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Triadic dialogue in oral communioatitasks: what are the implications for

language learning?

Abstract

Asymmetry in classroom discourse, typified by teashfrequent use of inauthentic
initiating question turns, does not afford the lggtortunities for the learning of
language skills. More favourable conditions woalighear to be associated with
collaborative discourse patterns that display geninterest in the child’s
contribution and build on, and respond to, thectsiturn. Video-recordings were
made of consecutive episodes of ‘story-writingheaking book’ and ‘circle-time’
activities to explore the sequential implicatioshe teachers’ initiations across each
task. During speaking book the teacher initiatéh topic initial elicitors which

invite news, ideas or opinions from the child.stary-writing the teacher employs
invitations, which call for the children to generadeas or suggestions. Analysis of
teacher follow-up turns demonstrates ways in wkhely recast and reformulate the
children’s response turns and elicit further mateelated to the pupils’ agendas. By
contrast, there is limited evidence of negotiatiothe circle-time activity. The study
demonstrates the potentially facilitative role @dyby triadic dialogue in language
learning and therefore has professional signifiednc all those involved in the

development of oral language skills in classrooms.

Key words: classroom discourse, language leartamgiuage disability

Word count; 7404



Triadic dialoguein oral communication tasks: what are the implications for

language learning?

There is increasing evidence of a close relatignbbiween early language
competence and later cognitive and linguistic dgwelent. Good oral language skills
are the foundation on which literacy developmenttased, since spoken and written
language development would appear to share sonhe sikme processes (Catts and
Kamhi, 1999). More specifically, better performani reading comprehension rests
on early vocabulary knowledge (Cunningham and $iahp1997) as well as verbal
ability (Hatcher and Hulme, 1999). However, thisreoncern that on entering school
many children may not have the necessary languadedracy development (Snow,
2001). Children reared in poverty, who have be@wshto have depressed oral
language scores, are particularly at risk (Lockal.e2002). Longer-term academic
failure is also predicted for children who haveitiddal problems learning language,
because they experience speech and language ingoasr($SLI1), (Conti-Ramsden et
al., 2002; Nathan et al., 2004). There is clearlyurgent need to provide good
guality oral language experiences through the estiyol years and beyond that

foster the development of communication and litgrsidlls.

The discourse processes during mainstream clasdessons have been well
documented (for overviews see Cazden, 2001; Ster@Maybin, 1994), but may

not be best suited to providing opportunities &orduage learning. As there are large
numbers of children in classes, this lends itgeH turn-taking system in which the
teacher allocates the majority of speaking turrislaads to few opportunities for

children to self-select and influence the topithaf talk (Mercer, 1995). By the use



of questions, teachers generally elicit expectéatimation since they are the ‘primary
knower’ in terms of pedagogical knowledge (Nasaa@ Wells, 2000). This pattern
of discourse, widely referred to as the IRE or IRfad also known as triadic
dialogue), is designed as a teacher initiatiorfi@guently taking the form of a test or
display question, which predicts a pupil respof®etiiat provides the known
information. The option available to the teactmethie following turn is to evaluate
(E) the response in terms of its closeness toxpeaed answer or to provide
feedback (F) (Mehan, 1985; Mercer, 1995). Of ablichportance is the sequence of

turns.

Given the extensive knowledge-base about thessrolam processes, as well as the
availability of publications packed with ideas &itering such a pattern of dialogue
(Baddeley, 1992; Dawes et al., 2000; Morgan andd®a?2991, Norman 1992), it
might be expected that teachers would have a @pedf different strategies. Yet
there is international evidence that the IRE/F icr@s to be the dominant discourse
style, for example in primary classrooms in thetehiStates, Russia, India, France
and England (Alexander, 2000), secondary US Enggis$ons (Gutierrez, 1994;
Nystrand et al., 1997), early years’ settings (Hesgand Westgate, 1997) and during

the primary literacy hour in England (Mroz et @000).

More favourable conditions for oral language leagnivould appear to be associated
with collaborative discourse patterns. Bakhtin8@Poffers a conceptual framework
for interpreting the difference between teacher-ated styles of talk versus those

in which the agenda is shared between teachereanaddrs. Teachers adopting

monological strategies dominate the talk, implytingt they are in possession of the



truth and are engaged in the instruction of otladrs lack it. By contrast, dialogic
discourse involves a greater degree of interacimhshared responsibility for the
agenda (Alexander, 2004, Skidmore, 2000). Somleglcal patterns have been
found in US English lessons wherein teachers afitmdents to influence the
development of the topic (Nystrand et al., 1997}lidlogical framework therefore

invites reinterpretation of the IRE/F in terms loé information generated.

With respect to thérst turn, as far as the IRF is concerned, the evidence is
convincing that the design of timatiation is the key to the type of information
generated and the range of possibilities in threl tiirn position. Although topic
initiation can be achieved by turns designed iresgwvays, there has been a great
deal of research interest in initiations designeteacher questions because they are
so prevalent. Indeed, observational studies peogiddence that when teachers ask
negotiating questions children produce longer andensomplex responses (Nassaji
and Wells, 2000). Also, when the adult asks atipeshat is genuine, the child is
more likely to contribute an idea or opinion and third turn is less likely to take the
form of an evaluation (Hughes and Westgate, 19@8)e issue for initiation
guestions that foster collaboration would thus appe be whether or not the teacher
knows the answer already. What is important, wweg is the extent to which the
adult is seriously prepared to consider the chitdstribution to the topic at hand

(Nassaji and Wells, 2000).

