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Abstract. This study examines the possibility of using of IRF (Initiation-
Response-Follow-up) sequence of teacher-student interaction in Sri 
Lankan ESL (English as a Second Language) classes for developing 
longer interactional exchanges which are believed to be useful for 
language development. Usually, in Sri Lankan ESL classes, teachers ask 
more display questions and a few referential questions. As a result, 
teacher-student interaction occurs only occasionally and they follow the 
traditional IRF pattern with an evaluation at the third move. Teachers 
could develop longer interactional exchanges by giving follow-up 
questions or prompts at the third move of the IRF sequence so that 
students respond, elaborate, explain or prolong their responses. This 
study examines how the teacher trainees on their teaching practice of a 
TESL degree programme at a university interacted with their students in 
ESL classes and how they changed their pattern of interaction to sustain 
more student interaction. Using lecture discourse data as the basis of the 
analysis, this study evaluated the changes after an intervention that 
focussed on training the teacher trainees in developing longer 
interactional episodes. The results revealed that there was only a slight 
improvement in the way teacher trainees maintained interactions in the 
lessons after the intervention. Hence, this study enlightens the 
possibility of utilizing interaction for language development through 
intensive teacher training.  
 
Keywords: questions; ESL classes; interaction; IRF; teacher trainees  

 
 

1.  Introduction 

English language proficiency of students at secondary and tertiary levels in Sri 
Lanka has been a concern for legislators and educational administrators. A 
tracer study conducted by the University Grants Commission in 2018 on 
graduate employment reports that only around 27% of the graduates from the 
Faculty of Arts of the university, where this study was conducted, were 
employed. Lack of employment has always been connected to lack of language 
proficiency of the graduates. It is believed that language proficiency of students, 
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especially the speaking skills, could be developed by giving opportunities to 
speak in the ESL classes. In other way, teachers could handle the classroom 
discourse to provide opportunities for students to speak.   

It is generally claimed that students in Asian countries are reluctant to speak in 
the classroom. A previous study by the researcher (Navaz, 2012) in 
undergraduate content classes in the same university revealed that students 
rarely asked or answered questions. To improve the situation, based on the 
theory of output hypothesis proposed by Swain (1995), it is argued that students 
should be given opportunities to speak in the class. However, the tendency in Sri 
Lankan ESL classes at secondary and tertiary levels is that teacher talk occupies 
most of the class time. Recent peer observation by the researcher of a class 
conducted by an instructor at the faculty revealed that around 90% of his class 
time was occupied by teacher talk (Semester II, 2018/2019 academic year, 
Quality Assurance Process).  

While limited interaction in ESL classes could be connected to various reasons, 
in this study, developing the classroom interaction has been considered as an 
alternative to developing the language proficiency of students. A few instances 
of teacher-student interactions in the study context, as exist in several other 
contexts, followed the traditional three-part exchange, IRF, which consists of a 
question, known as Initiation (I), followed by an answer, called Response (R) 
and the last step is a Follow-up by the teacher (F). Teachers initiate teacher-
student interaction by asking a question (Initiation – I) in a one-to-one situation 
(or sometimes, the first question is directed to the whole class), and the students 
respond to that (Response – R) question. This is followed by a follow-up 
(Follow-up – F) that can be a feedback. This pattern was identified by Sinclair 
and Coulthard (1975) as IRF pattern, whereas Mehan (1979) proposed it as IRE 
pattern, where the last move was ‘Evaluation’ instead of a ‘Feedback’. In this 
study, ‘IRF’ generally refers to a ‘Follow-up’ at the last move unless specified as 
feedback, while ‘IRE’ refers to an evaluation at the end position.  

Despite the fact that IRF pattern has been a dominant type of discourse structure 
in ESL as well as content classes, which is also deemed to be limiting students’ 
participation in classroom discourse, there are possibilities that teachers could 
make use of the last move by providing feedback so that they can sustain longer 
meaningful interactions that are useful for language development of students in 
ESL classes (Walsh, 2011). That is, teachers should make use of the last move of a 
three-part exchange to give a follow-up question/comment (e.g. can you explain 
further?) to students instead of an evaluation (e.g good or OK). The follow-up 
questions as feedback help clarify learners’ contributions and pronunciation 
(Chang, 2009) so that the discourse could be prolonged. Recently, the focus has 
been shifted towards students’ construction of knowledge along with language 
development in content classes (e.g. Chin, 2007; Yip, 2004). Hence, several other 
research studies have examined the possibility of extending the teacher-student 
interaction beyond IRF sequence. For example, Cullen (2002), Lee (2007), Waring 
(2009), Skinner (2019), etc. have been discussed in the literature review section. 
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In the study context, the opportunities to learn English language for the students 
are confined to ESL classes only. The students in the faculty receive only a few 
hours of instruction in teacher-fronted classrooms. Hence, this study unearths 
the possibilities of developing students’ ability to interact in ESL classes in the 
faculty where students learn English as a second language while studying their 
academic studies in their mother tongue, Tamil. On the basis of the argument 
that teacher-student interaction which involves students in constructive 
dialogue in ESL classes would help develop language proficiency of the learners 
(Gibbons, 2003; Gibbons, 2015; Gupta & Lee; 2015; Hall & Verplaetse, 2000; 
Haneda, 2005; Haneda & Wells, 2010), this study attempts to examine the 
existing pattern of interaction in ESL classes and the possibilities of developing 
interaction by manipulating teacher controlled IRF sequences. In the absence of 
notable previous studies either in Sri Lanka or South East Asia on classroom 
discourse, this study could be considered important for trying to unearth an 
important area of classroom discourse which could be useful for developing the 
language proficiency of the students who are already deemed to be in a 
disadvantaged position in terms of employment opportunities for which lack of 
language proficiency is considered to be one of the reasons.  

