
1. Introduction

ACORPUS IS a collection of texts, either written or spoken, which is stored in an elec-
tronically retrievable storage device—in most cases, a computer. Consequently,
this means that any collection of texts cannot be viewed as a corpus. One of

the main ideas behind a corpus is how representative it is. So, what would be a repre-
sentative corpus in the context of English language teaching? First of all, this means
that great care has to be taken in order to make a corpus representative. This can be
done if one’s corpus design stage is clear and ideally encompasses different variables which
may impact the process of corpus building: learners’ age, their gender, location, whether
their teachers are native or non-native speakers, class size, etc. Many authors: Biber (1993),
McCarthy and Carter (1994), McCarthy (1998), Hall and Verplaetse (2000), Meyer
(2002), Kasper (2004) and McEnery, Xiao, and Tono (2006) offer somewhat similar
guidelines related to the construction of a corpus. Since corpora are usually stored on
a computer, huge quantities of texts can be accessed and analyzed by specialized software.
These texts may be composed of “conventional” types (spoken and written texts), but
may also include audio and video clips and other multimedia content. Corpora can
also contain extra-linguistic information, such as: machine whirring, background nois-
es, etc. and may be coded for truncated utterances, speaker overlaps and different
speaker turns. Until recently, when it comes to the analysis of vocabulary the single word
has been regarded as the main item around which vocabulary acquisition and second lan-
guage learning revolve. This is completely understandable since the word is the main unit
which has to be acquired if one wants to learn a language. This is due to the fact that
the word denotes tense, number, etc.

No corpus is ideal for all purposes. The answer to the question which corpus to use
will vary to a great extent. Different types of corpora will yield different results. Different
kinds of data result in different distribution of tense and aspect forms. Waugh (1991),
who analyzed the distribution of the French simple past form, found that it has the
tendency to be restricted to certain types of written texts. She asserts that the past sim-
ple is used in order to emphasis distance or the idea of detachment, rather than the
typical past tense which denotes a finished activity. On the other side and standing against
the “exclusiveness” of the past simple, the written corpus indicated the more frequent use
of an “inclusive” grammatical choice, such as progressive forms of verbs which are rare
or non-existent in written data. The reason for this is obvious. While written texts are
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usually addressed “to whom it may concern,” spoken corpora usually contain semantic
elements which are more direct and aimed at including the “other side.” Thus, the wrong
choice of a corpus will obviously skew the findings of any study.

2. Teacher Corpora

THIS TYPE of corpus is created within institutionalized contexts and is mainly
based on classroom interactions. A teacher corpus is, fortunately or unfortu-
nately, not a ready-made product, but something which evolves and further devel-

ops over time. What is of vital importance is that this type of corpus can be analyzed
by teachers and used to further improve their professional career. Another important fea-
ture of teacher corpora is the fact that their representativeness is of high level since
they are created within a teacher-student communication area, which makes such corpora
highly relevant when it comes to finding answers related to the academic environment.

Example:
Student: Teacher, what is the difference between disabled and handicapped?
Teacher: Essentially, there is not much of a difference between those two words.
Student: So, I can use them interchangeably?
Teacher: Well, actually, no.
Student: Why?

In order to answer the first question, first, we can do the following: we may use a dic-
tionary in order to establish the distinction between these two words; we can also use cor-
pora in order to find subtle differences between these two near synonyms. The main point
of the abovementioned steps is that teacher corpora can be used in order to reorganize the
lesson and make the distinction between these two (or any other) synonyms clearer.

3. Theoretical Background

3.1. Classroom Language Analysis Frameworks

IN THE context of this paper we will talk about three approaches used for analyzing
corpus data: Discourse Analysis, Conversation Analysis and Socio-cultural Theory.
These models can be used as a group or individually, but in this paper we will har-

ness the power of all of them in order to establish more powerful foundations.

