a sequential approach to the
investigation on data uncovers a fairly more complex organization of the interaction in this
setting than the depiction provided by the I-R-E model. The linguistic concerns and the
speech-act-based approach is reflected in the hierarchical model of classes of acts, moves,

exchanges and transactions that fails to accommodate the social organization of the
interaction in a setting where questions, answers and evaluation turns are produced to

accomplish a number of institutionally relevant courses of actions. Sinclair and Coulthard’s
model is based on a repertoire of acts that are then combined in fixed patterns of exchange

types. The study presented here is in contrast to the basic assumptions underpinning the
description of classroom interaction as consisting of a list of self-contained triple sequences,
as devised by the Birmingham group, and which provides a model that substantially obscures
the investigation of larger sequences of actions where question and answer turns are produced
in the service of institutionally relevant actions. The investigation of Q-A sequences in the

talk that takes place in classroom teacher-led interaction is therefore relevant for a number of

ICasons.

The study, explores the construction of Q-A sequences as a mechanism designed to

accomplish speaker-change and to organize the participation opportunities for teachers and

pupils. One characteristic of the classroom setting in general, but which is most crucial in

these teacher-led sessions of talk, is the different organization in the distribution of



opportunities to talk among the parties. The I-R-E model envisages a system whereby,

normally, the teacher addresses one single pupil at a time. However, as emerges from the

scrutiny of data, participation patterns are various and changeable according to the

participants’ ends.
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On some occasions, the distribution of talk is organized among two parties: the teacher

on one side and the class on the other, with all the pupils’ incomings performed in unison, as

in extract 12:

#12 Roads PM:FZ:12b.geography

01 T LE STRA::DE € piu facile costruirle in monta:gna? o in
RO: :ADS is it easier to build them on the mou:ntains? or on

02 pianura
lawland

—> 03 Sts PIANU:::[RA::
LAW: s :LA[::ND

04 St (nu::ra:
[la:::nd

The production in unison of the answer in line 3 displays the organization of the pupils as one

party with all single pupils aggregated to align in the current activity of answering to the

teacher’s question (Schegloff, 1995). Sometimes, as illustrated in fragment 13 below, pupils

form 2 o 3 groups of respondent.

#13 The sunrise PM:FZ:22a:geography

01 T da che parte si LE::va il sole <{[{SVEGLIA:::,
where from does the sun RI::se <[ WAKE U:::P,

—» 02 Sts [a::

—> 03 Sts a e::[st
from ea[::st

- 04 Sts fa: e::[st

05 T [a etisteii:? (.)
[from ea:s:st::? (.)

est
[fro::m east

e
as
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As clearly visible in lines 2 to 4, pupils form 3 groups, each responding in unison, but
deployed as slightly delayed in comparison to the group that answers before.

However, the turn next to a question can be allocated to a single pupil. The following
extract is one example of this practice:
#14 PM:FZ:12: geography

0l T alo’ Tne::lla figura numero TU::NO:: s,
no’ Ti::n picture number TO: : :NE,

02 (0.6)

—> 03 T MA:rcCo: lch’e mo:lto atte:nto::

P

MA:rco: +who's ve:ry atte:nti::ve

MA:rco: tho's-paying very much atte:ntion

04 (1.2)

05 T MI  TSAI dire un elemento (.) umanizza:to
to me(YOU)can say an element humanized

fcAN YOU tell me a (.) man-ma:de element

06 (1.8)

07 T dciod antropizza:to
lthat is (ADJ.DER.from Greek: anthropos)

08 (0.6)

09 St 1le: le case
the: the houses

10 T TLE Jdca::SE::
the houses

JHOU: :SE::S
The teacher launches the forthcoming question (lines 5-6) in line 1; after a quite extended
pause (line 2), the selection is performed. In line 3 the naming of the selected pupil 1s
followed by a second turn component unit (TCU hereafter) alluding ironically to the lack of
attention on Marco’s side. On these circumstances, the distribution of talk is also organized
among two parties, but quite differently from the former occurrences, each party is composed
of one single person. Furthermore, the remaining pupils that are nevertheless present and

maintain their own availability towards their own verbal involvement (Goffman, 1963), are
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indeed addressed as a third party at different levels, as has been explored in the course of this

study.