Teachers in Sri Lankan content classes rarely move beyond this IRF pattern of 
discourse for the reason that they are not aware of the techniques of moving 
beyond IRF nor are they concerned about the importance of extending the 
interaction, as was revealed in a previous study by the researcher in content 
classes (Navaz, 2012). Hence, studies in Sri Lankan ESL classroom discourse 
have been limited. Of the few studies conducted in Sri Lanka, Sanmuganathan 
(2017) claimed that most of the time ESL students and teachers use mother 
tongue to involve in interactions, while Samaranayake (2016) reported that the 
instructional method used by the ESL teachers did not provide opportunities for 
developing the speaking skills. His study was conducted in rural schools in Sri 
Lanka. Karunaratne (2003) also found that the methods used by the teachers in 
urban schools did not provide opportunities for language learning. Perera (2001) 
for her doctoral study investigated the role of interaction and use of textbooks 
for developing language proficiency in secondary level classes. Her study 
revealed that teacher-student interaction is not taking place at a satisfactory 
level.  

The studies in Sri Lankan context reveal that teacher-student interaction does 
not take place in the ESL classrooms for various reasons. These studies focused 
on different factors like the teaching methods or textbooks used, etc. but no 
studies so far have looked into how the discourse could be handled by teachers 
to develop teacher-student interaction.   

At the backdrop of the argument that the knowledge of IRF pattern and 
extending the IRF pattern is helpful for developing the interaction in classrooms, 
this study, involving the selected final year TESL (Teaching English as a Second 
Language) students on teaching practice (hereinafter referred to as Teacher 
Trainees -TTs) investigates what types of interaction the teacher trainees develop 
in ESL classes in the faculty and what impact an intervention focussing on 
training TTs to develop longer interactional exchanges has on classroom 
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discourse. All the students who follow the TESL degree have to undertake 
teaching practice as part of the requirements of the course. In addition, this 
study examines the underlying reasons for the patterns of classroom discourse. 
In the absence of studies that deal with classroom interaction with a focus on 
classroom discourse in tertiary level ESL classes in Sri Lanka, the present study 
is considered important.   

Hence, this study has the following research questions. 

1.1 Research questions  

RQ1. What types of interactional episodes do the teacher trainees develop 
before the intervention in the undergraduate ESL classes at the 
faculty and what are the underlying reasons?  

RQ2: What impact does the intervention have on classroom discourse of 
ESL classes conducted by the TTs and what are the underlying 
reasons? 

The next section describes the literature pertaining to the studies that dealt with 
classroom interaction in both content and ESL classes and the review looks into 
how the classroom discourse of traditional IRF/IRE pattern changes into longer 
meaningful interactional episodes with the use of ‘follow-up’.  
 

2. Literature review 
2.1 IRF in classroom discourse 
This study arises on the premise that teacher-student interaction which involves 
students in constructive dialogue in ESL classes would help develop language 
proficiency of the learners. It has long been established that teacher-student 
interaction is important in creating a suitable learning environment and for 
learners’ language development (Hall & Verplaetse, 2000). Hence, it helps 
develop the second language (Gibbons, 2003; Gibbons, 2015; Gupta & Lee; 2015, 
Haneda, 2005; Haneda & Wells, 2010). When the interaction is a recitation script 
with one–to–one question and answer sequences between teacher and students, 
the outcome of language development would be a question. When the ESL or 
content classroom talk is dialogic with mutual contributions from both students 
and teacher, it can be a good platform for content and language learning (Swain 
& Lapkin, 1998). Swain (1995) also argues that students should get opportunities 
to practise the language to become fluent in the language. She proposed this 
argument through her ‘output hypothesis’ which regards conversational 
interaction as an ‘excellent opportunity for developing speaking’ (p. 248).   

It is a widely accepted fact that classroom discourse of teacher-students in Sri 
Lanka as well as in other parts of the world follows the traditional IRF pattern 
which is also called IRE when the third move becomes an evaluation instead of a 
feedback (Hall, 1998). The three-part exchange structure or the ‘triadic dialogue’ 
(I-R-F) (Lemke, 1985; 1990) is the most occurring pattern as well as a popular 
tool for analyzing the classroom discourse structure. Wells (1993) regards that 
around 70% of the classroom discourse could be accounted by this IRF pattern.  

The IRF sequence, being the general pattern of classroom interaction in ESL as 
well as content classes, is being criticized as teacher-centred. Recently, attention 
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has been paid to utilize the IRF sequence to enhance student participation. 
Despite the fact that the IRF sequence is highly teacher controlled, the 
discussions are underway on how the teachers could make use the IRF to sustain 
interaction in classes (Davidson & Edwards-Groves, 2020; Hall & Walsh, 2002; 
Musumeci, 1996). In the absence of studies connected to ESL classroom 
discourse in Sri Lanka, this study, along this argument, tries to identify the 
existing pattern of discourse in undergraduate ESL classes and examines the 
possibilities of training the teachers to make use of the IRF sequence to develop 
interaction. In this section, I review the studies that attempted to use the IRF 
sequence for developing interaction from different contexts.   

The general argument is that the IRF pattern of exchanges could be manipulated 
by the teachers to get more student participation. That is, the three-part structure 
is an effective tool for guiding the students for learning (Mercer, 1995) on the 
premises that the last move could be handled by the teacher to bring in more 
student involvement and participation (Wells, 1993).  

2.2 Follow-up at the third move and its benefits  
Hall (1998) as well as Lee (2007) stated that the variation in the IRF pattern could 
create different abilities to participate, different learning opportunities, and 
different outcomes. Two moves become important here; one is the initiation or 
the questions teachers ask that decide the nature of the flow of interaction. The 
other one is the third move which is equally important because it decides 
whether the interaction continues or is brought to a halt (Lee, 2007). The third 
move could play different functions such as offering evaluation, feedback or 
follow-up on the students’ second move. In the third move, teachers not only 
respond to whether the students’ answers are correct, adequate or relevant but 
also, even for correct answers, teachers could ask students to elaborate, 
reformulate or defend their answers (ibid).  

