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CHAPTER I 

THE ENQUIRY 

This study is an exploratory investigation into 

certain aspects of classroom verbal interaction by means 

of an analysis, description and comparison of teacher 

language and certain pupil differences found during six 

Form II and eight Form III classes in the course of 42 

prescribed social studies lessons. 

Transcriptions of recorded lessons were analysed 

to obtain certain language variables and the resulting 

measures were related to pupil variable measures. The 

teacher language variables were: 

1. the logical structure of units of the verbal inter­

action as indicated by question types, 

2. the content relevance of these units, 

3. the purpose and content relevance of teacher 

monologue explanations, 

4. the linguistic structure of teacher monologues, 

5. the discourse style employed. 

The pupil variables were: 

1. measures of intelligence and associative reasoning, 

2. attainment in terms of understandings acquired in 

the course of the three lessons and tested by means 

of a pretest and a post-test, 

3. attitudes toward and interests in school subjects 

as indicated in questionnaires, 

4. other background differences such as parents' 

socio-economic status, prior experience, and 

1 
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availability of resource mate ale 

The prime interest which motivated the study and 

the significance of research such as this are outlined 

in the following general statement. 

(a) GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

Teacher Language 

Language is the basic means of communication in 

the classroom. It models and moulds the thinking of 

the participants in the activities of the classroom; it 

conveys ideas and experiences, both trivial and profound; 

it regulates the behaviour of both teacher and pupil; 

it is creative, productive and expressive. But the 

language of the classroom is a unique subsystem within 

the general language communications system. 

1 Gilbert Ryle suggested "no one could follow or 

use didactic discourse who had not already learned to 

follow or use conversational talk ... Didactic discourse 

is itself a species of studied discourse ... in which 

schooling is given ... and is itself, in some degree, 

the product of schooling ... Even if a bright conversa-

tional style is affected a merely conversational 

reception of it is known to be inappropriate, so the 

conversational style is recognised to be fraudulent. 

The teacher is pretending that he and the pupil are not 

really working." 

Classroom discourse has been likened to a 

IGilbert Ryle. 1968. The Concept of Mind. Australia: 
Penguin Books. 
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"language" game 2 in which each "move", a language unit in 

the lesson, is directed and restrained by rules pertain-

ing to the participant's classroom role. According to 

Bellack the "fundamental pedagogical pattern" in class-

room discourse consists of a sequence of teacher question, 

pupil response, and usually a teacher reaction. The 

initiation of these "moves" is the function mainly of 

the teacher. 

Perhaps the teacher determines also the discourse 

"styles", that is the modes and levels of expression 

created by syndromes of oral language mannerisms. If 

3 Ryle is correct, then a feature of the classroom 

language game may be that the language style employed by 

the teacher has a markedly different nature from that 

used by the pupil. Not only could the linguistic 

action and style be teacher generated and controlled; 

the linguistic structure and the vocabulary could be 

teacher-oriented in their complexities and levels of 

difficulty or conversely the teacher may employ pupil-

oriented, simple language structures and vocabulary 

levels. 

The fact that the teacher may have a "dialect" 

would add a priestly quality to his classroom role. 

Although he and the pupils probably have a common 

social-class origin in New Zealand, the teacher's 

educational and experiential background could allow a 

2 Arno Bellack et ale 1965. The Language of the Class-
room. Parts 1 and 2. Co-operative Research Project, 
Columbia University. 

3G. Ryle. Op.cit. 



"language-class" difference to develop which makes the 

teacher, in this respect, of higher rank. 

4 

The teachers in New Zealand primary schools 

receive their academic education concurrent with or after 

their professional education. From the time of entry 

into a teachers' college after secondary education, their 

professional education includes the experience of 

teaching and observation in primary school classrooms. 

The normal method of secondary-teacher education 

in New Zealand is by means of a "bridge" professional 

course subsequent to a secondary and tertiary academic 

education. 

It is not unreasonable to assume that beginning 

teachers in secondary school classrooms may employ 

teacher-talk beyond the verbal experience and under­

standing of the new entrant to the secondary school. 