3.2. Discourse Analysis and Exchange Structure
SINCLAIR & COULTHARD (1975) provided us with a very powerful approach to discourse
analysis, called exchange structure. It is based on the analysis of classroom interactions
and the main aim is to deepen the understanding of classroom discourse. Interestingly,
this approach can be applied to other types of interactions, e.g. doctor-patient. This model
establishes that classroom interactions are typically divided into “transactions” which
are marked by different discourse markers, such as: right, good, moreover, etc.
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In this model classroom interactions are structured into a hierarchy which consists
of levels. At the level of “exchange” Sinclair and Coulthard noticed the following forms
of interactions:

• Question and answer sequences
• Pupils responding to teachers’ instructions
• Pupils listening to teachers’ information

Question and answer sequences consist of at least three elements:
• Initiation I
• Response R
• Follow-up F
Initiation is typically characterized by the question posed by a teacher. Response is

usually encompassing student’s reaction to the question and Follow-up is reaffirming
or confirming what had been previously said.

This example from Walsh (2001) shows how the teacher uses the discourse marker
‘so’ in order to mark a new sequence, sometimes called the IRF sequence.

Teacher: So, can you read question two, Junya?
Junya: (Reading from book) Where was Sabina when this happened?
Teacher: Right, yes, where was Sabina? In Unit 10, where was she?
Junya: Err, go out…
Teacher: She went out, yes.

In this excerpt we can clearly see that the teacher evaluates the learner’s answer (right,
yes), which is an exceptionally important element of any classroom discourse since
such feedback is important to the learner. IRF exchanges are not exclusively related to
classroom discourse only. Such exchanges can be found in casual conversation and are
often embellished by tokens of relational function which show surprise, anger, irrita-
tion, etc., or agreement between friends (LCIE):

F1: … it just goes to show you can’t take people at face value.
F2: No.
F1: And you don’t know what’s going on either.
F2: Exactly.

3.3. Conversation Analysis
CONVERSATION ANALYSIS (CA) deals with the rules governing “turn-taking.” Additionally,
CA focuses on how speakers show they are listening. We can also say CA is interested
in adjacency pairs, such as yes/no answer, greeting/greeting, etc.

Adjacency pair from LCIE:

Teacher: Hello class!
Students: Good day teacher!

}
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Within the adjacency pair the second response can be either preferred or dispreferred,
depending on the communicational need. Therefore, we may say that second respons-
es follow “preference organization” (Pomerantz 1984). For example:

Teacher: Maria, would you like to present your paper to the rest of the class?
Student: Right, I’d love to. (preferred response)
As opposed to
Student: (hesitation) Well, to be honest, I am not quite sure. (dispreferred response)

Apart from the abovementioned elements CA is also interested in openings and clos-
ings of conversations (i.e. how to initiate and terminate conversations), topic manage-
ment (changing the subject, deciding what to talk about, etc.). CA has brought a num-
ber of key insights and these insights suggest that certain adjacency pairs are easier to
be taught since they are deeply embedded into learners’ mindsets (for example, greeting-
greeting), while dispreferred responses need to be learnt (Dörnyei & Thurrell, 1994).
This is a valuable insight gained on the basis of CA which provides a way of better under-
standing and improving speaking in pedagogical context (Mori, 2002).

3.4. Sociocultural Theory (SCT)
SCT CANNOT be properly introduced without mentioning Vygotsky (Vygotsky 1962),
a Russian psychologist who developed the sociocultural theory of mind. This theory is
mainly focused on the social nature of classroom interactions. When social nature is taken
into account, learners interact with their teacher and the main point of such social
interactions is to “guide” learners towards better understanding and more quality second
language acquisition. Of central importance to this guidance are the concepts of “scaf-
folding” and “zone of proximal development” (ZPD). Scaffolding, as the name suggests,
provides guidance by a teacher to a learner. The main aim of “building the scaffold” is
to guide learners in order for them to be able to understand and solve difficult tasks.
According to Vygotsky (Vygotsky 1978), the ZPD is the distance between where the
learner is developmentally and what he or she can potentially achieve in interaction
with adults. The ZPD is often described as the arena for development, in which learn-
ers are presented with different tasks and challenges, which should not be too difficult
(which can lead to learners’ disappointment and giving up), but sufficiently challeng-
ing and guiding so as to allow learners to overcome all difficulties and find a solution
in a step-by-step approach. Within the ZPD, learners can be assisted through carefully
planned error correction. This is called expert-novice scaffolding, but we must not under-
estimate the other side of this scaffolding. Peer-to-peer scaffolding may be just as
important during the process of second language acquisition.