Lee (2007) analysed the three-turn exchanges of the discourse of college ESL 
courses produced by international and immigrant students in North American 
universities to identify how the third turns (F) were used to sustain interaction 
with students. Lee considers that the teachers should make use of the third 
move, without limiting to evaluate students’ responses, for different discourse 
purposes. Some of them could be “estimating what students know and what 
they do not know, discovering particular identities of their students and their 
problems, finding and repairing what becomes problematic in the second turns” 
(ibid: 1226). 

The findings of Lee (2007) agree with Wells and Arouz (2006) as well as Nassaji 
and Wells (2000) who argue that it is important how the teacher handles the last 
move, the ‘follow-up’, which is believed to have the ability of generating 
sufficient interaction in the classroom. Their research was based on school level 
science content classes in Toronto. Nassaji and Wells identified six functional 
moves that the third turn displays: evaluation, justifications, counter-argument, 
clarification, meta-talk and action. They advise that teachers should avoid giving 
evaluation in the follow-up move that would possibly suppress students’ 
participation; instead, they demonstrated, teachers could request, in the follow-
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up move, for “justifications, connections, or counter arguments and allow 
students to self-select in making their contributions” (p. 401). 

In a study conducted in a community English programme in the United States, 
Waring (2009) demonstrated using the discourse collected from a single student 
during the homework feedback session that how moving away from the 
traditional IRF sequence could bring in more in-depth discussions. Similarly, 
Wong and Waring (2009) suggest that giving a feedback like ‘very good’ is not 
conducive for learning because the feedback brings the students’ contribution to 
a halt. Instead, they advise the teachers to use ‘pursuit’ questions (e.g. why do 
you say that?) so that students could engage in the activity more. Here Wong 
and Waring use the name feedback for evaluation and pursuit questions for 
what others call follow-up questions. 

Liu (2008) differentiated the discourse between two teachers and demonstrated 
the opportunity to develop language through the handling of IRF moves, 
especially the follow-up move. In his study conducted in Chinese language 
classrooms, one of the teachers valued student contributions by providing 
positive acknowledgements and reformulations. Liu claimed that this has 
promoted students’ involvement and created effective language learning 
opportunities (ibid). Similarly, Hellermann (2003) showed that the effective 
handling of the ‘F move’ in the IRF pattern had a number of positive 
consequences for student participation and learning. His study was based on 
urban high school content classes.   

Cullen (2002) considered the teachers’ handling of follow-up move in the IRF 
sequence in a secondary school EFL classroom in Tanzania. He invented two 
kinds of F moves: Evaluative and Discoursal.  Cullen regards that the latter type 
of F move could be useful for language development as it reformulates and 
elaborates on student contributions, and derives further initiating moves from 
them. This study reveals that teacher could handle the last move in the IRF 
sequence to prolong the teacher–student interaction and obtain more student 
participation.  

Skinner (2019) in a study conducted with nine teacher trainees on their teaching 
practice for their TESOL degree programme found that when the trainee 
teachers asked display questions for which answer is already known, the 
classroom discussions were confined to IRF sequence. As a result of the study, 
Skinner suggests that teachers should use referential questions which require 
genuine answer from the students.  

As Boyd and Markarian (2015) claim, to develop longer interaction, the teachers 
can ask for clarification or elaborations in the third move instead of an 
evaluation which usually brings the interactional exchange to a halt. This could 
occur through requests for clarifications and elaborations in the third move 
(Edwards-Groves, 2014).  

One way the feedback could develop language development is it helps clarify 
learners’ contributions and pronunciation. This could occur through repairs 
producing reformulations (Chang, 2009) that are corrections made by learners 
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themselves when teacher makes them realize that their utterance is not 
understood by the teacher. It is already established that negotiated interaction 
between the learners and the teacher can enhance comprehension of the input 
and in turn lead to language development (Long, 1985). Further, Van Lier (2001) 
claims that when the initiation-response-feedback exchange moves beyond mere 
recitation and display, it helps scaffolding instruction, develops cognitive 
structures in the zone of proximal development, or assists learners to express 
themselves with maximum clarity. 

Despite the different opinions, researchers generally agree that when the third 
move of the IRF is a follow-up instead of evaluation, the teacher could develop 
longer meaningful interactions in the classroom. That is, the IRF pattern could be 
used for better student contribution by handling the last move ‘F” effectively 
(e.g. Hall, 1998; Lee, 2007; Nassaji & Wells, 2000). In this way, teachers could 
maintain dialogic interaction in their classrooms too.  

As indicated in Lemke’s triadic dialogue, usually in classrooms a teacher’s 
question receives a response from the students, and the teacher evaluates the 
student’s response to end the exchange. This could be followed by another 
initiation by the teacher. Even though researchers (e.g. Wood, 1992) have earlier 
questioned the usefulness of this triadic dialogue, now it has been realised that 
these triadic dialogues could be used in a fruitful way by giving follow-up (e.g. 
feedback) instead of an evaluation (E) to make meaningful, connected 
interactional episodes between teacher and students (e.g. Nassaji & Wells, 2000).  
This study also looks into the possibility of extending beyond the IRF pattern by 
asking follow-up questions at the last move. The conceptual framework of the 
study is given in Figure 1 below.  
 

  

                        Figure 1: Conceptual framework of the study  
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This conceptual framework explains that classroom interaction can move in two 
directions, initiated with teachers’ questions. When the teacher gives an 
evaluation for the student’s response, the interactional exchange is brought to an 
end. Instead, if the response is followed by a follow-up question, the exchange 
continues. Giving follow-up, in this study, was facilitated by an intervention. 
Hence, the following methodology was used to investigate the classroom 
discourse and answer the research questions. 
 

3. Methods 
This study follows a classroom action research method and the data were 
collected mainly through qualitative methods. Classroom discourse was the 
basis for data collection. The observed lessons were recorded and some selected 
lessons were transcribed. In addition, classroom observation, and teacher 
trainees’ reflections obtained through individual discussions and their written 
answers for structural questions were used in this study.  
 