Thethird turn has been shown to perform additional workvaluation leading
researchers to argue for its re-interpretatiBrtensioraffords the addition of the

specialised vocabulary of the lesson (Wells, 1983)voicingentailsrepetitionand



re-formulationto give students a bigger voice (Cazden, 2001;00i©rs and
Michael, 1996). High level evaluation involvelsborationof important points made
by the students or exploration of a new line ol initiated by them (Nystrand et
al., 1997). However, turns such as extensionsmengly confirm the unequal
distribution of the stock of knowledge, in favodrteachers who operate with strong

pedagogical intent.

What is needed in language classrooms is a moogsprenderstanding of ways in
which follow-up turns afford opportunities specéily for the learning of language.
In this respect the notions of contingent instrauttf\Wood, 1998) or ‘responsive
assistance’ (Tharp and Gallimore, 1998) may beulis&ontingency and
responsiveness emphasise the continual adjustrhaetpand support offered by
more capable others in response to the learnerferpgance and are particularly
evident during episodes where the participants gagameaning negotiation
(Daniels, 2001). Recasts and expansions représsutes of input that assist
language development in young children as welhasd with specific language
difficulties (Nelson, 1989; Nelson et al., 1995969 What is notable about these
follow-up turns is that they build contingently tire child’s contribution and
therefore any new features to be learnt are mkedylto be noticed in the teacher’s
input. The argument presented here is that soassrdom activities may be better

suited to providing third turn recast and expansipportunities than others.

However, it is less clear how different communioatiasks, that are specifically
intended to develop language skills, influence eigiscourse patterns. Given that

large class contexts are not generally conducivanguage learning for children



experiencing language difficulties, activities iyadic situations or small group
settings merit investigation. Studies concernargguage learning in second language
(L2) classes may offer some insights in this respk2 researchers who adopt an
interactional perspective assume that a secondidaggis best taught and learnt in
contexts where meaning can be negotiated (Longdl, 18883, 1996). In the
classroom the design of a group communication iégtnfluences the flow of
information between participants (Pica et al., J99&hat is crucial is the extent to
which different participants during the discoursednknowledge that is needed to
complete the task. This clearly raises issuestatmu best to elicit from a young
child, or a learner with a language difficulty,anfnation that is potentially new or
interesting to the topic at hand, as opposed talpfmed by the curriculum. The aim
of the current investigation is therefore to conepand contrast a range of tasks
whose goals, according to the teachers, are tdajeweeal language skills. These
tasks will be compared along a series of interaelidimensions according to the

experiences that they afford for the learning aflaage.

Method

Given the arguments presented above, the anabesks s1s a priority to uncover
instances of collaboration, or otherwise, withia #peaking and literacy lessons,
paying particular attention to the design of triadialogue. The purpose, then, is not
so much to suggest that the data are representdtieachers’ interactions in oral
language lessons, but to uncover patternmssiblebehaviours. In other words,
given similar task arrangements and discourse tondj there exists theossibility

of a teacher producing similar behaviours.



The participants are three specialist languageteadhers who had all worked for
between 10-15 years in small group settings witlddn experiencing speech and
language impairments (SLI). These teachers cordumtal language lessons on a
daily basis so had extensive experience of sudhitaes. The children, aged 4y 4m
to 8y 7m, had moderate to severe receptive ancesgpe language difficulties such
that they required full-time placement in a spesidanguage provision and received
regular speech and language therapy. All namasingbe text are pseudonyms to

protect the confidentiality of the participants.

Three types of communication task are compareldarcurrent analysis, the first
called ‘speaking-book’, next involving writing aosy, and thirdly a small group
circle-time. Speaking book is a context for tdilkitis conducted on an individual
basis. The adult and child share a visual resaarttee form of a book into which
pictures have been stuck, selected mainly by tiid.cfihe pair typically discuss one
picture at a time, each page representing a patlyndiifferent topic for talk, so a
session will cover several pictures. Story-writiag daily activity characterised by a
group of 5-7 children sitting in an arc in fronttbe teacher. It follows a predictable
routine whereby the teacher invites the pupils &xensuggestions about the
characters, settings and events of a story andauigehart to visually represent their
ideas. Circle-time includes 5-6 children seated ing on the floor. The teacher
holds a conch shell while she speaks and passetttiie next person so that they
can take a speaking turn following the teacheitsirmodel. Each lesson was

videotaped either as a group or dyad on four sépacxasions, creating a database of



sixteen lessons. The teachers were interviewdalwilg each lesson about their

goals for that activity in relation to the childiefanguage learning needs.

