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Abstract 
 

The following research paper investigates the types of teacher 
talk in the context of less commonly taught languages present in the 
teaching practice of three student instructors who are teaching 
Russian and Mandarin to young members of the community in 
Bloomington, IN. The classes were offered through a project that 
was founded by the Center for the Study of Global Change in 
cooperation with other Title VI National Resource Centers, 
Language Departments and the School of Education at Indiana 
University, Bloomington. Findings suggest that the instructors use a 
variety of display questions and evaluative feedback. Since the 
student instructors are a part of the project on a voluntary basis, they 
have motivation to help students learn the language as well as 
improve their own teaching through debriefing sessions and training 
provided by the project. The ethnographic methods used for the 
purpose of this research helped gauge student instructors’ awareness 
of their own teaching practices and specifically, features of teacher 
talk. 
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               Introduction 
 

Teacher talk in language classrooms is an area of ongoing 
interest for many teacher educators, researchers, and teachers in 
general. Observing, identifying, and analyzing the most salient 
features of teacher talk that help learners master the target language 
are aspects that are worth examining at a greater depth due to several 
reasons. First, learners benefit from modified teacher talk as by 
grading the language and providing appropriate feedback and 
encouragement we help learners become more successful language 
learners. Second, teachers become more aware of their own teacher 
talk and especially of the type of teacher talk that is conducive to 
spoken and written production by their students. Third, by 
discovering the strengths and areas for improvement, we help 
teachers develop professionally. Conducting research with this kind 
of focus is aimed at helping teachers become more effective 
educators as well as assisting them in the process of maximizing 
student talk and minimizing teacher talk. Also, it helps teachers 
enhance the quality of their teacher talk by raising their awareness of 
what works well in their classroom. A good lesson does not 
necessarily mean a lesson in which students talk most of the time, but 
rather one in which they are given clear instructions, appropriate 
feedback, and encouragement in a structured way. Incorporating 
comprehensible input and constructive feedback are some of the 
features of good teacher talk that teachers should strive to achieve. 
Research that involves student instructors within the Bridges: Children, 
Languages, World project (https://sites.google.com/site/bridges 
childrenlanguagesworld/home) provides an insight into their 
perceptions about their own teacher talk. Moreover, it shows to what 
extent their perceived teacher talk matches the observed, i.e. real 
teacher talk. The aim of this research is to investigate effectiveness of 
teacher talk in the context of less-commonly taught languages 
(LCTLs) through the Bridges: Children, Languages, World project.  
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1.                                  Literature review 

1.1 The concept of teacher talk 
 
Teacher talk is an important aspect of classroom management 

that may have a positive or negative impact on student performance 
in foreign language (FL) classrooms. According to Richards and 
Schmidt (2010), teacher talk is the “variety of language sometimes 
used by teachers when they are in the process of teaching” (p.588). 
Since one of the crucial parts of a teacher’s job is to get students to 
use the language they are learning, it is worth investigating the types 
and amount of teacher talk in those language classrooms. Moreover, 
teacher talk affects the overall acquisition of the language taught and 
some of its features may contribute to comprehensible input (i.e., 
teacher language that is slightly above students’ current linguistic 
competence) (Krashen, 1985; Nguyen, 2007). Comprehensible input 
becomes intake only when students’ affective filter (i.e., motivational 
and emotional aspects) is lowered (Nguyen, 2007). Harmer (2001) 
makes a parallel between the language teachers use with the language 
parents use and he refers to rough-tuning as “that unconscious 
simplification which both parents and teachers make” (p.3). Long 
and Porter (1985) refer to the same concept as modified speech or 
foreigner talk and provide a list of its features including shorter 
utterances, higher- frequency vocabulary, slower rate of delivery as 
well as clearer articulation.  

 
One of the features of teacher talk that is frequently 

addressed in the literature is the amount of teacher talk. Various 
authors (Harmer, 2001; Richards & Lockhart, 1994) provide a range 
of different suggestions related to the quantity of teacher talk. Some 
of them stipulate that teachers should reduce their teacher talking 
time (TTT) as much as possible. Their rationale for this perspective is 
associated with the amount of student talking time (STT). Thus, TTT 
should be brought to minimum so that students have more 
opportunities to talk during class time. According to Harmer (2001), 
one of the qualities of a good teacher is to maximize STT and 
minimize TTT (p.4). However, some of the more recent research 
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(Lei, 2009; van Lier, 2001; Walsh, 2002) addresses the issue of teacher 
talking time from a different perspective. Namely, the assumption is 
that instead of quantity of TTT, the focus should be on its quality. In 
order to do so, Walsh (2002) proposes to view the language 
classroom as a context in itself, “jointly created and defined by the 
participants: the teachers and learners” (p.4). Moreover, he refers to 
the importance of teacher’s goal for a single lesson and the extent to 
which it matches the teaching aim, the pedagogical purpose and the 
language use. When all these aspects are in line, there are more 
learning opportunities for students. 