3.1 Participants 
The participants of this study were the final year TESL students who follow the 
TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language) degree with the Department of 
English Language Teaching (DELT) at the Faculty of Arts (herein after referred 
to as faculty). As part of the requirements of the course, the students have to 
undertake teaching practice at the faculty for 15 weeks in semester I of the fourth 
year of the degree programme. They are called Teacher Trainees (TTs) in this 
study. Of the twelve TTs in the academic year 2019/2020, four TTs were selected 
based on the convenience of the researcher for observation. These teacher 
trainees are in their early 20s and have studied in their mother tongue, Tamil, up 
to their GCE A/L1 (General Certificate in Education Advanced Level) and have 
studied English as a subject in their school from grade 3. Only those students 
with a good language proficiency are selected to the TESL degree each year. For 
three years, they have followed different courses in English language, linguistics 
and methodology in the medium of English. They have learnt the theoretical and 
practical aspects of teaching during their study. 

For the teaching practice, the TTs are assigned to teach classes along with an 
instructor and observed by a senior lecturer. In this study, the researcher was the 
observer. Four TTs were selected based on the convenience of the researcher for 
observation and all of them were female students. In the batch there are eleven 
female students and only a male student and therefore the sample consisted of 
only female students. The TTs were assigned to teach a course in Elementary 
English to the first year Arts students. These first year students were just starting 
their academic studies in the university after studying English at their primary 
and secondary levels for 10 years. The students were grouped according to their 
language proficiency level from weaker to the best groups and these TTs were 
working with the top four groups out of eight.  

 
 

 
1 GCE A/L is the qualifying examination for university entrance 
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3.2 Observation 
A semester consists of 15 weeks and the observation took place at two stages, the 
first five weeks, followed by an intervention that lasted for four weeks and again 
the classes were observed for the last 5 weeks. Each teacher trainee was expected 
to teach around 30 hours of lessons for the semester, 2 hours a week. The ESL 
classes were held on Mondays and Tuesdays, and therefore the researcher was 
able to observe two TTs a week. Altogether four lessons were observed of each 
TT. In addition, the researcher maintained a field notebook to take down vital 
activities in the observed classroom for individual discussion with the TTs. 

3.3 Recordings and transcriptions 
All the observed lessons were recorded using smartphones which the TTs 
carried with them. The first lesson delivered by TTs was not taken into analysis 
for the reason that students would have behaved differently because of the 
presence of the researcher. From rest of the lessons, longest ones were selected. 
Two of the recorded lessons of each TT, before and after the intervention, one 
each, were transcribed using usual transcribing conventions by a colleague of 
the researcher. That is, altogether eight lectures were transcribed and the 
transcripts were compared with the recordings by the researcher.  

The four TTs are identified as TTA, TTM, TTS, TTZ based on the first letter of 
their names along with TT. In addition, each of their two transcribed lessons 
were identified as 1 and 2 with their code names. No. 1 refers to the ESL lesson 
conducted before the intervention, while ‘2’ indicates the lesson after the 
intervention. For example, TTZ 1 refers to the lesson conducted by TTZ before 
the intervention and TTZ 2 means the lesson after the intervention.  

3.4 Ethics  
At the faculty, where the study was conducted, the ethical guidelines are yet to 
be introduced. However, the informed consents were obtained from the four TTs 
and the researcher explained the purpose of the study to the students in the four 
groups. In addition, the dean of the faculty was informed about the study.   

3.5 Intervention 
An intervention was administered following the first part of the observation. 
The intervention focused on training the TTs to ask different types of questions 
that are useful for language development, mainly referential, as well as open-
ended and closed questions during lessons. It also focused on interactional 
patterns that are developed by asking different types of questions. TTs were 
exposed to the discourse obtained from their own lessons conducted at the 
beginning (pre-intervention period) and exemplified how they maintained 
interactions and how they could have developed the interactions better in their 
lessons. Based on these reflections of their own lessons, changes were suggested. 
Hence, this process was participatory since the TTs themselves suggested how 
they could have progressed in the lessons, despite the fact that there were other 
constraints.  



183 
 

http://ijlter.org/index.php/ijlter 

The intervention was held for two hours a week for four weeks, followed by one 
week ‘no observation week’ for the TTs to get oriented themselves with the 
intervention and during the last five weeks they were observed again.  

3.6 Analysing the transcript  
The transcripts were analysed for questioning patterns, and interactional 
exchanges. The focus was on the IRE/F (follow-up) patterns developed before 
and after the intervention in each lecture. Student-initiated interactions were 
also checked for their availability but there was not any in any lesson discourse.  

In this study, the teacher-student interactional exchanges were the important 
analytical components. Therefore, in analysing the lecture discourse, the 
following two components were paid attention. 1. Questions asked by the TTs: 
they are important because they make the initiation move. 2. Interactional 
exchanges: they are the key component of analysis. Following Hu and Li (2017) 
and Hu and Duan (2018), any utterance identified as interrogative, imperative, 
or declarative which elicited a verbal response was considered a question 
(Navaz, 2020).  

Then at the next stage, those questions that built into interactional exchanges2 or 
episodes3 were considered irrespective of the length of the exchanges and their 
numbers were counted. A colleague of the researcher assisted in the 
identification of questions. These questions that initiated interactions were 
categorised into two types: display and referential questions. Display questions 
require answers which are already known to the teacher, while referential 
questions request information from the students which is not known to the 
teacher (Brock, 1986, as cited in Navaz, 2020). All the others were put into the 
category of others. In addition, the TTs were requested to reflect on their own 
lecture delivery.  

3.7 Reflection of TTs 
The TTs were asked to comment on their own lesson delivery, important 
activities, etc. The researcher picked the vital points for clarification with the TTs 
from the field notebook. Some of the things that were clarified were the reasons 
for teacher questioning and their classroom discourse patterns at each stage of 
the lesson delivery. That is, their concerns and constraints in making classes 
interactive were also found out. The reasons for TTs and students’ behaviours in 
lessons were also focussed on. In addition, the TTs were given some structured 
questions to write their views. For example, they were asked about the reasons 
for lack of classroom interaction.  