Analytical framework

The analytical approach is informed by the prinegpdf conversation analysis (CA),
suited to the current investigation because optitaary concern with sequentiality.
Conversation analysts have extensively studied waysich topic is generated in
mundane, social conversation. Owing to the patéintsocial concerns of oral
language teaching, as opposed to lessons conceitiethe transmission of
curriculum knowledge, topic generation provide®atastive perspective on what is
known about institutional triadic dialogue. Thid®vices to generate topic are
relevant to the current paper, outlined in Tabl&le examples given are from a
study by Radford and Tarplee (2000) whose methae wmformed by accounts of

‘news’ generation in conversation by Button andeyg4984, 1985).

Place Table 1 near here

The first option is an itemized enquiry (IE) whisha query aimed at a particular item
of news (e.g. what happened in maths). As thekgpes electing to nominate topical
material, knowledge of what is newsworthy and wypihbeing shared is necessary.
Production of this opener invites the recipienteibthings about the newsworthy

item, rather than simply filling a gap in the spelé& knowledge. It falls to the



speaker in the third turn position to topicalize thaterial generated by the itemized
request, for example by an encouraging ‘mm hh’ sleaves to invite the recipient to
‘tell more’ about their news. The next option fmea topic for talk is called a topic
initial elicitor (TIE), characterized by an opergeiry directed at the possible
activities of the conversational participant (ewpat happened at the week-end). The
noteworthy feature of a TIE is that it carries pedfic topical material itself, but
serves to invite the speaker in the subsequentayprovide a report of events that
are newsworthy. The first speaker is displayingilability for talk, to which the
second speaker responds with a possible initiat {@pg. going to the presentation
evening). In the third turn position, then, thstfispeaker has the obligation to
topicalize the news received to display availapiid talk about that topic. Thirdly, a
speaker may initiate with topical material directty making a news announcement
(e.g. going to Tanzania), projecting more to telbubsequent turns. Topicalization
then occurs in the second turn position - and weehgee a prototypical example (‘Did
you?’) - that invites elaboration of the news. Buar purposes of the current analysis
the crucial dimensions are the openness of thea$l€ontrasted with the nature of the

topical material nominated within an IE.

The analysis of the current data is set out aevid|

First the turn-taking system is examined for wayw/hich speaking rights are
allocated and the extent to which speakers aredretect to speak. Next, details
concerning the design of the triadic dialogue aes@nted, contrasting the effects
across the three communication tasks. The wotkeofeachers’ initiation is
interpreted in terms of the information generated the implications for the various

options in the follow-up turn position. These naigtional data are discussed in terms
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of the teachers’ goals for the given communicatask. Reference will be made to

extracts from the data.

Analysis

Turn-taking

Turn-taking is controlled by the teachers duringhidbe speaking and story-writing
tasks since they consistently nominate the nexlsge either directly by name or by
looking at them. Nonetheless, there is evidenaedhildren on occasion do self-
select by volunteering further topical materialhwitit direct invitation. This may be
contrasted with a different arrangement duringleitone where the turn-taking
system is pre-set and the routine nature of thigigcpredicts that speakers only
have rights when they hold the shell. Even thengdiour-year-olds with language
difficulties conformed to this unwritten rule. Sua system has the effect of reducing

the proportion of teacher turns.

Triadic dialogue

The teachers in all three task types ask many igmssn the first turn of the triadic
dialogue. Examples are ‘Wh’ interrogatives likeH&fe is he going?’, polar
interrogatives such as ‘Can you write it down?tal questions like ‘She can’t write,

can she?’ (see Figure 1). The distribution in Feglis of interest: teachers use a

Place Figure 1 near here
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total of 349 questions in the speaking and stasgdas but only one during circle-
time. Whilst it is recognised that the length afession might influence the number
of questions asked, the topical analysis will latenfirm that the pattern suggested in
figure 1 is an artefact of the way in which thecteaxr generates topic in circle-time.
So far then, in terms of turn-taking and questisa the analysis would appear to
suggest a dominant teacher style for speaking badkstory writing and a freer
situation during circle-time. However, when iniigats as a whole are examined
within their sequential contexts, including altdimas to questions, a different picture

emerges.

Topic generation in the speaking book task

During the speaking book task the teacher employs initial elicitors (TIES) in the
initiation slot to generate topic (see line 4 inragt 1; line 2 in extract 2). These are
located within the sequence of talk at the poinémh new picture, for instance a
photograph of the child herself, is the joint foadsttention. The use of the opener
(line 1 extract 1) constrains the child to talk abie picture. The open design of line
4 extract 1 does not in itself nominate topicalenat. This feature is consistent even
when the syntactic design is an interrogative éett8, line 1). Like TIEs in social
talk, the broad design allows volunteering or ca@€what news, story or
observation to tell and projects several optiomgdpical pursuit. Use of ‘all’ in

‘what'’s this all about’ (line 1 extract 3) furtherdicates the breadth of possibilities.
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Extract 1 (T=teacher, P= pupil)

1| T | Oka:y(.)right (.) what do you want to look atsti
2 | P | This one.
3 ((points at photograph))
() |4 |T | This one tell me about this one.
(R)| 5| P | We were mice in the play and we bobbed up and down.
Extract 2
1| T | Rightwhat other pictures | haven't seen thesaupést either. (.)
m |2 Tell me about those.
(R) | 3 | P | Uhh there’s a kitten and she’s looking for mice.
(F)|4|T |Mmhh
5 (0.5)
6 | P | And when he eat the mice he gonna die.
Extract 3
() |1 |T |Rightoh I haven't seen this picture. What's tHisabout.
(R)| 2 | P | Scissors a pencil sharpener a clip.
Extract 4
() |1]T | Tell me about this one.
(R)| 2 | P | Uhh there’s a girl (.) and she’s crying (.) becals@er brother is
3 killed.
(F) |4 | T | Canyou tell me about the girl...

