
Discourse Contexts for Second Language Development 
in the Mainstream Classroom 

Pauline Gibbons 

A thesis submitted in fulfilment 
of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

VOLUMEl 

Chapters 1-5 

Faculty of Education University of Technology, Sydney 

June 1999 



Certificate 

I certify that this thesis has not already been submitted for any degree and is not 
being submitted as part of candidature for any other degree. 

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me, and that any help that I have 
received in preparing this thesis, and all sources used, have been acknowledged in 
this thesis. 

Signature of Candidate 



Acknowledgements 

First, I would like to thank Penny and Kath, the two teachers who so graciously 
allowed me to scrutinise their classrooms, who willingly gave up their time to talk 
with me about the work, and whose teaching provided the basis for this thesis. 
Their teaching and commitment to their students was truly inspirational 

Many thanks are due to the children themselves. Their participation, involvement 
and enjoyment of learning made data collection a delight. Their words are a source 
of fascination to those interested in how children learn about the world and 
develop language. 

I am also very grateful to Renata Atkin, for her help and patience in assisting with 
the final production of this thesis. 

Finally, very special thanks are due to my supervisor and colleague, Mike 
Baynham, whose insightful and patient feedback has constantly challenged and 
extended my thinking during the writing of this thesis. 

ii 



Table of Contents 

VOLUME 1 

Certificate ............................................................................................... :.i 
Acknowledgments ..............•..............................•..................................... ii 
Table of Contents ..........................•......................................................... iii 
List of figures ............•............................................................................. ix 
Abstract ...............................•................................................................... x 
Some notes on style and terminology ...................................................... xii 

CHAPTER 1 Introduction .................................................................................... 1 

Background to the research ..................................................................... 2 
Specific aims of the research .........•.......................................................... 4 
Relevance of the research: its contribution to second 

language pedagogy ..................................•............................................. 6 
Beyond the study: towards educational change ........................................ 9 

CHAPTER 2 Connections Across Discourses: Towards a Theory 
of Practice ............................................................................................................ 11 

INTRODUCTION .•....................•...............•......................•............................... 12 
PART 1 THEORIES OF LEARNING ................................................. 1 3 

Introduction ...............................•.......................................................... 13 
Traditional and progressive approaches ....................•............................. 14 
The contribution of Vygotsky ................................................................. 2 5 
A constructivist and neo-vygotskian approach to 

pedagogy: some implications for teaching and learning ............................ 33 

The zone of proximal development.. ............................................. 34 
Scaffolding .................................................................................. 35 
Contingency ............................................................................... 35 
Appropriation .............................................................................. 37 
Mediation .......•.•............................................•.•........................... 3 9 
Theoretical implications ................................................................ 3 9 

iii 



PART 2: PERSPECTIVES FROM SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

RESEARCH .........•......................................................................................... 44 
Introduction ..........•............................................................................... 44 
Aspects of second language acquisition ................................................. 4 7 

The role of input .......................................................................... 4 7 
Learner output ............................................................................ 50 
The role of discourse ................................................................... 53 

Pedagogically focused research ............................................................. 59 

Minority learners in mainstream classrooms .................................... 59 
Group talk and group tasks in the classroom ................................... 64 
Content-based language teaching ................................................ 68 

PART 3: APPROACHES TO MINORITY EDUCATION ....................................... 75 
Introduction .............•............................................................................ 75 
Deficit theories of educational failure ....................................................... 79 
Redefining minority students ................................................................. 81 

Issues of social justice ............................................................................ 90 
A critical approach to pedagogy .............................................................. 93 

PART 4: MAKING CONNECTIONS ................................................................... 97 

CHAPTER 3 Researching the Classroom ..................................................... 100 