4. Findings 
In this section, mainly the following research questions are answered:  
RQ1. What types of interactional episodes do the teacher trainees develop before 

the intervention in the undergraduate ESL classes at the faculty and what 
are the underlying reasons?  

 
2 Question-answer-feedback/evaluation is known as an exchange. Usually a teacher question, student response and teacher 

feedback (e.g. can you explain further) or evaluation (e.g good) 
3 One or several exchanges that occur at one point in a lesson make an episode.  
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RQ2: What impact does the intervention have on classroom discourse of ESL 
classes conducted by the TTs and what are the underlying reasons? 

Before answering the first research question, some background details that are 
connected with those research questions are presented.  

4.1 Summary of the lessons  
The lessons at the pre-intervention stage focused on parts of speech such as 
nouns, adjectives, adverbs, etc., while at the post-intervention stage they focused 
on present simple and continuous tenses.  

4.2 Identification of lessons transcribed before and after the intervention 
The table below (Table 1) indicates the lessons transcribed before and after the 
intervention and they are identified using TTs’ code. Altogether eight lessons 
were transcribed and taken into analysis. Those lessons are TTA 1, TTA 2, TTM 1 
and TTM 2, which are, for example, delivered by TTA and TTM respectively. 

Table 1: Identification of lessons transcribed 

 

 

 

 

 

Following this description, the first research question has been answered.  

4.3 Types of interactional episodes  
All kinds of interactional episodes were counted before and after the 
intervention. A series of interactional exchanges that occurred at a time were 
counted as a single episode. To say simply, a dialogue between teacher and 
students at a point of time is considered an episode. An episode can contain 
either single or a series of exchanges with IRE/IRF sequences. When the teacher 
returns to monologic talk or asks students to do some activity, the interactional 
exchange/episode ends. In this study, the interactional exchanges/episodes are 
called episodes and IRE refers to shorter single episode which has three moves 
and ends with evaluation, while extended IRF denotes longer episodes with 
several moves extended by follow-up questions or prompts.  

Table 2: Types of interactional episodes and their number before the intervention 

   TTs No. of IRE 
interactional 
episodes  
 

No. of extended IRF  
interactional 
episodes  

TTA     15      00 

TTM     09      00 

TTS     17      01 

TTZ     18      02 

Total       59      03 

TTs  Transcribed  lessons 
before the intervention 
 

Transcribed  lessons 
after the intervention 
 

TTA  TTA 1  TTA 2 

TTM  TTM 1  TTM 2 

TTS  TTS 1  TTS 2 

TTZ  TTZ 1  TTZ 2 
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The number of interactional episodes found in the analysed lecture discourse of 
the four TTs are given in Table 2. They were limited in number and altogether 
there were 62 of them. Further, 59 of the total interactional episodes belonged to 
the IRE pattern. An example of an IRE sequence is given in Extract 1. The 
evaluation usually given in the lessons are ‘very good’, ‘good’, ‘OK’, ‘fine’, etc. 
Across the lessons, OK was more prevalent. We have already seen that when the 
evaluation is given in the third move, the interactional episodes have been 
brought to a stop. This makes a typical IRE episode. Then, the TTs asked another 
question or got on with explaining the lesson.  

Extract 1: Example of IRE pattern of discourse (from TTA’s lesson) 
T: The park has a big pond. In this sentence, what are the nouns?  - I 
S: Park and pond.    - R 
T: Park and pond. OK.  – E      

[[Transcribing conventions used: T- Teacher, S, S1, S2 … students]]  

In addition, on three occasions the extended pattern of IRF sequences were 
produced by TTS and TTZ. For example, in a lesson conducted by TTS, the TT 
used follow-up questions to sustain the interaction. She avoided giving 
evaluation, instead used a follow-up question to continue the interaction, as 
shown in Extract 2 below. 

Extract 2: Example of IRF pattern of discourse (From TTS’s lesson) 

T:  Today we are going to study about TV programs and shows. Do you have a habit of 
watching TV in your life? Everyone please respond. Do you have a habit of watching 
television or dramas or movies?               I 

S1:  Yes miss.           R 
T:  Now tell me what are the TV programs that are being telecasted on TV? There are 

many varieties of programs telecasted there no? Ok fine. Let me explain it.         F – 
Follow-up  

T:  Have you all understood what is documentary?  I 
S1: Yes miss.     R 
T:  Have you all understood what is sitcom?  F 
S:  A situational comedy. [[many students answer]] R 
T:  Yeah comedy program. The characters are real life characters or fictional characters?  

F 
 S2:  Fictional characters.    S 
T:  Do you all like any dramas? or you used to watch any dramas in your life? What is 

your favourite drama? Have you ever watched any serials?  I 
[[the dialogue continues…]] 

The reasons for generally producing limited number of interactional as well as 
shorter episodes were revealed by the TTs. One is that the TTs tried to push 
through the lesson and wanted to cover the whole materials in the lesson within 
the allocated time. Other one is that they were anxious in the class because the 
supervisor and an instructor were observing their lessons so they were hesitant to 
get involved in a dialogue with the students because they feared they might get 
stuck or use wrong forms of language while getting involved in interaction.  
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TTA said, “we are afraid that we need to finish the lesson on time and have to 
cover all the contents of the allocated modules. Sometimes, supervisors think that 
we are idling in the class by asking questions.” The tendency to getting through 
and moving on with the lesson was reported in the Skinner (2019) where the 
teacher trainees did not want to prolong the interaction but they wanted to 
continue with the lesson.  

Moreover, the TTs did not have an idea of the pattern of interaction they 
produced in the lessons. Mostly, the TTs produced IRE pattern because for them 
interaction was a question-answer-appreciation (evaluation) sequence.  