13




Initiating the topic using Topic initial elicitod 1E) and responses (R)

The teacher’s use of TIEs succeeds in generatfogmation in the response turn
position as evidenced by the children’s productibmaterial related to the pictures.
The nature of the picture determines the contetti@fesponse: the preferred
response to photographs is a telling of the newsitalvhat happened in the school
play’ in extract 1. By contrast magazine pictumad line drawings lend themselves
to description (extracts 2, 3 and 4). Howeverghe simultaneously the potential for
elaboration beyond the literal content of the dregrfbecause her brother is killed’ in
extract 4). Whilst use of ‘Uhh’ in extracts 2 ahdnplies the child is searching for
information, there is nonetheless free volunteeahmaterial, since she offers two
clauses in extracts 1 and 2 and three clausedrace¥. These several items of
information project either ‘more to tell’ by theikthor function as potential resources

for the teacher to pursue topic.

The follow-up turn (F)

As in social talk, having used a TIE, the teactss & sequential obligation in the
follow-up turn position to topicalize the informarti in order to invite the pupil to
continue the topic she has offered as a potentigést for joint consideration. One
option at this point is for the teacher to prodagehatic such as ‘mm’ or ‘mm hh’
(line 4, extract 2). The advantage of a phatithird turn position is that it is empty
of content whilst having the sequential effecthad thild producing further topical
material in the subsequent turn (line 6 extract™)e pause in extract 2 (line 5) is
also notable in this regard because it providdstarswhich the pupil can add
additional information to the topic generated ia tesponse turn. In this sense the

pause suggests that the teacher holds an expeatétioore information to follow.
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This situation contrasts with repeated productibiRé where the alternative would

have been for the teacher to ask a further question

The most common device used to pursue topic irsttoifowing a child response is
an itemized enquiry (IE) (see extract 4 line 4raott5 lines 2 and 4 and extract 6 line
3). These enquiries contrast with the empty desighe teacher’s initiations, the
important difference being that they nominate thgdal agenda that will be jointly
pursued. Whilst the teacher makes various ch@best what to nominate as worthy
for topical pursuit, what is consistent is that shients to the agenda first initiated by

the child in the response turn rather than nomigadi new line of enquiry.

More about itemized enquiries in the follow-up turn

Itemized enquiry designs fall into two categoriesiad and specific.

Specific IEs: As seen in extract 4 above (lineadgpecific IE nominates an element
of the response turn for elaboration (in this ctsegirl’). In extract 5 line 2, there is
reference in the IE to people and experiences krtowime child but not shared yet,
according to the available evidence, with the teaclit is notable that, in terms of
guestion design, the teacher produces both a (@taact 5 line 2) and a ‘Wh-’
interrogative (extract 5 line 4). Both are struetithat potentially constrain what can
be selected by the subsequent speaker. HoweViahaa@tion is increased through
the teacher’s appeal to the pupil’s superior knogteabout her family, as evidenced
in the child offering new information about hertfat (extract 5 line 5). This renders
the teacher’s turn not only an enquiry that is it&d to elicit material related to a

nominated topic, but also personally oriented ®dhild’s agenda.
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Itemized enquiries (F)

Extract 5 (specific IE)

(R)
(F)

(F)

1

2

P

T

Alex stayed at home

Did Steven hold the dog as well?
((nods))

Yeah? What about dad he didn’t go?

No he didn’t go cos he was (.) cos he can't lealexAn his own.

Broad IEs: By contrast, although they nominatettipec, broad itemized enquiries

predict a variety of choices for topical developtieriater turns. They are typically

designed as open questions. For example ‘what’dlsetract 6, line 3) projects a

range of options relating to the nominated topithefgirl. ‘What happened..’

(extract 7, line 4) lends itself to the potent@mkixtend knowledge of an event

experienced directly by the child, seen here inpifeeluction of an event report in the

subsequent turn. A further broad design is ‘| wamifl..’ (extract 8, line 1) used in

this case to pursue the topic about a man who mloieisave enough money. As a

modality this verb projects imaginative possibé#iand has the effect of an extended

turn from the pupil started similarly with the mdidation ‘I think’.

Extract 6 (broad IE)

(R)
(F)

1

2

T

P

Is she a big girl or little girl?
Uhh big girl.
Uhh what else can you tell me about her?

Uhh she has hair...

16




Extract 7 (broad IE)

1| T |.MrsRsaid it's something to do with a sciencekvél.0O) or is it
2 maths week?

