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Abstract

This paper presents initial findings from a study of teacher talk (TT) in English Language secondary
school classes in Saudi Arabia. The study focuses on the role of TT in English language lessons, it also
investigates how TT is affected by cultural and educational factors and approaches to teaching and
whether TT hinders or helps students’ language outputs. The study takes a socio-cultural perspective
draws on a framework developed by Cullen (2002). The data was gathered through classroom
observations and recordings of 18 EFL secondary teachers in Hafr Albatin (a region in Saudi Arabia)
and interviews with the teachers. This study has identified that the IRF (initiation, response, feedback)
is a common sequence in Saudi EFL classroom; the analysis focuses on the F —move and uses Cullen’s
analytical approach to make a distinction between the discoursal and evaluative roles. This paper will
present an overview of the way teacher talk takes place in the Saudi secondary classrooms and will
show examples of where teacher talk promotes dialogue and in contrast, where teachers restrict
opportunities for student output. The study makes some recommendations that may help teachers
improve pedagogical talk in their classrooms also, and consequently improves students’
conversational skills. Due to the need to develop high proficiency among students, this study supports
the argument that TT is one of the key issues that help students developing high proficiency.

Keywords: Teacher talk, F-moves discoursal function, F-moves evaluative function, Saudi Arabia
English teaching context.

INTRODUCTION

In an EFL context, it is rare to find ‘learning without teaching’ (Incegay 2010), both are
inextricably linked. One of the ways to investigate teaching is learning is through an analysis of
Teacher Talk (TT). TT plays a crucial role in developing student language outputs and it potentially
helps students develop high proficiency. Therefore, it is a topic that has been extensively
investigated. Studies by, Gibbons (2002, 2009), Mercer (2002, 2008), Van Lier (2001) and several
other researchers in the field have asserted that effective TT is essential for improving students’
dialogic skills in foreign language classrooms.

Walsh (2002) further demonstrates that teachers’ language use may construct or obstruct the
learning process in classrooms. This aspect of TT is crucial for this study as the only opportunity for
most Saudi EFL students to practise English is in their classrooms (Hamad, 2013; Khan, 2015; Liton,
2013). Very few studies incorporate the sociocultural aspects of TT, with this in mind, Cullen (2002)
focuses specifically on the functions of the F-move implemented by the teacher. The F-move, usually
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known as ‘“follow-up’ or ‘feedback’ move, establishes the third part of the cycle Initiate-Response-
Follow-up (IRF) in classroom exchanges (Sinclair & Brazil, 1985).

Studies of TT in the Saudi Arabian high school EFL context have not yet been conducted. A few
studies that have been done on the role of dialogue or positive teacher talk reflects the need for
more deep research in this field of TT as well as the dialogic interaction between a teacher and his
students (Al-ghamdi 2015; Al-Otaibi 2004; Alanazi 2011). Therefore, this paper aims to fill in this gap
in the literature through an exploration of teachers’ language use in EFL secondary school classes in
the Saudi context. This study uses Cullen’s (2002) analytical framework, to focus specifically on the
evaluative and discoursal functions of the F-move performed by teachers.

In the Saudi Arabia context, students do not regularly achieve the goals of what the education
system hopes to meet in terms of spoken English language proficiency. This is especially true with
regard to the fulfilment of the new 2030 vision. Currently Saudi Arabia is undergoing a huge political,
economic, social and educational transformation. The educational transformation is clearly apparent
by the increase in the number of students going overseas to The U.S, UK, Canada or Australia for
overseas studies. This movement is regarded as innovative due to the reinforcement from the Saudi
government’s huge scholarship program (Ministry of education 2016). English language is
increasingly used in business, economics and international relations. Therefore, in order to achieve
the goals of education, EFL teaching now begins from 4th grade level in elementary schools.

EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia are generally Saudis who either hold at least a Bachelor degree in
the English major or equivalent degrees from other countries. However, a minority of schools also
employ non-Saudis English teachers from other countries such as Egypt. Arabic is the language of
instruction for all subjects except English subject (Alresheed, 2008). English Language is taught as a
foreign language across Saudi Arabia. English classrooms suffer from many constraints Al-Seghayer
(2013, 2014) and students’ oral skills are relatively weak due to a number of reasons such as low
motivation, inadequate teaching aids, unqualified teachers and inappropriate teaching methods
(Alresheed, 2008 & Fareh, 2010). In addition to that, some of constraints from students’ perspective
are lack of exposure to the English language and social-cultural barriers impacting particularities of
TT and students’ dialogic skills.