It emerged from the study that another reason for developing IRE pattern could 
be connected to the types of questions. When TTs initiated the interaction with 
the display questions, the interaction usually followed the IRE pattern. As shown 
in Table 3, more than 75% of the questions produced in the lessons are display 
questions. In Skinner’s study (2019), when the teacher trainees initiated display 
questions they could not develop longer interactional episodes. Skinner 
describes, “display questions are less likely to open up interaction than referential 
questions and as with the IRF move, can be used by teachers to constrain 
interaction, and, in effect, confine learner contribution” (ibid: p. 4). This situation 
is similar in this faculty too. The reasons for triadic dialogue pattern of IRE may 
be because of the display questions asked by the TTs. 

Table 3: Types of questions before the intervention 

Types of Questions in 
the ‘I’ move  /      TTs              

Before the intervention  (%) 
(found in a single lesson of each TT) 

TTA  TTM TTS TTZ 

Display  61 (86%) 30 (77%) 97 (79%) 67 (81%) 

Referential  00   00 03 (02%) 05 (06%) 

Others  10 (14%) 09 (23%) 23 (19%) 11 (13%) 

Total  71  39   123 83 

 
The TTs, especially TTZ and TTS who produced longer interactional episodes 
were asked about how they could produce extended sequences of interaction 
using IRF pattern but they described it as incidental. That is, they did not plan to 
have longer interactional episodes but it occurred during teaching.  

With these details of the pattern of interaction found in the lessons before the 
intervention and discussing the underlying reasons, mainly for the pattern of 
discourse, the second research question is answered.  

      RQ2. What impact does the intervention have on classroom discourse of ESL 
classes conducted by the TTs and what are the underlying reasons for the 
patterns of interactions? 

In this part of the findings, I compare the situation before and after the 
intervention under the title “outcome of the intervention.“ 
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4.4 Outcome of the intervention  
As a result of the intervention, two things were envisaged to occur in the lecture 
discourse of TTs. One is that the TTs needed to ask more number of referential 
questions and more importantly, they needed to maintain lengthy interactional 
exchanges that used IRF sequence with follow-up moves. 

4.4.1 Types of questions   
It was obvious from the findings that most of the questions asked by the TTs 
were display type questions. However, there was a slight increase in the number 
of referential questions asked by a TT (TTZ) after the intervention, as shown in 
Table 4. It was shown already that display questions warrant an answer which is 
already known to the questioner, usually the teacher, while referential questions 
request information from the respondents which is not known to the teacher. 
Teo (2016) found that teachers asked more display type questions in a pre-
university programme in Singapore that prevent them from developing longer 
interaction. Teo (2016) further argued that display questions seem to extract 
predetermined answers that the teacher is looking for, thereby constricting the 
space for reflection, question and dialogue, leading to confined interactional 
exchanges. Cullen (2002) and Skinner (2019) exemplified that display questions 
are less likely to open up interaction than referential questions.  

It was further revealed that only after the intervention the TTs had got a clear 
understanding of the fact that referential questions are useful for language 
development compared to the display questions. Moreover, the reflection of 
their own lessons during the intervention stage was more useful for them to get 
an awareness of their own questioning pattern and the desirable types of 
questions.  

Table 4: Types of questions before and after the intervention (parenthesis indicates %) 

Types of 
Questions in 
the ‘I’ move  
// TTs 

Before intervention  (%) After intervention (%) 

TTA  TTM TTS TTZ TTA TTM  TTS TTZ 

Display  61 
(86%) 

30 
(77%) 

97 
(79%) 

67 
(81%) 

60 
(92%) 

28 
(82%) 

90 
(80%) 

90 
(84%) 

Referential  00   00 03 
(02%) 

05 
(06%) 

01 
(02%) 

00 04 
(04%) 

11 
(10%) 

Others  10 
(14%) 

09 
(23%) 

23 
(19%) 

11 
(13%) 

04 
(06%) 

06 
(18%) 

18 
(16%) 

06 
(06%) 

Total  71  39   123 83 65 34 112 107 

       

Of the questions asked by the TTs, some were one word questions/prompts like 
next?, then?, why?, etc. In addition, there were some classroom procedural 
questions too. E.g. Did you attend the last class? and clarification requests. A 
clarification request is a direct form of question or request to clarify the 
preceding utterance of the other speaker (e.g. ‘Beg your pardon’ in TTS1; ‘Miss, 
repeat the answers’ in TTZ1), while a confirmation check is made to ensure that 
what is heard by the other speaker is correct. The latter is usually made by 
repetition of all or part of the other's preceding utterance through rising 
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intonation questions (Long, 1981). These types of questions are put under the 
category ‘others.’  

4.4.2 Number of interactional episodes developed   
All kinds of interactional episodes that occurred before and after the 
intervention are given in Table 5.  

Table 5: Number of interactional episodes developed before and after the intervention  

TTs No. of interactional 
episodes before the 
intervention 

No. of interactional 
episodes after the 
intervention 

TTA 15 19 

TTM 09  11 

TTS 18 23 

TTZ 20 21 

 
According to this table, the number of interactional episodes, developed in the 
observed two lessons, are limited in number. However, the higher number of 
interactional episodes does not mean that the interactional episodes were longer 
and useful for language development. The pattern of interactional exchanges 
only would tell us if the episodes are useful for language development. In the 
post intervention lessons conducted by TTS and TTZ, many of the questions 
were not answered by the students and they passed as rhetorical questions 
which expect no answer from the students or were answered by the TTs 
themselves. The reasons for not answering questions by the students could vary. 
TTs after asking questions, had to give enough wait-time, repeat the questions or 
nominate a student to answer the questions. These measures made the students 
answer the questions to a certain extent. In the observed classes, TTZ had used 
some of these strategies to make the students answer. In addition, students’ 
shyness, anxiety or lack of language proficiency would also prevent students 
from answering the questions. Further discussion on this is given under the 
discussion section.  
 
4.4.3 Patterns of interaction 
Two patterns of interactions were looked into, shorter IRE pattern with 
evaluation and or an extended IRF pattern with follow-up moves. Earlier, Table 
2 indicated the patterns of interaction before the intervention and they are given 
here again for a comparison. As shown in Table 6 below, even after the 
intervention most of the interactional exchanges followed the IRE pattern. That 
means the TTs usually gave an evaluation at the third move and brought the 
interaction to an end.  
 