 
Another important aspect of teacher talk is the use of 

learners’ first language in the language classrooms. This issue has 
been a part of an ongoing debate and various authors provide 
opposing points of view related to it. On the one hand, the adherents 
of exclusive use of the second language (L2) (Chambers, 1991; 
Halliwell and Jones, 1991; Macdonald, 1993) claim that 
second/foreign language learners do not need to understand 
everything that the teacher says and that switching to their L1 impairs 
the entire learning process. Moreover, for most of the foreign 
language learners the FL classroom is the only place where they get 
exposure to L2. By using L1 the teachers are limiting learners’ 
exposure to L2 and thus, hindering the learning process. In their 
study, Kim and Elder (2005) reported that due to lack of 
opportunities for maximizing the L2, the potential for meaningful 
communication among students was limited. Gearon (1998) and 
Cain, Briane and Morgan (1998) make a strong claim that when the 
use of L1 in FL classrooms is accepted, one cannot draw the line and 
define when it is appropriate to use L2. On the other hand, the 
opposing pool of authors approves L1 use as they believe it facilitates 
the learning process. For example, Harbord (1992) acknowledges that 
there is a humanistic need to switch to students’ L1 but, at the same 
time, teachers need to be careful so as not to undermine the creative 
construct learning process. Additionally, codeswitching, the act of 
moving back and forth between two languages (Riehl, 2005; Shay, 
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2015), may be seen as a positive (Cantone, 2007; Meisel, 1994) or a 
negative phenomenon (Chaudron, 1988; Lightbown, 2001).  

 
Turnbull and Arnett (2002) examine the use of L1 and L2 and 

state that L1 deserves a place in the foreign language classroom. 
Cook (2001) specifically emphasizes occasions when teachers should 
use L1. Those include instances when clarifying grammar, organizing 
tasks, dealing with discipline issues, and during tests.  

 
The concept of communicativeness in classroom interactions 

is elaborated by Thornbury (1996). He lists referential questions, 
feedback on content, wait time, and learner-initiated interaction as 
features of communicative classroom talk. Nunan (1987) and 
Kumaradivelu (1993) note that communicative classes may not in fact 
be very communicative as some teachers are not creating 
opportunities for meaningful interaction. Cazden (2001) considers 
classrooms as complex social systems with multiple agendas within 
them. Additionally, she lists speaking rights, the teacher’s role, and 
speech style as important discourse features in classrooms. 

 
Several different language uses (e.g. giving directions, 

providing feedback, giving encouragement, correcting errors etc.) 
constitute teacher talk. Cullen (2002) emphasizes the importance of 
providing both evaluative and discoursal types of feedback as the two 
influence the learning in different ways. In addition, Richards (2006) 
refers to the earlier widely used Initiation- Response- Follow-up 
(IRF) pattern, as a challenge for communicative language teachers. 
The choice of questions (i.e. the use of referential or display 
questions) the teacher uses as a part of the follow-up largely 
influences the genuine communicative nature of the student- teacher 
interaction (Lynch, 1991). Thus, Cullen (2002) refers to the use of the 
reformulation, elaboration, comment, repetition, and responsiveness 
as features of effective follow-up. Pace and increased wait time may 
lead to “pronounced changes” in student-teacher interaction 
(Cazden, 2001).  
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Similarly to the current study, use of teacher talk and its 
effects on children’s play with objects and peers were investigated by 
Wilcox-Herzog and Kontos (1998). By examining levels of teacher 
talk that were linked to child functioning they came to a conclusion 
that reflected Vygotsky’s philosophy, i.e. teacher talk should be 
“geared to the needs of the child, regardless of specific level of talk” 
(p.42).  

 
1.2 Teachers’ awareness 
 

Teachers’ awareness and beliefs about their own teacher talk 
is another crucial aspect related to the effectiveness of teacher talk in 
foreign language classrooms. Borg (2003) defines teacher cognition as 
“the unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching- what teachers 
know, believe and think” (p.81). Determining their beliefs and 
perceptions is the initial step in the awareness raising process. Walsh 
(2006) refers to reflective practices and professional dialogue as 
important means in the process of awareness raising about teacher 
talk. As a result, teachers gain deeper understanding about “the 
relationship between teacher talk, interaction and learning” (Walsh, 
2006, p.135). Macaro (1997) claims that it is possible to use the target 
language exclusively only with motivated classes. Use of 
metalanguage, critical self-evaluation and interactive decision-making, 
as listed in Walsh (2006), are critical in the awareness raising process 
as teachers are able to “verbalize their understanding of key 
concepts” (p.136). 