(R)| 3 | P | Scie[nce week

14T [Science week what happened in science week

5| P | We(.) I gotstars when | won something

Extract 8 (broad IE)

(F) | 1| T |..Iwonderwhathe can do about it | wonder if ha make her
2 change her mind
3 (2.0)

4 | P | | think the girl go home and say (.) *** earn someney she’ll make

5 a joke

Topic generation in the story writing task

The general pattern of topic initiation during stevriting is one of the teacher
soliciting ideas from the pupils according to adatacript that is outlined in Table 2.
The order and components of the script are adteredall recorded sessions, and
relate to decisions about how to open the stogy/ctiaracter (s), setting, plot, ending
and title. The work of these initiations may benswarised agopic invitationand its
sequential effects are illustrated below in terinhe generation of character and plot

ideas.

Place Table 2 near here
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Character suggestions are typically invited bytdaher using an oral cloze design
(extract 9, lines 1 and 2). In the first line steeminates the speaker to make the
character selection by looking and naming him (iEgdand then she repeats the
start of the story, as just decided by anotherldtgie day’). Next, she begins a
sentence syntactically designed as a charactedinttion, such as in a traditional
fairy tale (‘there was a’). At this point she pasisvhilst gesturing with her hands
forward to the next speaker she has nominatedieEH) suggests a character for the
story, providing a noun (‘boy’) as well as a degtan (‘little’) which the teacher

fully accepts with both repetition of the childigh and subsequent incorporation into

an introductory sentence for the story (line 5€aay there was a little boy’).

Extract 9 Showing character invitation, responsaxsl acceptance

M 1T Right Eddie are you ready (1.2) one day there was a

2 ((looksS @t E...covviiiiiici s e e
(R)|3 | PE) | (1.2 A little boy
4 T holds out hands ............. )

F |5 T A little Tboy one day there was a [little boy
(R)| 6 | PE) [playing at the seaside

|7 |T He was play a little boy at the seaside whho:: weswe got a person

8 ((draws little boy.......
9 and aftplace right there’s a little boy? (3.2) happy b&# boy

10| | e draws eyes, nose............... .lowers hand, makes
11 cross boy

12 cross face

18



13| P(D) | Sad boy ****

14| T Wait a minute (.) wait a minute (.) sad boy okgyafd we're at the

15 ((draws sad mouth, takes
16 seaside (0.7) okay (.) right (0.5) sand what etseve need at the
17 yellow pen, draws sand .......... )

18 seaside

Selection of the story setting is invited on mostasions by ‘Wh’ interrogatives. In
the first turn of extract 10 (line 1) the teachetells the story, as already jointly
agreed, in terms of the introductory opener andattar. Her ‘Wh'’ interrogative is
an itemized enquiry that elicits a relevant settmgelation to the character chosen, as
far as the verb ‘live’ reasonably applies to chegtaPupil Anna’s (A) response (line
3:‘in a house’) is greeted with a confirmation ckewhich, when confirmed, is
repeated by the teacher. At this point, the iniitasequence could have been
completed, since it has generated the necessaigeabiosetting. However, Anna
elects at this point to volunteer additional infation about the number of the house
(line 7: *forty four’). The teacher could have dam not to accept the unsolicited
suggestion, but there is clear evidence that she g0, by incorporating it into the
description (‘a house called forty four’), as wadl representing Anna’s ideas in her
drawings. The flipchart thus becomes an arenadofirming the joint decisions

made, as suggested by the child and accepted ligabkeer.
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Extract 10 Setting invitation, response(s) and pizee

Mm |12 T One day (0.2) there was a cheetah (0.4) whed®es it live
2 ((points to words)) @ls at Anna...palms up))
(R)| 3 | P®) | Inahouse

4 | T In a house

5 | P®) | ((nods))

F |6 |T Cheetah lives in a house

(R)| 7 | P | Forty four

F |8 |T A house called forty four (.) okay (.) here comeas lhouse (.) One

9 ((takespe....draws the house.........
10 day there was a cheetah (.) lived in a house (hau (.) forty four
11 | draws roof and door........................ writes 44))

Similar to setting elicitation, plot invitationseadesigned as itemized enquiries that
take the syntactic form of ‘Wh’ interrogatives. \Wed three examples of this feature
in extract 11 (lines 2, 10 and 14), the first apjppepin the sequential position
following the child’s retelling of the story. Siac¢he invitation is designed with the
verb ‘do’ it predicts an action-type plot from pupina (D). However, asitis a
general verb, it leaves plenty of semantic scopéh® child’s choice of activity.
Given that Dina selects a plot concerning a figig,teacher has the job of
interpreting this as a manageable story-line. stdsequent ‘Wh’ questions invite
elaboration from Dina of how this scenario is plhyeit, in a form that she is able to

represent on the flipchart.
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Extract 11 Plot invitation

1 | PD) | .hh One day .hhh there was a cheetah an live ouaehforty four
M2 |T What did they do

(R) | 3 | P(D) | They they have a big fight

14 |T The daddy and the cheetah had a fight?