Table 6:  Patterns of interaction before and after the intervention 

Before the intervention After the intervention 

TTs No. of IRE 
interactional 
episodes before 
the intervention 

No. of extended IRF  
(follow-up) 
interactional 
episodes before the 
intervention 

No. of IRE 
interactional 
episodes after 
the intervention 

No. of extended IRF  
(follow-up) 
interactional 
episodes after the 
intervention 

TTA 15 00 19 00 
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TTM 09 00 11 00 

TTS 17 01 21 02 

TTZ 18 02 14 07 

 
Here, the expectation was that after the intervention there would be more 
extended IRF patterns and lower IRE patterns. But, there wasn’t much 
improvement in the way TTs handled interactions. Except TTZ and TTS, the 
other TTs did not use the extended pattern. In the case of TTA and TTM, none of 
the episodes followed the IRF pattern. TTZ showed some improvement in her 
delivery. An example from the lesson TTZ 2 (Extract 3) is given below where 
TTZ and students involved in a dialogue which used longer students’ responses.  
 
Extract 3: From TTZ 2   (T: TT;  S1, S2 – students) 
T:  Can anyone say (tell) the summary of today's lesson? What did we study today?   I 
S1:  About used to.                       R 
T: yeah we studied about ‘used to’ and ‘didn't use to’ ok? When do we use used to?   E  

+  I 
S1: We use ‘used to’ to describe something happened in the past. But not now.       R 
T: Yeah very good. To describe something which happened regularly in the past but it 

doesn’t happen now. ok then the structure? How do we use used to (in) affirmative 
sentence?    E   +  F (follow-up) 

S2:  Sub+ used to+ didn’t use to + verb.        R 
T: Ok. Actually, the subject + used to + verb. Ok then how do we use used to in 

negative sentences? can you all tell me the structure?         E    +    I 
S2:  Sub+ didn’t use to + verb.     R 
T: Very good. Then?         E  +  F 
S1: Question form is, did +sub+ used to+ verb.   R 
 T: Very good ok fine.  E 
 
In this extract, TTZ by asking follow-up questions in addition to evaluation 
continues the interaction. She initiates connected questions or uses a prompt like 
‘then’ to signal the students to continue their utterances. When she wants to stop 
the interaction she uses ‘ok’ and ‘fine’, which are treated to be evaluations and 
the exchange is brought to an end. On many occasions, the TTs asked display 
questions and the interactional exchanges were shorter, where the third moves 
are not available, as shown below in extract 4.   
 
Extract 4:  from TTA 1 

T:  What is the last month of the year?  I 
S1: December.      R 
T: What is the month after June?   I 
S2:  July.    R 

 
Similarly, in other lessons from TTA1 and TTS 2 students gave short answers as 
given in extract 5. In these examples, TTS asks display type questions too for 
which students tend to answer in a single word.  
 
Extract 5: from TTS 2   

T: What is there on the screen?    I 
S: Headline news.     R 
T: What is news?      I 
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S: Information.       R 
     T: Do you have the habit of reading newspapers?         I 

  S: Yes miss?      R 
T: Do you like to read newspaper?              I 
S: No.                                                           R 
T: Who likes news?                                     I 
S: I like.                                                      R 

 
It is also alleged that when the teachers use open-ended questions, the 
interaction would be longer. For example, in another lesson when TTZ asked an 
open-ended question which required a lengthy answer, student tried to use 
longer utterances. In TTZ’s move, an evaluation for the previous utterance 
precedes an initiation, as shown in Extract 6.  
 
Extract 6: from TTZ 2  

TTZ: Can you tell me all the pictures in order?       I 
S: First one is the welcome poster. Second one is about the music…….  R  
 

These findings indicate that when the TTs used referential or open-ended 
questions, the students attempted to answer in longer utterances, whereas when 
the TTs used display questions, students answered in a single word. Brock 
(1986) and Musumeci (1996) consider that it is important to have open-ended 
questions to generate a greater interaction, and Morell (2004) in a similar vein 
argues that referential questions, which are open-ended, bring more 
contributions from students.  
 
4.4.4 The underlying reasons for the pattern of interaction  
Several reasons were discussed and of them some important ones are given 
below such as TTs’ lack of knowledge on question types and interactional 
patterns, students’ cooperation, students’ language proficiency, TTs’ time 
constraint and anxiety to develop interaction. Some of these reasons were 
discussed earlier in this section. 

The TTs while acknowledging the fact that they lacked awareness on question 
types and the extended interactional exchanges are limited in their lessons, 
stressed that students’ cooperation was important.  

TTZ mentioned:  
“The main thing we have to understand in order to maintain 
the interaction is to identify their capacity and needs” 

“Sometimes it's our unawareness and in few instances students’ 
support. Also, in some situations we don't know how to interact quickly 
to (with) the students.”   

TTS reflected that she was happy with the way the interaction occurred in her 
class. She stated: “in my class I am trying my level best to maintain a good rapport in 
order to develop interaction with the students.” Nevertheless, there were plenty of 
IRE patterns across her lectures. When she was indicated it, she agreed that she 
needed to improve the pattern of interaction in the future.   
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TTA’s claim was that the students did not cooperate to maintain interaction in 
lessons. She mentioned: “I felt that even though we named students in asking 
questions, they keep silent (quiet) and also in some instances they acted like they didn’t 
hear the teacher.” 

TTZ who had a few longer interactional episodes in her discourse mentioned 
that only after the intervention she realized the importance of maintaining 
longer interactional exchanges. She too had the similar opinion about the 
students that they did not cooperate. She states:  

“In my point of view, I felt that student's support is more important for 
the successful interaction in the classroom. As I asked feedback from my 
students at last, they told me that the lecture was interesting. At the 
same time some of the students remained silent when asked some 
questions. Only some of the students who regularly talk answer the 
questions. According to it, it’s very hard for us to conduct the lectures 
in an interactive manner.” 