Thus, as illustrated so far, teachers can select one single next speaker by nominating
him, as in the fragment above, or they can address and select the whole group of students

through different practices inherent to the verbal construction of the turn. But they may even

address a selected recipient for one precise answer, as in example 15 below:

#15 The harbour PM:FZ:12a:geography

01 T IL, PO::RTO DICE LUI,
THE HAR::BOUR HE SAYS,

02 (0.4)

03 T alo’a ngs'é ‘lpo::rto?

now Twhat’s the ha::rbour?
( (indicating Luca with the hand, but looking at the class))

04 (0.8)/((T. keeps her gaze above the head of the children, children raise
their hand) )

-—>» 05 T llo diciamo a Maurizio
lshall we tell Maurizio ((bending slightly towards Luca))

06 (0.4)
Mau. 07 St io lo so
I know it
08 T alo’ Tcos’é il po::rto secondo voi

now Twhat’s the har::bour for you®
( {she gazes upwards towards the end of the turn))

In line 1 the teacher repeats some prior answer provided by the pupil named Luca to a
former request to nominate artificial items (man-made) in a picture representing a marine
landscape. In the question that follows (line 3) there is no verbal selection of the next speaker;

moreover, the raising of the hands (line 4) displays that the pupils understand the teacher’s
non-verbal behaviour as addressing the whole class. However, before proceeding to the

selection of the pupil which will answer to the question, the teacher produces the turn in line 5

5 ¢You’ here translates ‘voi’, that is the second person plural pronoun, used to address the whole class.
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where one pupil is nominated as the favoured recipient of the forthcoming answer. In this
case, three parties are involved in the interaction: the teacher, as a questioner, addresses the
question to the whole class (respondent) and identifies a single pupil as recipient. On other

occasions the selection of a single respondent also determines three-party organization, but
with a different distribution of the participants with reference to the parties: the questioner,

the respondent and the overhearing audience. A number of distinctive features in the
construction of talk in classrooms show the participants’ orientation towards an organization
of the interaction where the whole class as a third party - the overhearing audience- plays a
determinant role in the organization of Q-A sequences in this setting (see Chapters 2, 3, 4, and
6).

The few instances we have considered so far show that the selection procedure can be
performed through a number of addressing practices that include (1) the naming of one pupil,
(2) various features inherent the verbal construction of the questioning turn (directives,
interrogative types, sub-sentential interrogative clauses, appended questions, unfinished
utterances, etc.’), and (3) non verbal behaviour such as, gazing at the selected pupils, pointing

fo the person. These are not just different options that speakers have at their disposal, but are
choices connected to the precise course of action that participants are engaged in, and linked
to prior actions as conditional relevant, and embodying distinctively institutional concerns
The sequential approach of the study aims at understanding what Q-A sequences are
used to do; what courses of actions are achieved. The analysis of the practices that teachers

and pupils methodically use to achieve their purposes within the constraints of Q-A sequences

will shed light on some of the distinctive features of pedagogic discourse in institutional

settings.

M

" These issues are dealt with in Chap.2, 3 and 4.