 
Thornbury (1996) perceives the importance of awareness as the 

first step toward change. According to him, the aim of the “bottom-
up” approach is “to raise teachers’ awareness of the discrete features 
of their classroom talk” (p.281). Mitchell’s (1988) study showed that 
teachers resorted to using L1 in the classroom due to lack of 
awareness of their code-switching practices. This lack of awareness, 
in turn, resulted in lost opportunities for negotiation among students 
in natural contexts.  
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The decision-making process about the choices related to teacher 
talk plays an important role when raising teachers’ awareness about 
their teacher talk. Macaro (2001) proposes three sources of decision-
making: “personal beliefs, knowledge acquired during the training 
program and government recommendations” (p.533).    

 
Teachers’ cognition about their teacher talk is related to their 

prior learning experiences, their teacher education, and the classroom 
practice (Borg, 2003). All these factors influence teachers’ awareness 
to a different extent. Borg (2003) states that many cognitive and 
behavioral changes are caused by teacher education programs as well 
as their own teaching experience. Borko and Livingston (1989) 
introduce the notion of improvisational teaching and decisions that 
teachers make to depart from the lesson plan. Those decisions may 
result in classroom practices that do not reflect teachers’ teaching 
philosophies and beliefs but at the same time, students’ needs and 
interests are addressed. 
 
2.                          Theoretical framework 
 

Two theoretical frameworks were used in this research paper. 
Through the first theoretical framework, Vygotsky’s social 
constructivism, I intended to investigate how teachers help learners 
construct meaning in the language classrooms. According to 
Vygotsky (1978), developmental processes do not happen at the same 
time as learning processes as learning occurs prior to development. 
Those developmental processes “are able to operate only when the 
child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation 
with peers” (p.90). The central notion of Vygotsky’s social 
constructivism is “to show how external knowledge and abilities in 
children become internalized” (p.91). The current study uses two 
concepts from Vygotsky’s framework to interpret the data: the 
concept of zone of proximal development (ZPD) and the concept of 
internalization. ZPD is the difference between what a student can 
achieve independently and what a student can achieve when working 
with other students or other knowledgeable others (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Internalization is a developmental process through which learning is 
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internalized and shifted from the intermental to the intramental front 
(Swain, Kinnear, & Steinmann, 2001). 

 
The second theoretical framework is Krashen’s Input 

Hypothesis according to which learning happens if learners are 
exposed to comprehensible input. Krashen (1981) explains that a 
crucial “condition for language acquisition to occur is that the 
acquirer understands (via hearing or reading) input language that 
contains structure ‘a bit beyond’ his or her current level of 
competence”. The language that the learners are exposed to should 
not be too complex but challenging enough so that they are making 
progress.  Consequently, teacher talk should be comprehensible. 

 
3.                               Methodology 
 
3.1 Participants 
 
 The study focuses on instruction in less- commonly taught 
languages (LCTL), i.e. Russian and Mandarin. Instruction in these 
two languages, along with instruction in Arabic, Farsi, Hausa, 
Mongolian, Turkish, Swahili, Uzbek, and Zulu is a part of the Bridges: 
Children, Languages, World project at Indiana University, Bloomington. 
By providing instruction for children in these world languages at 
different sites in Bloomington (i.e. libraries, daycare centers, 
elementary schools, and learning centers), children and parents of the 
community are exposed to LCTLs and the culture of the people who 
speak them.     
 
 Study participants were three student instructors of Russian 
and Mandarin who had their language classes at the Center for the 
Study of Global Change at Indiana University. Their engagement in 
the Bridges: Children, Languages World project was based on a purely 
voluntary basis. They themselves were Indiana University students 
who were studying LCTLs and were non-native speakers of 
Mandarin and Russian. The underlying organization principle was 
that in every language group there were two instructors (one native 
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and one non-native speaker of the language, whenever possible) and 
they alternated teaching the same group. In addition, for most of the 
classes there were student volunteers who helped out the student 
instructors in many different ways. Student instructors were using 
models of communicative teaching and incorporated elements of 
play, crafts and imagination in their instruction. 
 