4. Application of the Three Frameworks 
to a Classroom Data Corpus

4.1. Methodology, Data Collection and Participants

NOW THAT we have introduced all three frameworks we can turn to actual cor-
pus data. Further development of the three frameworks shall be done through
an EFL class. In our case we selected the third year at the Faculty of Philology.

The selection was made on the basis of two criteria. First, this classroom has dedicated
vocabulary development classes where students discuss different topics, which is rather
useful for our analysis since Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) developed their IRF model
for analyzing spoken language and, second, this class contains only five students which
made our data collection more manageable.1 The data was recorded using a digital
voice recorder and a bidirectional microphone. The bidirectional microphone was select-
ed because of its figure-8 polar plot which is optimal for the spatial distribution of par-
ticipants. In order to make our results more relevant we applied a three-level data objec-
tification process. First, the teacher had been made aware of the presence of the voice
recorder, but she only knew the general purpose of the recording. The students were com-
pletely unaware that they were being recorded. This was done in order to gather as
much objective data as possible. Namely, we were concerned that if the participants (the
teacher and the students) had known there had been a recording device in the room,
the conversation would have become more artificial, thus making our results flawed.
Second, the teacher did not know which of her classes would be recorded and third, the
recording would start 20 minutes after the beginning of the class. This 20-minute wait-
ing period was additional insurance that the teacher would “forget” about the record-
ing, allowing us to factor out the negative impact of the device from our analysis.

4.2. Analysis of the Transcribed Data2 for TPT Structure
AFTER THE recoding and transcribing, the transcribed data was separated into moves:
opening, answering and follow-up moves as well as framing and focusing moves (Brazil
1995, 29–46). The context is the following: the teacher is trying to develop learners’
vocabulary by prompting them to ask questions and actively think about the challenge
posed before them. On the other side, the teacher is deliberately trying to limit herself
to yes-no answers. This is in accordance to the previous paragraph where the teacher uses
scaffolding in order to guide learners, but, at the same time, makes the path towards
the solution more challenging.

(Written on the whiteboard)

Matthew Honesty Billions of US dollars

1Teacher
3: All right, I will write three items related to a newspaper story. Your job is to

guess the link between them, but I can only answer yes or no. Let’s start.
1Student: Is billions related to bribe?
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2Teacher: No, it is not.
2Student: Is Matthew a Bible reference?
3Teacher: You mean Biblical. Good try, but, unfortunately, no, it isn’t.
3Student: Matthew is a person?
4Teacher: No, Mathew is not a person, in this context, of course. Is there anything else
you want to ask me?

Even though this is a short excerpt we can conclude that this sort of classroom dis-
course is particularly interesting to DA and CA since this is the case of “controlled”
discourse taking place within a regulated or institutionalized context. As stated before,
the teacher initiates communication and provides evaluative feedback, i.e. teacher has
been assigned the questioning and evaluative role. Within DA, we can conclude that
1Teacher is an initiation, followed by 1Student. Even though 1Student is formally a ques-
tion (which should intuitively be defined as an initiation), this is functionally a response
to 1Teacher. 3Teacher seems to be the response to 2Student, but, functionally, this is
the evaluative feedback made by the teacher. Even though the teacher tries to decentralize
his pre-assigned role this exchange pattern still follows the conventional IRF structure.
Another element worth mentioning is that students do not make evaluative feedback
on the teacher’s questions. Within CA we can conclude that the teacher tries to “remove”
herself from the pre-allocated role of the person who asks all the questions. This is
exemplified by the student’s questions where they “assume” the role of questioner. Assume
is between quotation marks since, in reality, the teacher is still the one who chooses
the next speaker, directs the conversation is this or that direction and answers a ques-
tion with another question which violates the adjacency pairings of question and answer.
Another element worth mentioning is that the teacher relatively quickly diverged from
the constraint related to limiting himself to yes-no questions only.