5 | PD) | ((nods))

6 | T Oh dear

7 | PD) | (0.3)

8 |T Oh my goodness

9 |PD)|(0.2)

M |10]|T So what did daddy say

11 (0.8)

(R) | 12 | P(D) | You baby

(F)|13|T Ah you baby (3.0) you::: baby (1.0)

14 ((draws speech bubble, writes ‘you’ and ‘baby’))
M |15 And what did the cheetah say

(R)| 16| P(D) | Stop it

17 ((points finger))

(F) 18| T Stop it (1.0) Stop it (2.2) ok Anna tell us thergto

19 ((writes ‘stop’ and ‘it"))

Extract 12 begins with a three part sequence shigpical of the story invitation
system encountered in this activity type. Fifs¢ teacher invites a description from
pupil Laurence (L) to assist her drawing of they®character, a cheetah. The

description is formulated in the response turn pmdides key pieces of information
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(‘a body and four legs’). The teacher commenceacaeptance in the follow-up turn
position (‘right okay’) but is interrupted by thaitd who treats her repetition as a
partial, and therefore incomplete, description ohaetah. Laurence thus offers a
further character feature (‘face’) and, when teisepeated by the teacher, offers
another one (‘spots on’). The collaboration aldha&racter features could therefore
be said to be led by the pupil. In many classreomtexts a child interruption would
not be an appropriate next turn, but there is exadéhere not only of its appropriacy
(it is repeated by the teacher), but that it iscegied (‘that’s really helpful’). Indeed
the teacher proceeds to incorporate all of thelhiteas into the final acceptance

slot (lines 7-9).

Extract 12 ldeas volunteered

m 1T | think you need to tell us what a cheetah isliks a tiger
(R)| 2 | PwL) | It's got a body and four legs

m|3|T It's got a body and four legs [right okay

R) |4 |PL [afate

F|5|T and a face

(R)| 6 | PL) | spots on

®|7|T A face with spots on that’s realhelpful (.) right there’s a body...etc
8 ((draws a body and proceeds to draw 4 legs, fateskers, eyes,

9 mouth, tail and spots))

When analysed more closely it is apparent thatdh@w-up turns in these extracts

achieve a range of different work. In lines 13 4&adnd lines 18 & 19 of extract 11
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they function as acceptances in a similar fashoahat illustrated earlier. In contrast,
earlier in line 4 extract 11, owing to the factttaanew idea has been generated, the
teacher finds herself in a position to receive aexpected suggestion. This results in
a clarification request that, until the plot proglisas been confirmed in line 5, puts a
hold on the acceptance. What is notable aboutdgh&rmation check here is that it
provides a recast of the child’s inaccurate remdeof the past tense of the verb
‘have’. Different work again is achieved by théida-up turn in extract 10, line 6:
having generated ideas about the house there areetwicings where the teacher
reworks the syntax of the previous turns (‘cheditads in a house’ and ‘a house
called forty four’). Similarly, the final follow-p turn in extract 12 line 7 is useful. It
provides supportive feedback to the pupil abouidesas, and its design, as a
summary of Laurence’s suggestions, recasts anchdsgas turns in the form of a
syntactically more complex postmodified noun phr@aséh spots on’). By building
on the child’s choice of lexis, the follow-up tysrovides a contingent opportunity for

positive evidence of such a structure.

Topic generation in circle-time

Topic initiation in circle-time commences with anmiag activity whereby teacher
Jane presents a syntactic model of the sententa¢et3). She passes the shell to
the child Sue (S) sitting on her left. On receipthe shell, Sue repeats the model of
the sentence, whilst substituting her own nameild@m’s response turns continue

around the circle in this fashion without promptmgnterruption from the teacher.
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Extract 13 Topic initiation models and responses

m |27 My name is Jane

2 ((holds shell, passes to Sue))

(R)| 3 | P(S)| My name is (.) Sue

4 ((takes shell,.... passes to James))

(R)| 5| PQ) | My name is (.) James

Extract 14
M |17 | like eating apples
2 ((holds shell, passes to Sue))

(R) | 3 | P(s)| I eat orange (.) smell orange
4 ((takes shell,.... passes to James))

(R) | 5| PQ) | I like eating (2.2)

Extract 15

m |17 Today | feel (.) happy
(R) | 2 | P(s) | Happy

R)|3|J I (10.00) sad (0.8) sad

Extracts 14 and 15 illustrate later examples ofititeation model during the circle-
time activity whereby the teacher nominates heodae food (14) or the current
state of her feelings (15) as the topic for thencbuln the children’s response turns
there is evidence of orientation to the teacherdgpgpsed initial topic through

production of relevant next ideas. A notable feais the allowance of generous
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pause, ten seconds in extract 15 which confirmsgheher’s goal to give the children

space to volunteer their ideas.

In extract 13, when the teacher uses a simple maotel, the children’s response
turns represent accurate renderings of the syritdedopic initiation. Yet for
obvious reasons, owing to the nature of the chifldrianguage difficulties, such a
consequence cannot be guaranteed. Extract 16alles a reduced response turn
following the initiation, in which Sue produces lwavn version of the teacher’s
model. She retains the teacher’s central meanibglters the syntax and semantics
of her turn. Even greater discrepancy betweenmeheher’'s model and the child’s
turn occurs when the syntax within the initiationolves a complex embedded
structure that is harder for the child to process @eproduce. Whereas in extract 14
Sue is able to formulate SVO, it is apparently ely/ber production capacity to
repeat the embedded structure and create ‘| likegearanges’. Given that the topic
at hand would appear to be ‘what lidee to eat’ rather than merely ‘what we eat’, it is

unclear whether Sue is changing the meaning bindgib orient to the verb ‘like’.