Analyses of secondary teachers' and pupils' classroom 

discourse could show that the teacher-talk was 

constructed of inordinately more erudite, sophisticated 

vocabularies, and linguistic structures, and inappropri­

ately higher cognitive levels than the pupil-talk. 

If this were shown to be so, then the young 

pupils in the secondary school would have had to adapt 

and reorientate to a type of classroom discourse which 

was different in style and structure and made greater 

cognitive demands than the primary school classroom 

discourse with which they were familiar. There is no 

evidence to show that the articulation between upper 

intermediate school grades and lower secondary school 
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grades is a smooth, progressive one; the pupils have not 

found this to be so. Administrators and teachers have 

observed that there are problems of adjustment for such 

pupils. The nature of classroom discourse could be a 

factor contributing to the difficulties and disillusion-

ment experienced by some secondary school entrants. 

Teaching Research and Theories of Teaching 

The discourse style is one activity in that set of 

teacher behaviours which constitutes good teaching. The 

last two decades have seen the development of new 

insights and new techniques in teaching research, but 

relatively little research has been carried out on the 

linguistic nature of classroom language. 

Most analyses of classroom discourse have tended 

to focus on wide, salient phenomena. . 4 . Martln ln a 

review of teaching research concluded that "if we are to 

get to the heart of the teaching act we must finally 

cope with its subtlety". 

The macro-analytic approach taken in most studies 

of classroom interaction has contributed much to the 

increasing body of knowledge on teaching. Descriptions 

of classroom behaviour have been richly provided but 

generally there has been a focus upon the gross overt 

behaviours, which do not lend themselves to fine 

analyses and interpretations. 

Having outlined significant current teaching 

4R. G. Martin. 1971. "Communication and the Act of 
Teaching: A Footnote to Models of Teaching". Journal 
of Teacher Education, Volume XXII, No.4, Winter, 1971, 
p. 418. 



models of communication in the classroom, MartinS 

concluded that little is yet known about classroom 

language. 

There is no generally accepted theory of language 

communication, and research findings have provided no 

resolution of the related problems. There are, 

however, many accepted linguistic techniques available 

which could be employed for the analyses of classroom 

discourse. 

Biddle has suggested that the "major field as yet 

untapped in classroom research is that of linguistics,,6 

and considers that it is possible to study the 

vocabulary, grammar, and lexicon of classroom language. 

The results of such research would contribute to the 

body of descriptive knowledge about teaching but they 

would also add a new dimension to the development of a 

theory of teaching if their micro-analytic elements were 

related to pupil variables. 

The current models of teaching are products of 

various theories of learning, counselling, general 

psychology, or are eclectic, multi-dimensional models. 

Although components in these models may have some 

empirical support, none possesses validation obtained 

from classroom application of the relevant paradigms. 

A scientifically-based theory of teaching is needed but 

1971. Op.cit., pp. 418-424. R.G. Martin. 

6B. J . Biddle. 1967. "Methods and Concepts in Classroom 
Research" in The Review of Educational Research, Vol. 
37, No.3, June 1967. 

6 



7 

has yet to develop. Biddle 7 observes that this lack of 

a general scientific theory of classroom behaviour exists 

despite the efforts to utilise traditional theories, or 

the results of small group research. These have been 

used for the building of prescriptive theories of 

teaching but until the full range of behaviours contained 

within them can be subject to validation we must admit to 

operating from non-scientific premises. 

Teaching Research and Curriculum Development 

The changes and developments in curriculum fields 

tend to follow a classical form: 

(a) dissatisfaction is expressed concerning the inade-

quacies of the current curriculum, 

(b) a new curriculum is developed or an old curriculum 

is modified, or one is borrowed and adapted, 

(c) the new curriculum is tested in restricted pilot 

schemes and either rejected or adopted. 

Often disenchantment follows the romantic phase, 

particularly if the new curriculum has contained 

seemingly more effective material. It is unusual for 

curriculum innovations to have suggestions detailing 

teaching behaviours which have been shown to be 

effective for use within the new curriculum. 

Curriculum development and evaluation of its 

effectiveness can be facilitated by the use of descrip-

tive data obtained in classroom observations. The 

results of analytical treatment of the data could provide 

7B. J . Biddle. 1965. "Systematic Studies in Classroom 
Behaviour". Abstract from Doctoral Dissertation, 
University of Missouri. 
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a needed means of describing and understanding the 

teaching behaviours in relation to pupil achievement and 

attitude within micro-trial, experimental and post-

implementation periods. 