64

Chapter 2 and 3 focus on the features of questioning turns. Starting from a survey of
teacher/pupils turn transition, recurrent turn constructions are identified. The adequacy of the
interrogative syntactic patterns - as they are devised according to the tradition of grammatical
description — to provide a full account of how questioning is accomplished in the classroom is

discussed. The results of a second approach to the data, from a perspective giving greater

prominence to sequence organization, are illustrated with reference to the underlying
assumptions on pupil’s access to knowledge. In Chapter 3 I describe two main strategies and
their connected practices that are used by teachers to instruct pupils on the ‘correct’ answer.
These considerations are then embedded in the analysis of the dynamics of a broader
instruction sequence. Chapter 4 is entirely dedicated to one practice whereby teachers create a
favourable environment for pupils to provide collaborative completion of unfinished teachers’

utterances. In Chapter 5 the focus shifts to the exploration of the strategies used by pupils to
arrive at the ‘correct’ answer. Answering questions implies the deployment of conversational
competences which enable pupils to analyse prior talk and the requirements of teachers’
questions. Finally, in Chapter 6, I will show how answers are acknowledged and evaluated in
the classroom by the teacher and the pupils as member of the overhearing audience. Very
often this activity involves the production of sequences where pupils other than the selected

recipient initiate repair, comment on the answer, produce claims of knowledge, and generally

participate actively in the activity of evaluating the answer.
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Chapter 2
How teachers build recognizable questioning turns:

The format of teachers’ questioning turns and their sequential consequences

1. Introduction: The centrality of questioning in teaching

The teachers’ questioning of students is a central feature of classroom interaction.

Besides the vast range of studies that have focused on teachers’ questions, the centrality of
questioning in teaching is reflected also in the criticism to this pedagogic style. Since when
the first systematic observations of classroom interaction were conducted, criticism has been

raised with regards to the frequency and the type of questions that teachers ask of students.

Edwards and Westgate (1987) summarize this judgement as follows:

“In traditional whole-class teaching, teachers did most of the talking, decided who else
was to talk, and normally evaluated what pupils were required or permitted to say

(Friedrich, 1982). [...] Teacher asks very large numbers of questions, most of which
elicited factual and brief answers rather than any extended display of reasoning (Hunter,

1972; Hargie, 1978) This tendency persisted even where more ‘open’ forms of

questioning were indicated by the innovative curriculum being transmitted (Eggleston et
al., 1976)” (p.83)

While it is widely recognized that the education of a new generation is accomplished by
interacting and talking with learners, the ways in which talk is shaped for pedagogic purposes
at home and in the class varies across societies, social groups or settings. The method

whereby adults ask questions of younger learners through an “interactive and interventional

style” 1s the norm in European and American middle-class cultures (Mercer, 1995: p.22;

Erickson, 1982: p. 162).

As 1]lustrated in a number of ethnographic research (Heath, 1983; Philips, 1972 and

1983; Ochs, 1982; Rogoff, 1990; Ochs and Schieffelin, 1983), other communities have
different approaches to what is relevant to teach children and the ways in which this task is
accomplished. The use of questions as a distinct character of most Western societies,

therefore, reflects the central role that questioning has in teaching practices in our society.
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I will briefly refer to a selection of studies on classroom interaction which have focused
on teachers’ questions. These can be referred to as the coding tradition, the linguistic
approach, and the ethnographic approaches. This review 1s not intended to be exhaustive.
The intention here is to highlight the basis whereby questioning has been considered a

prominent discourse strategy in classroom.

a) The coding tradition:
The frequency of Q-A sequences has been widely reported since the earlier studies on

classroom interaction and still is considered a fundamental feature of classroom discourse
(Flanders, 1970; Galton, Simon and Croll, 1980; Dillon, 1988; Wragg et al., 1998; Galton et
al., 1999; Nassaj and Wells, 2000; Baumtfield and Mroz, 2002; Nystrand et al., 2003;

Hellerman, 2003).

Earlier studies, which began to flourish during the1960s, consisted of coding systems of
analysing verbal interaction in the classroom. These employed systematic observation
methods based on pre-defined coding schedules. The focus was mostly on verbal interaction,
and predominantly on the teacher’s verbal behaviour in traditionally-led classes. Through the
use of observational schedules, the researcher established a correlation between actual talk
and the functional categories, which were defined in advance and supplied to the researcher
before entering the class. The claim was to code classroom interaction through systematic and
objective observation methods. Using these systems researchers would expect to measure the
frequency of what the observer counted as ‘questions’, ‘directions’, ‘opinions’, ‘accepting’,
etc. These coding methods made possible extended surveys and aimed at quantitative

analyses.