Extract 16 Reduced next turn

() [1|T | MynameisJane

(R) | 2 | Ps)| I'm uhh (.) Sue

It will now be obvious that the turn-taking systeperating in circle-time affords no
opportunity for follow-up work. The current speakerequired to hand over the
speaking rights to the person sitting to the lgfphassing the shell. As can be seen in

extract 17, this means that there is no allocgbedlsng turn for the teacher to
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negotiate the meaning of the child’s unclear contron by initiating a repair. The
absence of repair at this stage could have thees¢igliimplication, in terms of topic,
of shifting the agenda for the next speaker incingde. Also noteworthy is that the
form of the child’s turn has important implicatioimsterms of the accuracy of the

syntactic model available for the next child.

Extract 17

m |17 I've got a friend (0.7) I've got a lovely friendleed V ((passes shell)

R) |2 | P | like my sisidr.3) yes (1.0) fine (0.4) thank yg
3 ((takes shell and putsto ear..........ccoevveiieininnennns ...[jassep
(R) |4 | Ps) | got sister too
5 ((takes shell............... passes to teacher))

6T ((takes shell)) Thank you

Summary

As has been demonstrated, there are importanteliifes between the three activities
in terms of the opportunities afforded for meanmegjotiation. By way of summary,
Table 3 compares the various dimensions that tafietuality, information exchange

and responsive assistance in the follow-up turn.

Place Table 3 near here
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Discussion

Using CA has shown that topic is collaborativelystoucted during institutional
triadic dialogue in both the speaking-book andysteriting lessons, whilst co-
construction of topic is evident during the inittat and response turns of circle-time.
What makes these oral language tasks different fmrmst mainstream lessons is that
the teachers’ purpose is not on the accurate tigsgm of curricular knowledge. As
a result, the questions asked are not test orajisplestions, since the teachers are
not already in possession of correct responsesianilling to accept more than one

possible answer.

The topic initial elicitor (TIE) found frequentlyuding the speaking book activity
clearly has collaborative potential. A TIE is suitto collaborative topic generation
because it does not in itself nominate topical nteo talk to, but orients to the
potential knowledge, news or opinions of the cosagonal participant in the next
turn (Button and Casey, 1984; Radford and Tar@660). Indeed it is the open
design of the TIE, used by the teacher in the ctrmteher willingness to listen to the
material thus generated that marks it as diffefremh a test question / known-answer
initiation. In contrast, the data show that newsauncements or itemized enquiries
are not used in topic initiating positions. Sisceh designs are suited to first turn
nomination of topical material (Button & Casey, 498985; Radford and Tarplee,
2000), their usage would indicate teacher dominaticthe topical agenda, so their
absence is a sign of her openness. Through af@HEeacher hands responsibility to
the child to decide what is newsworthy or to sedacbbservation related to the

general topic of the book or the picture. In ti@spect the child is allocated the role
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of expert, or primary knower (Nassaji and WellsQ@pIt is in this way that language

learning can be promoted.

A further initiation with cooperative promise istimvitation from story-writing.
Indeed, while many polar and Wh interrogativesfammd in this discourse position,
rather than constrain the child’s options, the fumctions as a summons to select
components of the story. As such, invitations fe\creative opportunities in the
response turn to offer imaginative suggestionsiwithe structure of the story-
building framework. There is notable free selatiiorelation to the choice of
characters, setting and plot and the ideas gemkaatea necessary resource for the
group to produce the joint outcome of a stoffhis fits the optimal conditions for
group communication tasks since each interactddst@portion of the information

needed to achieve the activity’s goal (Pica et1&l93).

The pattern of topic generation in circle-time iganised in two parts: first the
teacher’s topic model, followed by a chaining opiai next turn responses. On a
positive note, the model does succeed in generpérgpnal contributions and
therefore fulfils the teacher’s goals for the pspd generate ideas whilst allowing
them the freedom to remain silent if they so washthere is no obligation to supply
information. Furthermore, this turn-taking systensures that pupils are free from
interruption from others who could steal a turnletiney take the time to formulate a

response.

However, as far as language learning opporturgtieconcerned, the circle-time

scheme warrants interpretation in terms of theipdsi®s for positive evidence,
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topical pursuit and responsive assistance. Thehéss first turn provides an
appropriate syntactic and semantic model for thielen to copy and some do
succeed in producing next turns that fulfil the estation. On the other hand, the fact
that the turn-taking system demands that each palgks a turn leads to a crucial time
lag between her model and some of the childremisstla potential problem for
children with language difficulties. The child alsms the risk of being presented
with a syntactic model that is inaccurate fromphevious child’s turn. Furthermore,
if the child’s language learning goals concern aynthe absence of follow-up turns
denies the teacher a next turn slot in which twigea recast or reformulation.
Another concern is that, on occasions when the mgani the child’s turn is unclear,
there is no opportunity to initiate a content refaiorder to clarify the meaning. This

calls for clarity in the setting of teaching objees for the circle-time lesson.