Barak Rosenshine 8 reviewed studies which used 

available classroom observation instruments to evaluate 

curricula. He found that most studies reported that 

teachers who used the material employed traditional means 

of instruction; few used special teaching behaviours 

within the context of the curriculum package. He 

inferred that descriptions and low-inference measures 

relating teaching behaviours to student achievement were 

needed for investigations into the effectiveness of 

experiments into new curricula. None of the studies 

included linguistic teaching behaviours. 

Probably the paucity of research into such 

variables in general teaching research explains why they 

have not been brought into focus in evaluation of methods 

of instruction in new curricula. For comprehensive and 

reliable evaluation of these innovations, appropriate 

observational systems and analytical descriptions are 

needed. These would enable the identification of 

critical verbal and non-verbal behaviours needed for new 

curricula to have potency and for the achievement of 

curricular objectives. 

Teaching Research in Programmes of Teacher Education 

It has been suggested that research concentrated 

8Barak Rosenshine. 1970. "Evaluation of Classroom 
Instruction" in Review of Educational Research, Vol. 40, 
No.2, April 1970, published by American Educational 
Research Association. 



on verbal and linguistic variables would be a fruitful 

field for contributing to the understanding of the 

problems found in junior secondary classrooms, and also 

would make important contributions to the development of 

a theory of teaching and for curriculum development and 

evaluation. 

Because such research can contribute to these 

areas it could also furnish materials and methods for 

teacher education programmes. 

The lack of adequate programmes in teacher 

education is attributable in part to the insufficient 

information available on the significant and crucial 

behavioural components of effective teaching. Rosen-

shine and Furst observe that there is a new focus on 

denotable actions in performance criteria9 in the 

training of teachers which is indicative of a shift 

from traditional broad and vague objectives such as 

'providing meaningful experiences' and 'providing for 

individual differences'. 

Investigations indicate that those training 

procedures reviewed by Rosenshine and FurstlO which 

concentrated on distinguishable, specific behaviours 

were more effective than courses employing traditional 

methods for changing the behaviours of teachers in 

training. The reviewers see the need for an emphasis 

on specific performance criteria in the planning of 

9Barak Rosenshine and Norma Furst. 1971. "Research on 
Teacher Performance Criteria" in Research in Teacher 
Education: A Symposium, edited by B.O. Smith, for 
American Educational Research Association. Prentice­
Hall Inc., New Jersey. 

lOB. Rosenshine and N. Furst. Ibid., p. 38 ff. 

9 
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model programmes of teacher education. However, there 

are no repertoires of teaching skills which have been 

shown from research to produce severally, or in combina­

tion, the desirable changes in the cognitive 0 affective 

performance of the students. Such research findings 

would provide the performance criteria needed in teacher 

education programmes. 

Many teacher education courses use the available 

observational category and rating systems and 

variables which were found from laboratory experiments 

to be significant. The affective variables have been 

studied much more frequently in teaching research; a 

comprehensive coverage is now needed of the cognitive 

variables, particularly those relating to the language 

demands, style, and structure of classroom discourse. 

These, together with the instruments and methods at 

present in use in teachers' colleges would make for 

greater balance and coverage of the important teaching 

behaviours. The assumption is made that teachers who 

are aware of and can use a variety of appropriate verbal 

behaviours will be able to facilitate more learning in 

their classrooms. Therefore, it is suggested that 

descriptive and analytical methods of investigating the 

cognitive and linguistic nature of the language of the 

classroom would in themselves be effective tools for the 

production in trainee teachers of sensitivity to the 

importance of their own language style and structure for 

the achievement of their pupils. Similarly, the in­

service training of teachers could utilise research 
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findings in these areas for aiding teachers whose sensi-

tivity is already high. 

(b) THE SPECIFIC AIMS OF THE STUDY 

The study began with the intention of particularly 

ascertaining: 

(1) If there was any significant difference between the 

vocabulary levels in the classroom language of a 

group of teachers as shown in judgments obtained 

from the pupils and from a panel of experts, and 

(2) exploring the relationship between teacher effect-

iveness from measures of pupil achievement and 

samples of each teacher's classroom lexical level 

as obtained from word frequency lists. 