The language classes met once a week for forty-five minute 
lessons. Prior to the lesson, the student instructors sent their lesson 
plan to their language coordinator and received comments on the 
procedure, suggestions for alternative ways of executing the tasks as 
well as additional activities related to the target vocabulary for that 
particular class (elementary proficiency level). The language 
coordinator was present in those language classes and decided to join 
in whenever a need arose. The lesson was followed by feedback 
where student instructors, student volunteers, and the language 
coordinator gave comments about the lesson.  

 
 The student instructors and student volunteers had a 
methodological training at the beginning of the semester. The 
training was planned and conducted by the language coordinator and 
was based on the most current perceived needs of the student 
instructors and student volunteers. Moreover, through informal 
conversations, the language coordinator pointed out the areas that 
student instructors identify as areas in need of improvement. 
 
3.2 Data Collection 
  

The purpose of the research was to determine and analyze 
teacher talk at three of the language classes offered through Bridges: 
Children, Languages, World project. In order to answer the larger 
research question, the following questions were investigated:  

1. What kind of questions do student instructors use? 
2. What type of feedback do student instructors provide? 
3. How aware are the student instructors of their own teacher 

talk? 
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Several different ethnographic methods were used for collecting the 
data.  
 
3.2.1     Participant and non-participant observations 
 

The three language classes that were chosen, two different 
levels of Russian and a Mandarin group, were observed on several 
occasions. Initially, I took on the participant role in the classes and 
was engaged in all the activities that the children from the group were 
doing. In the later stages of the research, I conducted the non-
participant observations with the three classes. In an attempt to 
facilitate the data collection procedure I used observation forms for 
the non-participant observation.  

 
3.2.2     Fieldnotes 
 

After the participant observation and during the non-
participant observation a large amount of fieldnotes was recorded. 
They helped me describe the physical setting where the classes were 
held, the seating arrangement of the students, types of interaction 
that appeared during the classes as well as the props and resources 
that were used to help teachers get the message across more 
effectively.  

 
3.2.3  Interviews 

 
Interviews with the three language instructors were held at 

three different locations outside of the teaching site. The intention 
with the choice of a location other than the teaching site was to 
create an informal atmosphere and distance the instructors from the 
place of the language classes so that they are more comfortable to 
discuss issues related to teacher talk and their own beliefs related to 
it. The interviews were of a semi-structured character as, even though 
a list of interview questions (Appendix) was prepared ahead of time, 
whenever an opportunity arose, I used follow-up questions to better 
gauge student instructors’ answers. In addition, as their language 
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coordinator, I had the opportunity to engage in numerous informal 
conversations before or after the language classes. These informal 
conversations provided me with a more thorough insight and deeper 
understanding of their beliefs and rationale for their actions. 

 
3.3  Data Analysis and Triangulation 
 

The categories and themes were identified through coding the 
data collected from the participant observation, nonparticipant 
observation and the interviews (Saldaña, 2009). The triangulation was 
carried out by comparing the data from the three different 
ethnographic methods used, i.e. the fieldnotes and descriptions from 
the participant and nonparticipant observations, the notes from the 
interviews, and the lesson plans. 

 
4.                             Findings 
 
 The three language groups that are a part of this article were 
held at an on-campus teaching site that usually organizes events and 
lectures of global character. They were all held on Saturday mornings 
and afternoons. Once one entered the site, one could notice a range 
of resources providing information about all the different projects 
that were a part of that site. The global nature of all those projects 
and their aim to reach to the local community as well as national and 
international audiences pervaded the atmosphere in the entire 
building. The room where the Russian and Mandarin classes were 
held was large and equipped with the newest technology for video 
conferencing. There was a large TV, a computer, and a conference 
phone in the middle of the room. Even though there was a lot of 
technology in the room, the atmosphere was quite pleasant and 
welcoming as the room was bright and overlooked the Dunn 
Meadow. In two opposite corners of the room there were 
bookshelves with a range of resources from all over the world. 
Moreover, there were different souvenirs that reminded the visitor 
that was a place where various world cultures intersected.  
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 Students who attended both the two Russian (Azbuka I and 
Azbuka II) and the Mandarin group (Ya Ya I) were varied in several 
different ways. Azbuka I consisted of six children with age range 
from four to six with no proficiency in Russian. However, due to the 
fact that some of them were heritage speakers, it was not unusual for 
them to recognize certain words and become excited about them. In 
Azbuka II there were five different students with varying levels of 
proficiency, considering that some of their parents were either born 
in Russia or were using Russian at home. Also, there were two 
students with no previous experience in Russian who were in the 
group simply because of their age (i.e., 6- 14). Ya Ya I was a mixture 
of heritage speakers, students who have been adopted from China or 
students who are simply motivated to study Mandarin. Their age 
range was from six to sixteen. 
 