As for follow-up turns in the speaking and storskis, there is acknowledgement by
the teacher of the subject matter of the childspomse. In this sense, the third turn
functions similarly to high level evaluations (Nsgstd et al., 1997). Yet this analysis
has uncovered further features of interest fopilmposes of language learning. First,
itemized enquiries in the speaking task are oftemadly oriented, especially when
they refer to the child’s personal news accouiitse interview data confirmed that
the teacher’s goal was to do ‘social talk’ addrdgsethe child’s agenda which was
why photographs were used. In contrast, an accepta the story writing activity is
cognitively oriented in so far as it does the jélbvelcoming the child’s contribution

to the developing story, even expressing praisaro#gg its relevance
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Paraphrase of a response turn is a common techagpaeby teachers to filter out an
invalid contribution so that it is redefined towarah intended plan or known answer
(Edwards and Mercer, 1994). A different pictureceges in these data because when
the teachers recast or reformulate the childrentsst they orient to the new
knowledge created. As they are not sieving oubitsethat do not conform to a
preconceived plan, they are not attempting to aédidheir authority over the
knowledge and understandings generated. Rath@azsfen (2001) has observed,
revoicings treat children as continuing negotiatdysut their ideas and even afford
them the right to challenge the teacher’s integti@t. Importantly, also, as far as
language learning is concerned, recasts and refatims provide positive evidence
of the syntax and/or semantics of the child’s prasiturns. As Ridley, Radford and
Mahon (2002) also found in teacher and peer intieracthe follow-up turn affords
contingent opportunities for additional syntactitiaemantic elements to be added.
Whether or not such models are noticed as inpttéyhild, of course, certainly

requires further investigation

Conclusion

This research has identified the potentially féaiive role played by triadic dialogue
in language learning. The data show collaboratorges of negotiatiom topical
development during the speaking and story-writiciivdies. Theseonescan be
instantiated as the sequences of IRF turns whertetither and the pupil are
negotiating the topical content. These sequeradaterto Vygotsky’s notion of the
zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1962) ifaoas such sequential contexts

provide opportunities for contingent talk by a moapable other that is pitched
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beyond the child’s current level of language depelent. Thuzones of negotiation
can provide favourable conditions for languagerig®y in terms of the dimensions
discussed at the beginning of the paper: the aetigagement of the childn interest
in the exchange of ideas (dialogism), and respensiss to the pupils’ agenda. They
may also occur when it is the child, rather thanabult, who is more knowledgeable

about the topic.

Our findings show that, in contrast with previoasearch on teachers’ use of
guestions, under certain conditions questions cacotlaborative work. These
appear to be: first, that the speaking turn sysiethe activity permits pupil self-
selection and teacher follow-up; next, that initias invite or elicit pupils’ personal
news, ideas or opinions; finally that, from thesatexts, follow-up turns can do the
business of accepting, incorporating, reformulating extending pupil’s responses.
Indeed, even young children experiencing spedainguage difficulties have no
shortage of ideas when encouraged to present thirima structured framework.
Moreover, small group activities are not disadvgathas compared to dyadic tasks,

in so far as similar phenomena are found in botiieods.

What is clear is that, in small group communicatasks, there exists a very close
relationship between the lesson context and thige$ the triadic dialogue. Within
an interactionist perspective on language learrimg study has professional
implications for both teachers and speech and kg therapists who support the
oral language skills of all young children, nottjtteose who experience specific

language difficulties. These professionals mag fime dimensions summarised in
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Table 3 a helpful frame of reference to assisirterpretation of communication

tasks in terms of their language learning oppotigesin classrooms.
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Appendix 1: Key to transcription
The number in brackets indicates silence by teotlseconds.

A dot enclosed in a bracket indicates a gap inalieof less than two-
tenths of a second.

The equals sign indicates ‘latching’ between utiees.

Square brackets between adjacent lines of condwspeech indicate the
onset and end of a spate of overlapping talk.

A dot before an ‘h’ indicates speaker in-breathe Tiore h's the longer
the breath.

An ‘h’ indicates an out-breath. The more h'’s theder the breath.

A description enclosed in brackets, and writtertahcs, indicates a non-
verbal activity. For examplgpoints at picture)).

Colons indicate that the speaker has stretchepréde=ding sound or
letter. The more colons the greater the exterfi@ftretching.

Indicates the presence of an unclear fragmentpaf. ta

The words within a single bracket indicate the saaitber’'s best guess at
an unclear utterance.

A full stop indicates a stopping fall in tone. tiek not necessarily
indicate the end of a sentence.

A comma indicates a ‘continuing’ intonation.

A question mark indicates a rising inflection. ¢ts$ not necessarily
indicate a question.

Pointed arrows indicate a marked falling or risimgnational shift. They
are placed immediately before the onset of the.shif

Underlined fragments indicate speaker emphasis.

(Transcription style developed by Gail Jeffersard eeported in Hutchby and
Wooffitt, 1999)
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