The conceptual framework of this study relies on the social-cultural learning and the importance
of interaction as the centre of learning by (Vygotsky, 1978). Children learn from the interaction with
the society as well as the cultural interactions, whether with their peers or with the help of others
they may learn more. Therefore, Vygotsky brings the role of the social cultural interactions and the
assistance that children experience to support learning. He indicates that social interaction
represents a critical role in the process of cognitive development. This research has drawn on studies
that have investigated TT, in particular Cullens’ (2002) analytical framework which focuses on the
follow- up (F) move to see how TT limits or encourages students’ dialogic skills and also to see how
students would respond to different moves.

METHODS

A total of 18 secondary schools EFL teachers participated in this research. They hold Saudi
Arabia or Egypt nationalities, and teach the English Language in the Hafr Albatin province. They have
similar linguistic backgrounds, but their experiences and qualifications are different. The
participants’ ages are between 24 to 57 years old. Students attend classrooms where English is
taught as a foreign language. None of the students have any contact or exposure with English
language communities; this means students’ exposure to the English Language is solely in the
classroom. Forty five-minutes lectures of the 18 teachers were audio-recorded.

This study employed a qualitative case study approach. This method was chosen as this study is
an exploratory study, and emerging themes resulted from the thematic data analysis (Yin, 1994;
Ryan & Bernard, 2003). For the purposes of this research, the collected data were analysed by means
of discourse analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

There are three main foci in this study, namely 1) the role of TT, 2) the impact of socio-cultural
educational approaches on TT, 3) whether TT hinders or helps students’ language outputs. These
three foci are elaborated systematically and discussed in detail in this section.
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The first is the role of TT in English language lessons as outlined by Cullen (2002) with F-Moves
(discoursal or evaluative). Drawing upon the data, there were three major types of TT identified in
the lessons: F-Move Discoursal Repetition, F-Move Evaluative, and F-Move Discoursal Elaboration
(see Table 1 below).

Table 1. Identified TTs in English language lessons.

No. Types of TT Frequency

1. F-Move Discoursal Repetition 110
F-Move Evaluative 65

3. F-Move Discoursal Elaboration 39

The transcriptions representing three types of TT are as follows:

Extract 1:
41 T: | am fifteen years old, ha S: Ilike football
42 T: |like football, ha S: lam Saudi
43 T: I am Saudi S: lam from Saudi Arabia
44 T: | am from Saudi Arabia S: Istudy...
45 T: | study well now, if you have a lot of S: Dubai

money and want to travel. Which
country do you want to travel to?
46 T: Very good, Dubai

Extract 1 exemplifies the TT is identified as F-Move Discoursal Repetition. The teacher kept
continuously repeated what the student said. There was no evaluative role in the interaction, and
the teacher seemed to use this type of TT merely to control teacher-learner interaction.

Extract 2:
180 T: | am study English. Is it right? S1: No
S$2: No
181 T: Is it right? S1: No
182 T: | am what? S:  Studying
183 T: Again, again S: Iam studying English
184 T: Yeah

Extract 2 shows the TT is identified as F-Move Evaluative. The teacher expects the correct
language expression from the student in this interaction. This is indicated by the three confirmatory
questions checking whether the expression is correct or not. The interaction focuses on a grammar
structure, namely the Present Continuous Tense.

Extract 3:

221 T: ... What should you do to be a good S1: Be polite
man? Student 17

222 T: To be polite. What you do to be S1:Excuse (meant forgive people)
polite?

223 T: ... How can you be polite? What is S2:Help
the meaning
of being polite? Respect others
perhaps. Student 2?

224 T: Help who? S2: Other people

225 T: Excellent. Help others. S3: Give them flower...
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Extract 3 illustrates the TT is identified as F-Move Discoursal Elaboration. The teacher repeats
what the student says, and develops the ideas of talk simultaneously. The teacher engages the
students in the conversation. The students also take part into the interaction without being afraid of
making errors as there is no evaluative function in this TT.

From data analysis in these three extracts, TT plays three major roles in second language
lessons: 1) control teacher-learner interaction, 2) manage classroom interaction by linguistic
demonstration, and 3) promoting dialogic talk. These three roles are indicated in the three extracts,
which are situated in larger and more encompassing sociocultural contexts.