This research paper used fieldnotes and documents from 
both the participant and non-participant observations (DeWalt & 
DeWalt, 2011) to answer the first research question: 
  
4.1 What kind of questions do student instructors use? 

 
The different types of questions that appear during a single lesson are 
a part of the teacher talk. For the purpose of this study, the definition 
of teacher talk is all the language that teachers produce in their 
interactions with students, as Richards & Schmidt (2010) refer to it. 
To determine the variety of teacher talk in the two Russian and the 
Mandarin groups, participant and nonparticipant observations were 
used. They were accompanied by a wide range of fieldnotes, written 
both during and after the observations. Since the author served as 
student teachers’ language coordinator, her presence in the classroom 
did not create unusual situations as that was common practice in all 
their lessons. Overall, 6 observations were carried out (i.e., one 
participant observation and one nonparticipant observation per 
group).  
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 The participant observations provided the emic perspective 
(Wolcott, 2008) for this research paper.  By actively engaging in 
Azbuka I, Azbuka II, and Ya Ya I, I had the opportunity to 
experience firsthand what it feels like to be a student of Russian and 
Mandarin. Code switching, which Richards & Schmidt (2010) define 
as the change “from one language or language variety to another” 
(p.89), was quite common throughout the three different language 
groups. Both the instructors of Russian and the instructors of 
Mandarin used it as a means of reaching out to the students and 
getting the message across. Since, according to the lesson plans, the 
lesson objectives were associated with mastering different lexical sets 
(i.e., body parts, colors and animals), the student instructors used 
both L1 and L2 to maximize the learning. After the participant 
observation of Azbuka I, I recorded the following: 
 

Before the beginning of the class, I felt both anxious and 
excited at the prospect of being a student in a Russian class 
even though I was aware that there are some similarities 
between Russian and Macedonian (i.e., my native language). 
The Azbuka I teacher greeted us, the students, by using a 
combination of Russian and English (i.e., “Добро утро, 
everyone!”). The aim of the lesson was to present and 
practice different body parts. After modeling the words and 
asking us to repeat once after her, we began playing “Simon 
says”. As a wrap-up, she asked: “What am I touching?” and 
elicited the words for the body parts we had practiced 
previously (Fieldnotes I). 
 
During the participant observation for Azbuka II, the student 

instructors focused on teaching colors in Russian. They showed cards 
with different colors and asked us to repeat the color words after 
them. Then, they set up the memory game and we all took turns 
matching cards. No questions were asked during this activity, but 
once the activity finished, the student instructors asked us what our 
favorite color was.  Lynch (1991) emphasized the importance of 
using more referential questions (the ones for which the teacher has 
no information and is genuinely interested to find the answer) rather 
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than display questions (the ones that the teacher already knows the 
answer for). 

 
As a participant in Ya Ya I, I learned the Mandarin words for 

animals. The student instructors first showed a video of a story that 
incorporated the twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac. Then, they 
introduced the words one by one by using a power point 
presentation. Through role play that was set up afterwards each one 
of us was assigned the role of a different animal and we were asked: 
“What animal are you?” in Mandarin. When providing the answers, 
every student was supposed to come up with an action that would 
best represent that animal. After that we role played the story. The 
student instructors made sure we followed the sequence of the story 
by asking: “What animal came next?” Even when some of the 
students would make a mistake, the student instructors would 
address the whole class, repeat the same question again and ask for 
the answer. Occasionally, they asked close-ended questions in 
English (e.g. “Is the lion (in Chinese) next?”).  

 
Through nonparticipant observation of Azbuka I, it was 

observed that student instructors used a combination of both close-
ended and open- ended questions throughout the lesson. While 
reading a story in English that involved different animals, the student 
instructor replaced animal words in English with their Russian 
equivalents. Also, she occasionally asked the students to predict (e.g. 
“What do you think will happen next?”) as well as provide the right 
Russian word for animal by pointing to the images in the story book 
(e.g. “Is this a ‘сoбака’?”). 

 
As a nonparticipant observer in Azbuka II, the most 

prevalent type of questions recorded were close-ended questions. 
Since it was a review lesson of the colors, the student instructor 
encouraged the students to pick the right color of the marker, by 
asking the question in English and replacing the English word for 
color with the Russian one (e.g. “Can we pick up all the ‘синиЙ’ 
markers?). Also, in order to elicit some of the colors, he asked: “Can 
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you say ‘yellow’ in Russian?.” Then, he asked individual students 
about the color of the clothes they were wearing (i.e. “What color are 
your jeans?”; “What color is your shirt?”). 