INTRODUCTION .................•....•................•................................................... 1 01 

PART 1: THE STATUS OF PRACTICE: THE METHODOLOGICAL 

APPROACH ............................................................•........••....••.................... 101 

'Kinds of knowledge': a rationale for the approach .................................. 1 01 
A theory of theory-construction, and its implications 

for the researcher/teacher relationship .................................................. 1 07 
Some ethical considerations ................................................................ 115 
Implications for data collection and interpretation ................................... 116 

PART 2: THE SCHOOL CONTEXT: COMMUNITY, TEACHERS AND 
CHILDREN ................................................................................................... 120 

The school community ......................................................................... 120 
The teachers ....................................................................................... 1 23 
The children ........................................................................................ 124 
The teaching program .......................................................................... 125 

iv 



PART 3: DATA SOURCES AND ANALYSIS ................................................... 128 

Data sources ....................................................................................... 128 
Issues in transcription .......................•.................................................. 1 31 
Field notes .......................................................................................... 1 35 
Th~ approach to analysis ...................................................................... 1 36 

PART 4: THE LANGUAGE MODEL. ............................................................... 141 

Introduction to the model ..................................................................... 141 
The mode continuum ... .-...................................................................... 1 46 
Types of exchanges ............................................................................ 151 
Relevance of systemic functional linguistics to the study ........................ 1 53 
Glossary of linguistics terms .................................................................. 158 

CHAPTER 4 Patterns and Themes ................................................................ 160 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 161 

PART 1: THE EPISODE SUMMARIES: RATIONALE AND EXPLANATION OF 
CATEGORIES ................................................................•............................. 161 

Teaching/Learning processes .................................................... 164 
Dominantparticipant and interaction structures ............................ 165 
Mode/ degree of context embeddedness ................................... 165 
Knowledge constructed about science ....................................... 166 
Knowledge constructed about language (talk about language) ..... 166 
Knowledge constructed about identity - 'how to be a student' .... 167 

PART 2: DISCUSSION OF EMERGENT THEMES ........................................... 167 

A Recurring Teaching/Learning Cycle: a curriculum macrogenre ............. 167 

Stages 1 and 2: review and set up ............................................... 169 
Stage 3: carrying out the task ...................................................... 170 
Stage 4: reflection on the task: 'making sense 'of what's 
been done ................................................................................ 170 
Stage 5: written work .................................................................. 1 71 

Three 'fields' within the discourse ......................................................... 171 

Science .................................................................................... 173 
Language ................................................................................. 1 7 4 
Identity: being a student ............................................................. 179 

Patterns of interaction .......................................................................... 185 

Teacher monologue .................................................................. 186 
IRF ....................................................................................... 186 
Dialogic exchanges .................................................................... 189 
Participatory exchanges ............................................................. 1 91 

Mode shifting ...................................................................................... 1 96 

V 



CHAPTER 5 Teachers and Learners: Constructing New Meanings ........ 199 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 200 

PART 1: MODE SHIFTING IN MICRO-EXCHANGES ........................................ 201 

Recasting by the teacher ......................................... : ........................... 202 
Making the new register explicit ............................................................ 208 
Reminding and handing over ............................................................... 215 
Unpacking written language ................................................................. 217 

PART 2: MODE SHIFTING ACROSS MACRO-SEQUENCES OF DISCOURSE 224 

Texts from Classroom 1 ........................................................................ 225 
Texts from Classroom 2 ........................................................................ 236 

PART 3: IMPLICATIONS FOR PEDAGOGY: MODE SHUNTING AND 

LEARNING ................................................................... : ............................... 257 

VOLUME 2 

CHAPTER 6 The Teachers: Teaching as Mediation ................................... 262 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 263 

Issues to be addressed ........................................................................ 263 

The organisation of the chapter ............................................................ 269 

PART 1: THE TEXTS: INSTANCES OF MEDIATION ........................................ 271 

Stage 1: review and orientation ............................................................ 271 

Stage 2: setting up for the new task ...................................................... 279 

Scaffolding instructions .............................................................. 280 
Scaffolding how to talk and how to be .......................................... 288 