From a methodological and pedagogical perspective, numerous positive elements
are obvious. Teacher-student interaction or peer-to-peer interaction is an excellent way
of enabling students to acquire additional information and, consequently, new knowl-
edge. Even though from the perspective of the abovementioned excerpt the teacher-
student interaction is an active one (the participants actively assume their roles) and peer-
to-peer interaction is a passive one (other participants are passive among each other),
listening is considered to be rather beneficial when it comes to second language acqui-
sition. The fact that the teacher allowed the student to ask the questions is an opportu-
nity for the teacher to evaluate the student’s vocabulary and introduce new vocabulary
which would enhance the existing one. The lesson is, to a smaller extent, more decen-
tralized, since the role of questioner is assumed by the student. However, one negative
pedagogical reflection is the fact that the teacher is still in complete control of the
communication exchange.

From the perspective of scaffolding and the ZPD, this excerpt is an example of teacher-
led peer-oriented scaffolding. The teacher assumes the role of guide and tries to make the
connection between what he assumes to be known vocabulary items for the students
(Matthew, honesty, billions of US dollars) and an unknown reference, i.e. a newspaper
article. Peer-to-peer scaffolding is implemented through the fact that other students have
to carefully listen to the active student in order to be able to become active later. Therefore,
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the learning process is organized through the interaction between the teacher and stu-
dents. Turn-by-turn analysis shows that the teacher provides two types of scaffolding.
In 3Teacher we have lexical type of scaffolding and in 4Teacher we talk about a con-
ceptual type of scaffolding which gives more details about the overall story.

The central role within classroom interactions is occupied by questions. This is some-
what expected since in highly institutionalized contexts questions are means of extract-
ing information which is necessary for further conversation, which is, in this context,
of vital importance, since teachers need to evaluate their learners thorough mutual
interaction. Therefore, it is crucial that all teachers pay particular attention to the man-
ner in which they ask questions (number of questions, used phrases, etc.). Institutional
communication exchanges are typified by question-answer sequences (Hutchby and
Wooffitt 1998) since pupils, employees or interviewees are generally expected to provide
answers to the questions posed by teachers, employers or interviewers. This format of
communication is usually normed and must be kept within prescribed boundaries
(Riggenbach 1999).

Discourse analysis for TPT (Teacher-Pupil-Teacher) sequences are shown in the
table below:

Table 2. DIsCourse analysIs for TpT

It can be clearly seen that a TPT sequence is a regular sequence in the classroom discourse.
The table above shows that 38.1% of the total number of exchanges had a TPT struc-
ture. The other structures included T, TP, TPTP, TPTPT, PT, PTP, PTPT. The most strik-
ing conclusion which can be drawn from the data found in this table was that Teacher-
initiated exchanges made up the overwhelming majority of the exchanges with a total
number of 98.1%. The second largest proportion of the exchanges was TP, which account-
ed for 31.43% because the teacher needed to explain many words to the students.
After the explanation, the students would read the words and the teacher would go on
with the next one without giving any feedback. For example:

I-1-T: the penultimate word, abomination, means a feeling of hatred (s);
R-2-PP: a feeling of hatred (rep);
I-1-T: Next, calamity, avert a calamity (s);
R-2-PP: calamity (rep).
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The pattern “PT” appeared in this class although there were only two exchanges
accounting for 1.90%.

All the numbers from the table above indicate that the traditional teaching method
is still prevailing.

Table 3. InITIaTIon-response-feeDbaCk (Irf) moDel

a. Number of exchanges.
b. Percentage of the total.

The discourse analysis by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) is applicable to classroom
interactions where the teacher exerts the maximum amount of control over the struc-
ture of the discourse. This table shows the correspondence between teacher-dominated
discourse structures, for example, IRF (36.19%), I (13.33%) and IR (31.43%) and
the teacher-initiated exchange from the previous table (99.1%). This is mainly due to the
fact that: (1) the teachers exerted the maximum amount of control over the classes and
the structures of the discourse; (2) the attitude of students towards speaking English
in front of other students are generally negative because they fear making mistakes.