Secondly, predominant speech habit and freedom of student voices are the most influential
cultural aspects impacting the nature of TT. Both are entrenched in Saudi culture within the family
unit. Students are accustomed to being passive, and only take on roles as listeners. Parents rarely ask
for their children’s opinions due to parental speech domination. Since teachers are regarded as
representing parents at schools, the same phenomenon is likely to impact on TT as shown in the
following extracts.

Extract 4:

MAM (Initials stand for the participant teacher): ‘I think students also are affected by their
families, especially their father’s authority or parental domination. This is the main authority
I guess even though teachers’ authority is limited only inside the classroom’.

Reduction of teacher-centeredness unfortunately cannot be used as a way to stimulate more
student participation in classroom verbal discourse. This finding is affected the interplay between TT
and Teacher Role in classroom teaching. These teachers have to prioritise employing teacher
authority role over TT due to technical issues, including unconducive learning environment and
disturbing student behaviour. Gradually, these situations raise some misconceptions from teachers
in realising TT in their teaching contexts even though they realise the significance of TT in English
language learning.

Extract 5:

SAB (Initials stand for the participant teacher): ‘The students’ behaviour also affects and is
affected by the teacher talk especially for teacher authority because a teacher needs to
deliver a lesson within a particular time so he needs to be aware of that. Also, the authority
should not prevent from humour and good atmosphere for learning. The teacher should give
chances for students to talk and participate with a low level of authority’.

Evident in the narratives is the implication that the teachers are forced to choose to implement
either TT or teacher authority. The dynamics of these two interacting constructs occurs on a daily
basis. A shared-role of teacher authority can be the solution; yet attention must be paid to managing
classroom verbal discourse simultaneously. Otherwise, the classroom will not benefit from arbitrary
and unorganised interactions.

Thirdly, TT hinders or helps depending on how learners can notice the potential gap between
their current capacity level and the target level (Negueruela, 2008). TT is not the only means of
increasing the portion of verbal discourse from teachers or teacher talking time (TTT), but also one
must consider the quality of TT and inferential questions, feedback on content or form, and the
amount of waiting time (Thornbury, 1996).

From the whole nature of TT in this study, TT is not the most significant due to the lack of
teachers’ interactional awareness of TT along with the nature of feedback and inferential questions.
Nevertheless, these instances of TT have admittedly encouraged learners’ participation into
classroom interaction.

The proportion of F-Move Discoursal Repetition is apparently the most prevalent compared to
the other types. It is also known as teacher echo when it amplifies positive student contribution,
whereas the negative version interrupts the flow of discourse (Walsh, 2002). One the one hand, the
former was highly appreciated because the TT accentuates learners’ contributions. On the other
hand, such repetitions could hinder learning potential because it could restrict learners’ further
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involvement. In many instances, the rationales for performing this type of TT are unclear. Some
learners are not aware that TT is a kind of facilitative means to promote more student talk.

Similarly F-Move Evaluative does not optimise its function on facilitating dialogic interaction, but
on modelling ideal language production. Its function is beneficial to learners in focused-on-form via
displaying the error and showecasing the corrected expression. However, the teachers do not
succeed in maintaining the flow of conversation, developing the ideas, and leading to learner uptake
(Gass & Mackey, 2006). It is due to the nature of form-focused feedback that places more attention
on form instead of meaning. Meaning-focused feedback is less valued in F-Move Evaluative than
form-focused feedback.

In contrast with the previous two types of F-Moves, F-Move Discoursal Elaboration works
meaningfully within teacher-learner interaction. One of the most salient features is the presence of
inferential questions leading to TT. Inferential questions require learners to think more creatively
because responses are not expected and unpredictable (Nunan & Richards, 1990). These questions
steer authentic classroom interaction in target language settings and questions actually occurred at
F-Move Discoursal Repetition, but only to a minor degree. Another positive feature is that this TT has
no evaluative role and tends to be error-tolerant, which is constructive for learners in this specific
teaching context.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, there are three major types of TT identified and analysed in this study. Despite the
lack of teachers’ interactional awareness of ZPD with feedback and inferential questions, TT
encourages learners’ participation. However, there are still some areas for improvement, particularly
in setting up a positive environment in the English teaching classroom and calling for TT with
strengthened interactional awareness among these teachers via professional teacher education.
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