Stage 3: doing the task ........................................................................ 296 

Stage 4: reflection on the task: making sense of what has been done ..... 299 

Mediating thinking: making reasoning explicit .............................. 301 
Mediating language: technicalising the talk .................................. 319 

PART 2: TEACHING AS MEDIATION: SOME IMPLICATIONS .......................... 341 

The role of scaffolding ......................................................................... 341 

Mediation and socialisation ................................................................... 342 

Educational purposes and interaction types .......................................... 346 

Rewriting history: mediation through recontextualisation ........................ 346 

Who is saying what? ............................................................................. 350 

vi 



CHAPTER 7 The Learners: Discourse Contexts For Second Language 
Learning .................................................................................................... 355 
INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 356 
PART 1: CONTEXTS FOR SECOND LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT ................ 357 

Review and orientation ........................................................................ 357 
· Setting up the task .............................................................................. 359 
Doing the task: working with peers ........................................................ 364 

Doing the experiment ................................................................ 364 
Other group work tasks .............................................................. 367 

Reflection on the Task: teacher-guided reporting .................................. 377 

Clarification requests and student output : stretching and 
extending learner language ........................................................ 378 
A context for noticing .......•......................................................... 385 
Teacher-student interactions: the extended sequence ................ 389 
Teacher-guided reporting: common features ............................... 398 

PART 2: STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS ........................................................... 400 
PART 3: SLA INSJGHTS- SOME INSTANTIATIONS IN THE DISCOURSE 

OF THE CLASSROOMS ................................................................................ 404 
Comprehensible input ......................................................................... 405 
Comprehensible output, stretched language ........................................ 406 
Negotiation and interactional modifications ............................................ 408 
Learner initiation of exchanges ............................................................. 41 o 
Noticing .............................................................................................. 412 
Implications for SLA theory ................................................................... 412 

CHAPTER 8 Conclusions ................................................................................ 415 
A summary of the issues ...................................................................... 416 
Discourse contexts for second language learning .................................. 417 

Major insights ............................................................................ 417 
The relevance of theory ............................................................. 421 
An explicit curriculum ................................................................. 421 
The significance of the learning sequence .................................. 423 

Contributions to SLA and implications for the field ................................. 424 
Beyond the study ................................................................................ 428 

vii 



Appendices ........................................................... ; ........................................... 430 
Appendix 1 Episode summaries ............................•..........................•............ 431 

Classroom 1 ...........................................................•............................ 432 
Classroom 2 ...........................................•............•............................... 437 

Appendix 2 Excerpts from teaching programs ................................................. 448 

Bibliography ...................................................................................................... 452 

viii 



Fig3.1 

Fig3.2 

Fig 3.3 

Fig 3.4 

Fig 3.5 

Fig 5.1 

Fig 5.2 

Fig 5.3 

Fig6.1 

Fig 6.2 

Fig6.3 

Fig6.4 

Fig 6.5 

Fig 7.1 

Figures 

Research as a process of exploration ............................................. 11 0 
Sources of data ...................................................•.•..•....•.•............ 129 

Two fields ..................................................................................... 1 33 
Transcription conventions ............................................................. 1 34 
Example of field notes ................................................................... 1 36 
Mode shifting ............................................................................... 207 
Mode shifting: visual representation ............................................... 222 
Matrix on board ............................................................................. 234 

Leading from behind: appropriating responses .............................. 27 4 
Teacher-scribed responses from students ..................................... 278 
How do you communicate with your group? .................................... 295 
Two fields within the discourse ...................................................... 322 
Two versions of events ................................................................. 352 

Increasing the prospectiveness ..................................................... 394 

ix 



Abstract 

In Australian schools in the late nineties approximately one quarter of all students 
are from a language background other than English. Although many of these 
students are fluent in English in informal conversational contexts, there is evidence 
that such students are not always able to control the more academic registers of 
English associated with school learning and literacy. A major challenge for teachers 
is therefore to integrate subject learning with English language learning, and to find 
ways to support the language development of students concurrent with the 
construction of curriculum knowledge. 