 
During the nonparticipant observation of Ya Ya I, open-

ended question used for eliciting as well as close-ended questions 
used for checking meaning were recorded. First, the student 
instructors elicited names of adjectives students knew in Mandarin. 
Then, they introduced five adjectives associated with taste by 
showing pictures with different types of food. As a part of the 
presentation stage, they asked concept checking questions (e.g. “Is 
chocolate ‘tián’?”) and students answered them with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. In 
addition, during the practice stage of the lesson, student instructors 
nominated students to say which of the types of food from their 
handout were “tián” (sweet), “kǔ” (bitter), “suān” (sour), “là” (spicy) 
and “xián” (salty). Thus, both open-ended and close-ended questions 
were asked. 
 
Fieldnotes from both the participant and nonparticipant observations 
were used to answer the second research question: 
 
4.2 What type of feedback do student instructors provide? 

 
The observations provided the answer to the second research 

question. The follow-up move that derives from the Initiation- 
Response follow-up pattern (Cullen, 2002) is typical in asymmetrical 
role relationships (i.e., teacher-student and parent-child) and may be 
evaluative (i.e., if it provides feedback) or discoursal (i.e. if it uses 
students’ contributions in the overall classroom discourse). Display 
questions are more typical for the evaluative type of feedback.  

 
 Azbuka I student instructors used a range of different words 
when providing feedback. Both instructors code-switched between 
English and Russian whenever they were giving encouragement to 
the students. As a result, the most frequently used words during 
feedback were: “Mолодец” (= “Well-done!”), “Отлично!” 
(=”Excellent!”), “Хорошо” (=”Good!”) and “Ypaa” (= ”Hooray!”). 
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In addition to the Russian words, the student instructors used words 
of encouragement in English as well (e.g. “Good job!”, “Excellent!” 
etc.). Most of these words were evaluative by nature as they came as a 
response to students’ performance, i.e., spoken production of some 
of the target vocabulary covered on those particular days. 
 

The range of words that Azbuka II student instructors used 
was a bit narrower than the ones used in Azbuka I. The student 
instructors’ decision to use those words may have been influenced by 
the age of the students in Azbuka II. Namely, they were older than 
the students in Azbuka I. The most common words during feedback 
were: “Mолодец” (= “Well-done!”) and “Good job!”. As a 
participant in this class, I initially did not know the exact meaning for 
the word “Mолодец”, but during the lesson it became evident that 
the student instructors used it as a way of providing positive 
encouragement. Хорошо” (=”Good!”) was used less frequently than 
the previous two phrases.  

 
 Based on observation fieldnotes, student teachers of 
Mandarin in Ya Ya I did the least amount of codeswitching between 
Mandarin and English during feedback. Whenever they were 
executing the follow-up move, the words of encouragement that 
were used were in Mandarin. The most frequent one was: 
“zhēnbàng” (=”Excellent!). In addition, “fēichánghǎo” (= “Good 
job!) and “hěnhǎo” (=Well-done!) were used. However, they were 
not as frequent as “zhēnbàng”. On the one hand, as a participant 
observer, it was extremely difficult to differentiate these words from 
the rest of the words the student teachers were saying. On the other 
hand, they were using a lot of paralinguistic features (e.g. gestures, 
body language etc.) that accompanied the evaluative feedback and the 
words of encouragement. Even though the English equivalents were 
rarely used, from the ones that were used, “Good job!” was the most 
frequent. 
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The answers to the third research question were collected 
during the semi-structured interview and the informal conversations 
throughout the semester: 

 
4.3 How aware are student instructors of their own teacher 

talk? 
 
As Borg (2003) states, previous learning experiences, teacher 

education, and classroom practice affect teachers’ awareness about 
their teacher talk. Reformulation, elaboration, comment, repetition, 
and responsiveness are features of effective follow-up (Cullen, 2002) 
and student instructors that were part of the research utilized these to 
a different extent.  

 
 For student instructor A, who had taught for about a year and 
spent about ninety minutes on lesson planning, clear and loud voice 
projection accompanied with slower speed of delivery were 
pinpointed as some of the modifications that she added when she 
taught beginners. These two features were among the several features 
of what Long and Porter (1985) refer to as “foreigner talk” and are 
different from the adult native speaker variety. Her strategy for giving 
effective directions was described in the following statement from 
the interview: 

If they’re rowdy, it’s a good thing to make them touch their 
heads or put their hands down so that they’re all listening and 
giving directions. Also it helps if I have them repeat what 
they’re going to do to or ask them again ‘What are we doing?’ 
(Interview A). 
 