According to these studies, questions constitute one of the most frequently represented

categories and cover between 11 and 12 per cent of teacher talk (Wragg et al., 1998).
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Questions, therefore, represented a central issue for researchers. Gall (1970) reports that “at

least 11 classification systems have been proposed in recent years” (p.708) to code and group
teachers’ questions. In their exploration of questions, researchers were mostly concerned to
establish a correlation between questions and the cognitive processes which were required in
order to answer. The main preoccupation of these studies was to examine the cognitive

demands on pupils on one hand, and to assess and improve the effectiveness of teaching
methodology, on the other. So, for instance, questions were coded and grouped according to
whether students were expected to provide evaluation and judgements, locate information,
remember, etc. Since the appearance of the first studies in the 1960s, projects based on coding

classroom interaction have continued to proliferate and, consequently, categories have

multiplied.

This systematic observational tradition underwent an energetic criticism in the 1970s
(Hamilton and Delamont, 1974; Coulthard, 1975; Walker and Adelman, 1975), which

“argued for more attention to be paid to the then neglected ethnographic tradition” (Delamont

and Hamilton, 1984: p.5). Criticism emphasized as weaknesses of the coding tradition its
quantitative and normative concerns, the emphasis on overt behaviour, the focus on categories
rather than on actual talk, the absence of contextual data, which resulted in lack of reliability

of the system itself. In the early 1970s classroom interaction has become a field for linguistics

oriented approaches and ethnographic studies.

b) The linguistic approach:

The linguistic approach developed within the field of discourse analysis and, as was

outlined in the previous chapter, was carried out by a group of researchers at the University of

Birmingham between 1970 and 1972 (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975). Based on speech act

theory, and mostly concerned with the relationship between form and function, they focused



68

on classroom interaction because it was considered a more structured type of interaction than
desultory conversation.

They devised a descriptive apparatus that included a close set of options for participants,
either with regard to single acts, and possible sequential patterns (moves and exchanges) that
could be produced through talk in the course of the lesson. Quite central in the model are the

units of the first level:

“The units at the lowest rank of discourse are acts and correspond most nearly to the

grammatical unit clause, but when we describe an item as an act we are doing something
very different from when we describe it as a clause. Grammar is concerned with the

formal properties of an item, discourse with the functional properties, with what the
speaker is using the item for. The four sentence types, declarative, interrogative,
imerative, and moodless, realize twenty-one discourse acts, many of them specialized and

some quite probably classroom-specific” (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975: 27-28).
Despite the fact that one of the major concerns of the project was the distinction of the

two analytical levels of grammar and discourse, the characterization of acts, as provided
above, conveys the 1dentification of actions with grammatical categories, such as: clause,

declaratives, interrogatives, etc. This is further confirmed in the following definition of acts:

“The lowest rank of the discourse scale overlaps with the top of the grammar scale.

Discourse acts are typically one free clause, plus any subordinate clauses, but there are

certain closed classes where we can specify almost all the possible realizations which
consist of single words and groups” (ibid.: 24).

So, if acts overlaps with clauses, moves overlaps with sentences.
Indeed, this outcome isn’t so surprising 1f we consider that the model adopted by the

Birmingham group to analyze data was originally devised in the field of structural linguistics.
Thus, not only the number of actions is a finite set, but each act is realized by one single
speaker, and is associated with minimal units of language, such as classes of sentences or
clauses, and closed groups of words. The definition provided below of the evaluation act has
these features:

“Realized by statements and tag questions including words and phrases such as ‘good’,

‘interesting’, ‘team point’, commenting on the quality of the reply, react or initiation, also
by ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘good’, ‘fine’, with a high fall intonation, and repetition of the pupil’s
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-~ reply with either high fall (positive), or a rise of any kind (negative evaluation)” (Sinclair
and Coulthard, 1975: 43).