As a whole, the TTs are of the opinion that students’ support is important for 
developing interaction, albeit they agreed that they have to put more effort in 
the future with more awareness of the importance of developing interaction and 
the know-how of doing it.  

5. Discussion 
The discussion section should be considered with the limitations of the study 
when it comes to interpreting the results of the study. The participants in the 
study were teacher trainees in their final year of their study and should be 
treated as novice teachers and only four of them were involved in the study.  In 
addition, only two lessons of each TT were taken into analysis, one before the 
intervention and one after the intervention.  

The findings of this study confirmed that before the intervention the 
interactional exchanges developed were similar to the recitation scripts (Tharp & 
Gallimore, 1988) in which one-to-one question, answer, evaluation or feedback 
patterns existed. More importantly longer interactional exchanges were absent 
throughout the majority of the lesson discourse. The TTs asked more display 
questions and most of the time students answered in one or two word 
utterances. Skinner (2019) explains that IRF pattern (or the three-part exchange) 
is preferred by teacher trainees because they think it is a safer option that it gives 
less interactional space to the real learners, so that trainees need not answer any 
unexpected questions from learners. Similarly, in the findings of this study it 
was mentioned that the TTs did not spend much time in developing interactions 
so that they wanted to teach the whole content of the lesson. These findings were 
similar to Skinner’s (2019) findings.  

It could be noticed that after the intervention there was a slight change in the 
way interactional exchanges were handled, especially two TTs have shown 
slight improvement in maintaining longer interactional exchanges where 
students’ responses were also longer. Based on the reflection of the TTs, we can 
maintain that the presence of longer interactional exchanges was the results of 
the intervention even though individual abilities of the TTs could also influence 
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as discussed below. The TTs also confirmed that only after the intervention they 
came to know the importance of maintaining interactional exchanges, especially 
longer and meaningful interactional exchanges. However, substantive evidence 
should be collected via future research with more samples to prove that 
intervention has an impact on the classroom discourse pattern. It is also 
noteworthy that longer interactional episodes would not always help language 
development.  

The reasons for the present pattern of interaction were revealed by the TTs that 
they were unaware of the importance of interaction, and also they reported that 
students’ cooperation with classroom interaction was poor. In addition, TTs, 
being novice teachers, were unable to control and develop interaction 
successfully. The language proficiency of the students and their usual reluctance 
in classroom participation including shyness would also hamper their active 
participation in involving in teacher-student interaction in ESL classes. 
Generally, students in the Asian region are shy to talk in classes irrespective of 
their language proficiency. A previous study by the researcher in tertiary level 
content classes (Navaz, 2012; 2013) revealed that students felt asking or 
answering questions in classes was not appropriate. They would rather ask any 
questions in private if they had.  

Of the four TTs, only one (TTZ) had shown a slight improvement in maintaining 
the pattern of interaction towards extended patterns. The reasons for this nature 
could be connected to the individual abilities of the TTs too. TTZ was a high 
performer in the class and her language ability and the confidence she handled 
the classes with seem to be relatively higher. Previous studies have established 
that the success of developing longer interactional episodes depends on the 
personality of the teachers and their language proficiency. For example, 
Samaranayake (2016) found that the teachers’ ability to develop and sustain oral 
activities influenced the classroom interaction. Similarly, teachers’ language 
proficiency is important for effective teaching. Even though TTZ whose 
language proficiency is higher compared to others had developed longer 
interactional exchanges using referential and open-ended questions, further 
evidence may be required through future research studies to make the claim that 
teachers’ personality and language proficiency influence the classroom 
interaction.   

This study also informs us that teachers should be aware of the importance of 
asking questions in ESL classes and gain the expertise needed for asking open-
ended referential questions and developing longer interactional episodes. More 
importantly, the teacher should be trained to handle to sustaining longer 
interactional episodes in classes. Smith and Higgins (2006) explain that it may 
not be the quality of the original question which determines subsequent 
students’ participation, rather the quality of the teachers’ reaction to pupils’ 
responses (the F move in the I–R–F exchange). This view endorses the view 
expressed by Nassaji and Wells (2000) who argued that if the teacher used a 
follow-up move instead of evaluation, the discourse develops further. The same 
view was previously expressed by Wells (1999) that follow-up move can give 
opportunity to extend student’s answer.  



193 
 

http://ijlter.org/index.php/ijlter 

Despite its limitations, this study could be considered a precursor to the future 
studies that could deal with classroom discourse as a platform to develop the 
language proficiency of the students. In the absence of studies in South East Asia 
on using classroom discourse for developing language proficiency, the findings 
of this study can be important for teacher training programmes including the 
TESL degree programmes. Any such training programmes should incorporate 
the knowledge and practice of how to handle classroom discourse for language 
development successfully into their curricula.  

6. Conclusion 
This study investigated how the teacher trainees could develop longer and 
meaningful interactional episodes in their ESL lessons by manipulating the IRF 
sequence of interaction. Just like ESL classes in other contexts and countries, Sri 
Lankan tertiary level ESL classes also follow the IRE pattern of classroom 
discourse. Hence, an attempt made to bring changes into the way the teacher 
trainees developed and maintained interactional exchanges showed a slight 
change as a result of the intervention. This sheds light for future development in 
classroom discourse in terms of interactivity by training the ESL teachers to gain 
more experience and exposure to the techniques of controlling classroom 
discourse. This was found by Lee (2007) and Liu (2008) that teachers could be 
trained to use the IRF sequence productively in ESL classes. The TTs involved in 
the study were going to begin teaching as their career and were exposed to a 
limited amount of intervention and therefore drastic changes cannot be 
expected. Hence, they need to gain more experience to be able to control the 
classroom discourse. The findings of the study inform that more attention 
should be paid by ESL teachers for enhancing their knowledge of asking 
questions and maintaining interactions in ESL classes. In addition, future 
research is needed to find how the experienced teachers control the classroom 
discourse to sustain interaction. The proposed study should focus on providing 
more in-depth training to teachers in handling classroom discourse for language 
development and eliciting more data from lesson discourse.   
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