This study addresses that challenge. Drawing on data from two classrooms of nine 
and ten year olds in the curriculum area of science, the study explores how the 
discourse of the classroom can be enabling of language development. It does not 
attempt to make claims about what might be common to all classrooms, but rather 
points to those practices which are shown to be supportive of second language 
learning. The aim therefore is not to suggest what is common to all classroom 
discourse but what its potential can be for second language development. The study 
takes as a basic principle the notion that language development interacts 
dynamically with the socio-cultural context in which it occurs, and cannot be fully 
understood without taking account of this context. 

Although the analysis draws on systemic functional linguistics it does not purport 
to be a study 'in' linguistics, but rather, through a theorisation of practice, seeks to 
contribute to a theorisation of second language pedagogy in the mainstream 
classroom. To this end, the analysis is also informed by a neo-Vygotskian approach 
to learning and teaching, by second language acquisition (SLA) research, and by 
critically conceived notions of minority education. 

A number of conclusions are drawn from the study. First, it shows how, through a 
process of recontextualisation of student talk, the teachers jointly construct with 
the students aspects of the science register. It concludes that when teachers 
encourage the dialogic function of discourse to develop, (that is, when knowledge is 
seen as eo-constructed between teacher and learners, rather than transmitted from 
teacher to learners), this also leads to the kind of teacher-student talk which is most 
enabling of second language development. The study demonstrates that even 
apparently minor changes in interactional patterns can have quite major effects on 
the progress of the discourse as a whole, and can make the difference between 
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discourse which is likely to constrain or facilitate language development and 
learning. 

The thesis also shows how the discourse incorporates a range of interactional 
patterns, each of which tend to be used for distinct pedagogical purposes, and thus 
how the role of the teachers correspondingly changes at different phases of the 
teaching and learning cycle. The study concludes that a reconceptualisation of 
pedagogy is required which foregrounds the relationship between teaching and 
learning and the nature of teacher mediation in the teaching and learning process. 

The study identifies other significant factors for language development in the 
classrooms examined: the language knowledge of the teachers, the explicitness of 
the discourse, (including explicitness about language and about the social aspects of 
participating in the class), the sequence of teaching and learning activities, and the 
importance of the intertextuallinks, the 'dynamic' context, which were the result of 
this sequence. 

Finally, the study points to the value of approaching SLA research and pedagogy 
with a model of language which goes beyond a description of its phonology, 
morphology and syntax, one which allows for the study of discourse and for the 
study of language development in terms of socio-linguistic competence, and for the 
value of a socio-cultural and classroom-based approach to research into second 
language learning and pedagogy. 
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Some notes on style and terminology 

The use of pronouns 

In writing this thesis I have chosen to use 'I' when expressing a personal viewpoint, 
rather than using a term such as 'the researcher', which I believe creates an 
unnecessary distance between reader and writer. Where 'we' is used, its use is 
intended to indicate reader inclusivity. 

Gender inclusive language has been particularly problematic, since, for example, I 
have frequently needed to refer in a generic sense to 'a child' but have not wanted 
to use 'he' or 'she' as a generic category, nor the rather clumsy convention 'she/he'. 
While the use of 'children' would have avoided this problem, this does not always 
capture the appropriate meaning. I have chosen therefore to use the third person 
gender neutral terms 'they', 'their', and 'them', as is common in spoken English. My 
reference in adopting this style is the third edition of the Macquarie Dictionary and 
The Cambridge Australian English Style Guide (Peters 1995). Where this usage might 
be confusing for the reader, (for example if there is another referent to which 'they' 
could also refer), I have used the more conventional'she/he', abbreviated to 's/he'. 
To avoid the same problem, I have referred to teachers as female throughout the 
thesis, recognising that this is an imperfect solution. 