The listing of the lexical items that are described as accomplishing evaluation implies

that speakers have alternative and interchangeable options: positive and negative
evalution being realized just by chaﬁging ‘yes’ with ‘no’ or ‘good’ with ‘bad’,
depending on the judgement whether ;he answer is right or wrong.

The major concerns for classification and coding of language forms, rather than
on the sequential organization of the particpants’ social conduct is also evidenced in the
definition of moves. Concerns regarding features of talk connected with the positioning
of items are involved (1) in the definition of moves with reference to their deployment
in the exchange: whether initial (opening), medial (answering) or terminal (follow-up),
and (2) in the description of the deployment of the elements in the structure of each
move: starter, pre-head, head, post-head. However, as transpires from the very naming

of each item, these refer mainly to the criteria of an ordered list of linguistic items,

rather than on the complexities associated with the relationships and the relevancies

connected with the interplay of actions in interaction.

c) The ethnographic tradition:

Among the studies wﬁich developed along the ethnographic tradition, the vast majority
have acknowledged the predominance of the IRE sequence and the predominance of teacher-
student exchanges which are initiated with a question (Mehan, 1979; Shuy, 1988; ﬁMcHoul,
1978 and 1990). I would like to recall that this is not intended to be a complete survey of the
studies which have developed in the field. My concérn here is mainly the treatment of
questions. In this regard, it is worth noticing that, also in more ethnographically oriented

reserach, the IRE model is assumed as one of the most typical features of classroom
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interaction. Furthermore, when question-types come to be further specified, the main criteria

for coding questions are the following:

- the interrogative format (Shuy, 1988: p.123);

- the cognitive processes involved in answering (Green, Weade and Graham, 1988: 42,

table 5);

- the distribution of knowledge among speaker and recipients conceived in terms of
‘real’ / ‘known-answer questions’ (Nystrand et al., 2003).
From this brief survey, we might conclude that, while recognition of the importance of

questioning in pedagogic discourse has led researchers to focus on questions as a key factor in
the interaction between teacher and pupils in instructional sequences, on the other hand the

main tendency remains that of describing questions in terms of grammatical features, or in
relation to the cognitive processes they are supposed to promote and develop in learners,
rather than to provide a description of how questions and answers are dealt by participants as
embodying an order of mutual social participation.

My concemns here are not to express a position against or in favour of teachers’ questions
with reference to their frequency or type, but rather to acknowledge questioning as a central

feature of instructional sequences and to investigate the manner in which questions are

constructed so as to be recognized by teachers and students as constitutive of pedagogic work.

2. Interrogatives, questions and questioning: form and action

Quite differently from other categories —for instance, answers- questions can be located
‘grammatically’, they have a form and can be paralinguistically described. Thus, as observed
by Sacks, “we can talk about ‘asking questions’ and identify some objects as ‘a question’”
(Sacks, 1992: vol.1: 49). Any speaker would therefore instinctively associate some definite

linguistic features to the action of questioning, in the sense of seeking information.
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Grammatical features are thus implicitly used to define a category of action, and consequently
to establish the existence of a one-to-one relationship between grammar and action.

In line with this grammatical perspective, one way to approach the task of describing
what is a question in my data and account for its recognizabilty would be that of selecting

instances of questions in teacher talk on the basis of the grammatical form of utterances. As

mentioned above, from a general point of view and by common sense, the action of
questioning is commonly regarded as having a special and direct connection with the

interrogative format. However, the relation between syntax and action is by no means so

clear.

The fact that grammar is a fundamental resource for the construction of recognizable
turns at talk has been widely demonstrated in a number of studies in the field of conversation

analysis. (Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson, 1974; Frankel, 1983; Heritage and Roth, 1995;

Lemner, 1991 and 1996; Schegloff, Ochs and Thompson, 1996; Raymond, 2000; Clayman and
Heritage, 2002). For instance, in their study of the news interview, Heritage and Roth (19