After a preliminary trial these aims were modified 

because the following specific variables appeared to be 

significant on the basis of the author's intuitive 

judgments: 

(1) The number and types of questions in classroom 

verbal interaction. 

(2) The classification of the units of verbal inter­

action "episodes"ll according to their relevance 

and purpose in relationship with the generally 

prescribed lesson content, and the length of 

episodes. 

(3) The classification of the teacher explanation 

"monologues",ll according to their relevance, 

11 G.A. Nuthall et ale 1970. System for Analysis of 
Verbal Interaction in Class Lessons - 1970 Revision, 
University of Canterbury Teaching Research Project 
(mimeographed) . 



purpose, and design in relationship with the 

prescribed lesson content. 

(4) A determination of the variations between the 

teachers in the research sample of the lexical 

levels of monologues. 

(5) The analysis of samples of teacher monologues to 

obtain a description of the "surface" linguistic 

structure of each teacher's classroom language by 

obtaining measures of: 

(a) the number of morphemes per group, and 

(b) the various types of phrase subordination 

structures. 

(6) An analysis to provide a description of the "deep 

structure" of each teacher's classroom language 

through measures of: 

(a) the frequency of the use of negation, 

12 

(b) the frequency of the use of the passive voice, 

(c) the phrase structure, that is the degree of 

phrase embedding and branching structures. 

(7) A description and comparison of the styles employed 

by the teachers in their oral language. The 

"style" of the language being characterised by 

variables such as the use of idiomatic, figurative, 

pedantic, and other distinctive features of oral 

language. 

(8) The frequency of the use of vague expressions in 

teacher explanations. 

(9) A measure of the scientific-emotive dimension in 

teacher explanations. 
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(c) SU~1ARY OF AIMS 

These specific aims resulted in the development of 

the general intentions in this exploratory study: 

(1) The description of the patterns of teachers' 

language; its linguistic structure, vocabulary and 

style. 

(2) The nature of the verbal interaction in the 

particular type of lesson used in this study. 

(3) An examination of the relationship between a 

selection of these variables and the following: 

Pupil achievement. 

Pupil interest in this subject and type of 

lesson. 

Pupil assessment of the general difficulty, in 

understanding these lessons. 

Pupil assessment of their ability to understand 

the language employed by the teachers in 

these lessons. 

(4) Because of the classroom problems experienced by 

new entrants in secondary schools, to determine any 

differences there were between the language and 

aspects of verbal interaction in Form II and Form 

III classes in the sample used for this study. 

(d) OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 

The study involved fourteen teachers, eight Form 

III teachers and six Form II teachers, forty-two lessons 

on a topic in Social Studies. The lesson topics and 

treatment were prescribed in outline and sequence only. 
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The secondary and primary school teachers were 

matched as much as possible for experience, sex, and type 

of school. 

The lessons were tape-recorded then transcribed. 

The tape-scripts were analysed to isolate ninety-four 

teacher differences and sixty-seven pupil differences. 

Measures were obtained of these differences for each 

teacher and each class respectively and attempts were 

made to identify relationships between these. 

* * * 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter presents firstly an outline of the 

development of research in teaching, in particular the 

development of research in classroom interaction in 

which cognitive and linguistic behaviours have been 

studied. 

15 

The studies reviewed are those in which investi­

gations were made of questions, teacher explanations, 

discourse styles, and content relevance in teaching. 

Reviews are also given of studies which relate cognitive 

and linguistic dimensions of teacher behaviour with 

pupil achievement. 

Secondly, a summary is provided of the literature 

concerning the tests and other means of measurement used 

in this investigation. 

Finally, there is a presentation and discussion 

on the theories underlying the linguistic analysis 

employed. Reasons are given for the choice of the 

Chomskian transformational grammar together with a 

summary of Chomsky's linguistic theories up to the end 

of 1973, his psychological theory and the empirical 

validation of those theories. The chapter concludes 

with notes on the significance of the theories for 

research in teaching. 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