It is student instructor A’s perception that the most 

frequently used words of encouragement in her classes are: 
“Mолодец” (= “Well-done!”), “You know this.” and “Good job!” 
Moreover, she feels she is using them enough, i.e., whenever her 
students provide a correct answer. In terms of grading the language, 
student instructor A reported using diminutive words and higher 
voice. As a part of her follow-up moves, repetition and 
demonstration were mentioned as being a part of her teacher talk. 
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Whenever a student made a pronunciation mistake, the technique 
that she reported using is choral drilling of the word two or three 
times, followed by nominating different students to provide the 
correct pronunciation. 

 
Student instructor B had four months of teaching experience 

and numerous positive learning experiences as a language learner as 
he spoke several different languages. The amount of time that he 
spent on lesson planning on average was half an hour. With regard to 
the modifications that he made during teacher talk while teaching his 
students, he stated: 

 
 If they have a bigger possibility to know the word, then I will 
 push them harder for it, rather than someone who has never 
 heard the word before, I just tell them. (Interview B) 

 
His strategy for giving effective directions was to: “Keep it 

simple, but still effective.” However, no examples of choice of words 
or phrases were given. As far as the words of encouragement that he 
used during feedback, he explained that he did use Russian words, 
but was also aware that he should probably use more Russian words. 
Moreover, even though he was not familiar with the concept of 
grading the language, he said he was not approaching the different 
level students the same way. More specifically, he stated that he 
approached the older kids more like adults. However, no mention of 
specific teacher talk was made. Regarding the follow-up moves, the 
student instructor claimed that he used reformulation and repetition. 
When correcting errors, the student instructor reported that he asked 
the students to repeat the word several times as he believed that it 
was a very useful strategy that helped students internalize the words. 

 
Student instructor C was the most experienced among the 

three student instructors, i.e., he had taught for a year. As a way of 
modifying the teacher talk when teaching beginners, he pointed out 
that, in order to avoid using translation, he ended up using a lot of 
images. He believed images were very effective in getting the message 
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across. Student instructor C stated the following with regard to giving 
effective directions: 

Since it’s my first year, I’ve been trying to experiment with it 
and stuff like that. Usually, I find that if you are assertive in 
your position and someone is disruptive, you just say ‘No!’ 
and it works well, but I was hoping to try a more immersive 
approach and see how it works. (Interview C) 
 
As far as giving encouragement and providing feedback, 

student instructor C explained that he did not give too high a praise. 
The rationale behind it was that “If I put the bar too low, the 
students will be content.” His follow-up move consisted of 
repetition, with the appropriate tones, accompanied with the 
Mandarin word for “Correct!” Whenever he was faced with students 
who struggled to understand his directions, his strategy was to “break 
it down, little by little”. Also, he mentioned that he occasionally used 
modeling and admitted that he used to model more when he taught a 
lower level class. His routine for correcting errors involved asking 
students to repeat twice after the answer had been given. 
Furthermore, he used a certain gesture to signify that the students 
need to repeat back to him.  

 
5.                      Conclusions and implications  
 

The effectiveness of teacher talk in the context of less 
commonly taught languages is a complex issue that depends on a 
number of conditions. Some of those conditions overlap with Borg’s 
conditions (2003), i.e., teachers’ prior learning experiences, their 
education, and their experience in the classroom. The findings of the 
current research have been affected by the relatively scant teaching 
experience of the student instructors as well as the lack of formal 
methodological training on teaching languages. As a result, they 
mostly relied on their own prior learning experiences and the several 
months of teaching practice they had through this project. The 
results demonstrated a range of effective aspects in their teacher talk 
and several areas that may benefit student instructors’ ability to teach 
their LCTLs.  
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The codeswitching practices that were recorded across 
language groups were one of the main teaching techniques used in 
the project and were mostly effective. Due to the unique teaching 
setting in the project, English is used as the bridge to teach the 
children both Russian and Mandarin. Moreover, the codeswitching 
helps lower students’ affective filter (Krashen, 1981) as they are more 
willing to participate and produce the target language, i.e., Russian or 
Mandarin. Another beneficial aspect of it is that student instructors 
can combine and use both L1 and L2 when giving directions and 
providing explanations. However, when giving encouragement, there 
is no need for codeswitching as, if the actual words of 
encouragement are accompanied by gesture, students will get the 
instructor’s message. 