Additional insight into our corpus data tells us that, according to the functional
categorization of questions (Hall and Walsh 2002, and Carter and McCarthy 2006),
which include referential questions4 and display questions5 (Farr 2002), the common-
est type of questions is broad display questions,6 followed by narrow display7 and ref-
erential questions. This may be understood as the teachers’ way to offer multiple choic-
es to students thus making communication more prolific and sustainable. On the other
hand, the average number of words per reply in student answers is the highest referen-
tial question type, which can be rationalized as the students’ wish to provide their
teachers with as much information as possible. All of the abovementioned examples show
that a corpus can become an end in itself, rather than just a means to an end (McCarthy
and O’Dell 2001, and Markee 2004)..
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Conclusions and Considerations

THE ANALYSIS of classroom-based teacher-pupil communicative events arguably leads
to a deeper understanding of this type of interaction and better practice, thus mak-
ing it an indispensable asset for career development. Of course, such analysis

can be rather beneficial for other, non-classroom-based interactions with our colleagues,
friends or acquaintances, because similar communication patterns tend to emerge dur-
ing these types of communication outside the classroom. Teacher corpora can also be use-
ful in making teachers more aware of their centric role in the classroom. Through teacher
corpora analysis and data presentation, teachers can be made more aware of the fact
that classroom communication dynamics should be more student-oriented and less teacher-
oriented, which can be achieved through changes in the distribution of talking time among
participants. Teacher corpora harbor great potential for teachers who want to learn about
specific lexical elements which they may encounter in the classroom (e.g. the differ-
ence between cooperation and collaboration).

Such corpora can be built over time and amass a huge quantity of texts which are
relevant for the pedagogical context since they originate from genuine teacher-pupil inter-
actions. Quantity is not a requirement since short conversations can yield profound results,
but as teacher corpora grow, much can be gained both qualitatively and quantitatively
which can help us to perform more tasks, such as language patterns of what we teach.
Another powerful tool offered by corpora of teacher interactions is that they can inform
us about how we teach; how we ask questions, do we offer multiple choices, are
answers implied in our questions or not, do we make pauses between turns, do we
prefer or encourage centralized or decentralized communication, it there question-
related “breathing space” for students?

But, we have to be fully aware of the limitations imposed on any corpus. Classroom
interactions are multi-modal in their nature since they include both verbal and non-
verbal communication units. The majority of corpora do not contain extra-linguistic
elements, such as: hesitation, gaze, staring, sighs, etc. which means they are losing part
of the message which an original speaker wants to convey. That is why an audio-visual
corpus is a strong contender for future corpus-based researches. Once aligned, such
corpora can be a powerful methodological tool, which will enable us to question exist-
ing applied linguistic frameworks and generate new ones. Furthermore, we must not for-
get that numerous textbooks contain invented or artificial examples based on intuition.
Teacher corpora may be the answer to this problem and help us in changing the typol-
ogy of school textbooks. This means corpora can be used to look critically at existing lan-
guage teaching materials with the main aim of improving them.

q
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Appendix 2
Notes

1. Please refer to the microphone’s figure-8 polar plot in Appendix 2.
2. For the purpose of this paper, we have selected only the most representative excerpts.
3. Subscripts refer to turn numbers.
4. Referential questions are those which the teacher does not already know the answer to.
5. Display questions are those which the teacher already knows the answer to. Display questions

can be further divided into narrow display questions and broad display questions.
6. Broad display questions refer to those questions where there are numerous possible answers.
7. Narrow display questions refer to those questions where there is only one anticipated

answer. (Due to the fact that only one answer is expected, “unexpected” responses to this
sort of questions are a rich source of humorous situations and we must not forget that humour
is crucial for the establishment of a shared communicative space which is a beneficial outcome
in the context of classroom interactions.)
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Abstract
efl Classroom Discourse analysis

The main aim of this paper is to show how corpora of classroom interactions can yield useful infor-
mation which can be used for teacher development and how such corpora can be used for dif-
ferent aspects. Being a teacher myself, I have come to appreciate how teacher corpora can
improve teacher education and their careers. Our paper will revolve around Sinclair and Coulthard’s
IRF model, which will be used in order to analyses teacher-student interactions in the context of
a Montenegrin EFL classroom. Furthermore, we will try to develop the idea that teacher corpo-
ra provide invaluable resources in the acquisition of methodological skills.

Keywords
classroom discourse, teacher corpora, methodology, learners
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