Where 'he' is used within quotations to refer generically to bo~ sexes, I have left the 
text in its original form, recognising that such usage needs to be interpreted within 
the conventions of an earlier period. I have chosen not to include the addition of sic, 
since this may risk becoming repetitive for the reader. 

Inverted commas 

Full quotations are enclosed by double inverted commas, as in the quotation from 
Edwards and Westgate in the discussion of the notion of discourse below. Single 
inverted commas are used to signify a particular construct or notion, (as in the 
example: the teacher's role is seen as a 'facilitator'). Where it is a notion associated 
with a particular writer, for example, Vygotsky's notion of 'inner speech', it is 
ascribed to them in the first instance and is usually first introduced in the context of 
a longer quotation. 
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Notes on Terminology 

text 

Some linguists (for example, Stubbs 1986) make no theoretical distinction 
between the terms 'text' and 'discourse'. In Hallidayan grammar (1985) and 
systemic linguistics generally, a text is defined as a complete semantic unit, 
whether written or spoken. In this thesis the term 'text' is used rather 
differently, to refer more specifically to sections of discourse which have 
been chosen for analysis. It thus refers here to that part of the product or 
record of the discourse considered relevant to the analysis, and is therefore 
an artefact of the data presentation itself, rather than a reference to the 
actual discursive process by means of which that product was generated. A 
text therefore encapsulates a particular part of the ongoing discourse which 
has been selected for scrutiny. As such, it should always be read and 
interpreted as an excerpt from the ongoing discourse, a "significant fragment 
of the evidence on which the account is based" (Edwards and Westgate 
1994, p. 107). 

discourse 

In this study 'discourse' refers to naturally occurring spoken text. Following 
Stubbs (1986), the term 'discourse analysis' is preferred over 'text analysis' 
because of my usage of text as defined above, and because the latter may 
imply a particular European tradition of text linguistics. 

ESL and minority learners 
There is a tension in a thesis such as this, and in the educational community 
more broadly, between wishing to avoid the naming of students in simplistic 
and potentially negative ways, (particularly where the term might suggest 
notions of deficit I), and the need to identify the common characteristic of the 
kinds of students who are the subject of the study. The term ESL, (English as 
a second language), is commonly used to describe both the field of learning, 
and the students themselves. I have tried to avoid wherever possible this 
latter use as a generic label for learners, to avoid the suggestion that 'ESL 

1 The term NESB (non-English speaking background) has for example been widely 
criticised for apparently naming students only in terms of what they are not able to do. 
More recently in Australia, second language learners have been referred to as LBOTE 
(language background other than English) students and also as bilingual students. My 
personal preference is for the use of the latter term, since it foregrounds the fact that 
students are operating in two language domains, home and school, and thus their 
linguistic achievements. Since the focus of this study is however specifically the 
learning of English as a second language, I have chosen not to use this term in the study. 
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learners' can be viewed as a single group who share personal characteristics, 
histories, family backgrounds and cultures in common. However, given the 
topic of the thesis, it is at times necessary within the text to refer to that 
group of students who share this aspect of school learning. I have preferred, 
in other instances, to refer to minority learners, or minority language learners, 
referring to the fact that these learners speak a first language which is not the 
dominant language of the school. 

outcomes 

The term 'outcomes' is increasingly used in Australia and other countries to 
refer to the means whereby the individual achievements of students are 
measured and evaluated. Except where indicated, this is not the sense in 

· which it is used in the study, where it refers in its broader sense to the total 
process of formal education, in terms of the life choices these experiences 
make possible for students. While there can never be the same, or 'equal', 
outcomes for all students in any simplistic sense, I make the assumption 
that education must be concerned with 'equality' of outcomes. That is, there 
are some things that education should be expected to provide for all 
students: the means to fully realise individual potential, and the means to 
participate in society and make informed life choices. 

A glossary of linguistic terms used in the thesis can be found at the end of Chapter 
3, following the discussion of systemic functional linguistics. 
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