 
The findings for all the language groups showed that the 

evaluative type of feedback was the most common type of feedback 
in the lessons. On the one hand, display questions, which are 
associated with the evaluative type of feedback, is what the student 
instructors resorted to the most in their teaching practice. Their 
choice to use display questions (Lynch, 1991; Scrivener, 2014) instead 
of referential questions may have been affected by the age of the 
students. Namely, the age in some of the language groups is relatively 
low, i.e., about four- or five- year old children. Both open-ended and 
close-ended display questions were used in the three language groups. 
On the other hand, referential questions were rare and were mainly 
used in the personalization stage of the lesson. For example, they 
occurred when the student instructors asked the children to say what 
their favorite color or animal was. However, they were not using that 
piece of information in the later stages of the lesson. In their self-
assessments, student instructors themselves were not able to 
distinguish between display questions and referential questions. The 
lack of awareness related to the various types of questions as a 
feature of their teacher talk may be addressed in continuing 
professional development and will further lead to enhanced teacher 
talk in their subsequent teaching. In order to make use of the zone of 
proximal development more and benefit the learners more, student 
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instructors should enhance their comprehensible input by using a 
multitude of question types.   

 
Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of social constructivism and 

internalization emphasize the importance of interaction with 
teachers/parents as well as peers. Also, imitation plays an integral 
part in the overall process of internalization of the language 
structures. By observing the classroom practices of the student 
instructors, it was found that most of the interaction in the classroom 
happened between the teacher and students. There were several 
occasions when the interaction was student-student. Moreover, 
drilling of the new vocabulary after having provided the model was 
proven to help learners internalize the target language structures. 
Choral and individual drilling was present in the observed classes to a 
varying degree. Using realia (e.g. different types of food to teach 
adjectives to describe taste), images and games were commonplace in 
student instructors’ teaching practice. These three aspects added 
variety to the lessons and helped student instructors create interest 
and maintain motivation levels.  

 
There are several implications that derive from the data 

interpretation. First, in order to help learners in the learning and 
developmental processes, student instructors need to include more 
variety in the interaction patterns as this will promote the interaction 
among peers. Those LCTL classrooms might be the only sites where 
students get exposure to and where they can practice the target 
language.  By varying the interaction patterns, the lessons will become 
more student-centered and there will be less teacher talk.  Secondly, 
by providing models and asking learners to repeat after the student 
instructor assists learners in the process of internalization as they are 
imitating what their teachers are saying. 

 
According to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis (1981), learners 

need to be challenged through the use of specific teacher talk in order 
to acquire the language. The findings of the current research show 
that the three student instructors used comprehensible input to 
varying degrees. Even though they were not familiar with the concept 
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of comprehensible input, they all emphasized the importance of 
varying their teacher talk according to the level and age of the 
learners. Consequently, a structured methodological training that will 
equip them with more teaching techniques as well as familiarize them 
with terminology and concepts associated with them is the most 
useful aspect for the student instructors to take away from the 
project.  

 
The awareness raising aspect of the research led to findings 

that may be used for further professional development of the student 
instructors. Namely, the sole process of interviewing the student 
instructors and communicating with them informally about issues 
related to teacher talk served as an awareness raising activity. As the 
interviews took place, the change in perception and the process of 
decision-making was evident among the student instructors. Thus, 
providing them with opportunities to informally discuss various 
issues related to their teaching (e.g., assigning a time when all student 
instructors can meet on a bi-weekly or monthly basis) is one way of 
helping them become more aware of their own teaching practices and 
teaching philosophy. Another effective way is organizing awareness 
raising workshops throughout the semester that would be specifically 
tailored to elaborate the most current issues observed by the language 
coordinator. 

 
A research experience that will involve all student instructors 

from the Bridges: Children, Languages, World project may be beneficial 
to all students who are attending classes through this project, their 
parents, the student instructors themselves, and the stakeholders. 
Also, a research experience that would follow the methodological 
training may be used as a means of measuring the change of 
perceptions among student instructors as well as its effect on their 
classroom practice. 
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APPENDIX 
Interview Questions 

General Info:  M ______ F ______ 

How long have you been teaching? __________ 

1. How much time do you spend planning your lessons? What 
does your lesson plan contain? 

2. What kind of modifications do you make to your teacher talk 
when you teach beginners? 

3. What is an effective way of giving directions? 
4. What kind of words do you use when you give 

encouragement? 
5. What kind of feedback do you provide when a student 

provides the answer? 
6. What do you think about grading the language and 

‘comprehensible input’?  
7. What do you do when students do not understand your 

directions? 
8. Give me an example of a time when you were particularly 

satisfied with the way a lesson progressed. 
9. How often do you ask your students to repeat after you if 

they had provided a wrong answer? 
10. What is the right amount of teacher talk vs. student talk in a 

single lesson? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 1
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 0
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo false
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 300
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ([Based on 'YPI_PrePress_06_2006'] Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




