Introduction

In the educational field, the subject knowledge of teachers has long been regarded as the most important aspect of classroom teaching, and it is until the recent years that the language that they use to convey such knowledge to students has gained people's attention. In particular, classroom language has already been included in the newly launched 'bench-marking' test for language teachers. Apart from teacher-talk, however, a more macroscopic perspective of classroom language refers to all language productions used specifically for communications within a classroom. This can be classified as spoken (e.g. teacher giving explanations) or written (e.g. instructions written on blackboard); or as teacher-produced or student-produced (e.g. teacher asking a question and students answering it). Such language productions serve a variety of communicative functions as giving instructions, questions, answers and feedback, and managing class discipline; and its effectiveness is characterised by successful transmission of completely comprehensible messages between the communicators (i.e. teachers and students).

In English language classrooms, classroom language is closely related to or even integrated with the subject knowledge being imparted, thus making an understanding of the former even more important. In view of this, the following essay is going to investigate the features of effective classroom language in English lessons. Specifically, effective questioning techniques and effective explanations will be focused, since research (Tsui, 85 & Chaudron,  , quoted in Tsui, 95) shows that they account for the largest portion of teacher-talk.  Finally, after each section of the above discussions of questioning and explaining, a brief reflection on the extent to which I can demonstrate the techniques identified in such section will be attempted. The data used in this reflection were extracted from a tape recording one of my double-period sessions with a From two class concerning the topic of overseas trips and the subsequent oral discussion with a group of students from that class on my questioning and explaining effectiveness. 

1. Effective Questioning

A) What are questions?

Before discussing effective questioning, it is necessary to define questions first. In this respect, different literatures vary greatly in terms of their scopes: some are as board as 'any requests for information', while some others are as narrow as only those ‘intended to evoke a verbal response' (Brown and Edmondson, 84:99). Whereas such a narrow definition seemed to focus on those soliciting clearly articulated verbal responses that were successfully received by the questioners, in the local ESL classroom context, it is advisable to include those evoking not clearly articulated but still verbal responses as well. This is because students often prefer to take what Tsui (95) said 'quiet and private' turns, the major cause of which is their lack of confidence to speak up, which will be discussed in the following under the heading of ‘affective factors’. In this sense, the proposed definition is, to a certain extent, coherent with Sweeting's (94) definition, in which the question part but not the 'form of response' is emphasized. Besides, those questions generating 'quiet' responses could be considered as effective ones to a certain extent, since they do provide many opportunities for students to practise the target language, and sometimes teachers even deliberately allow students to do so, especially for the shy ones who are reluctant to speak out the answer loudly even if they are nominated. 

To further increase the effectiveness of such questions, teachers are advised to be sensible to students' private turns and to encourage students to turn them public (Tsui, 95:77). In order to achieve this, it is necessary to identify students who are likely to make such turns. In my own teaching experience, such students are usually quiet during class, but they show such attentive behavior to teacher's teaching as jotting down notes and consciously looking at the teacher and the blackboard. Moreover, when the class are expected to answer questions voluntarily, they usually look down to avoid direct eye contact with the teacher, although they may whisper the answers quietly to themselves.

Besides letting students practise the target language as mentioned, there are a variety of reasons for teachers' asking questions. For sake of simplification and coherence with the above definition of effective classroom language, it is sensible to define effective questions as those which fulfill teachers' intended purposes (can be more than one) of asking them. 

B) Techniques Involved in Effective Questioning

In the following, effective questioning techniques applicable to Hong Kong classrooms will be discussed under three dimensions.

Dimension 1: Question Types 

Literatures often classified questions along three continums, namely the closed-open, display-referential, and recall-thought evoking continuums. In the past analysis of teachers' questions, it was often found that they are, to a large extent, biased towardsthe closed, display and recall ends. According to Tsui (95), many of teachers' questions are closed ones and according to Brown & Edmondson (84), recall questions are the most common type of questions (which account for over 60% of all teachers’ questions)asked by teachers. Undoubtedly, this bias helps teachers manage the class discipline and prevent students from disturbing each other or going off-task by exerting a high level of control over them, which in turn facilitates the smooth implementation of the prepared teaching plans. Above all, it seems a universal phenomenon that 'curriculum objectives and examinations often stress factual contents and low level skills' (Brown & Edmondson, 84:104). Hence, exposing students frequently to questions to which the answers require them to recall memorized facts and to apply low level skills enable them to perform better in formal assessments. 

In view of the above, one could agree that closed, recall and display questions have high effectiveness in classroom interactions. However, if effective questioning is expected to achieve more than those described above, questions at the other end of the continums should also be included. First, open questions can complement the so-called 'restrictive nature' of closed ones which inevitably limit students' thinking by leading them to give answers that the teacher wants, while discarding other appropriate ones (Tsui, 95:193). Second, as Delamont (76) pointed out, although 'cross-questioning and checking-up' are 'staple' of classroom interactions, they are 'rude' in daily life and are thus rarely needed (quoted in Sweeting, 94:17). Thus, in order to make  students develop communication competence needed in the real world, which is characterised by 'negotiations of meaning' between interlocutors (Tsui, 95:28), there should be a balance between display and referential questions in classroom interactions. Finally, with the emphasis on critical thinking, problem-solving and creativity and other 'generic elements for life-long learning' in the recent proposed reform of the school curriculum (CDC, 99), thought-evoking questions which, by its definition, boost students' cognitive development should not be overlooked. 

When evaluating my own teaching, I think that I have not mastered completely the skills involved in asking different types of questions and in maintaining a balance between the numbers of them. First, when I watched the video type of my double-period lesson mentioned above, I found that around 80% of all my questions were closed ones. When taking students’ responses into account, the percentage was even higher, since there were occasions in which I originally intended to ask an open question but received no reply until I finally turned it into a closed one and gave explicit hints for students to answer. The following is an example from the tape: 

 T: What do you like most in Japan?

Ss: (silence)

T: You like sushi?

Ss: Yes.

T: So you like…

Ss: The food 

T: yes, the food there.

Although the common students’ reticence to answer questions might account for the initial silence, the fact that the students had to answer seven close questions before this exchange suggests that another more probable reason is that they got so used to such an answering format and even when they were asked an open question, they regarded it as a closed one and waited for the teacher’s giving further hints of what he expected before giving him a reply.  This, together with my spontaneous giving the hints, might convey to the students that my questions of such type were what Barnes (69) called ‘pseudo’ ones (quoted in Brown and Edmonson, 84:103) , which are apparently open, but in fact only one particular reply is expected.

Besides, I have also tried to ask ‘thought-evoking’ questions but the outcome was not satisfactory. Seeing the potential difficulties of such questions and students’ lack of experience in answering them, I usually encouraged them to discuss in small groups and come up with an answer collaboratively
. However, some groups just went off-task and although some were doing what I asked for, they used Cantonese instead of English. Seeing that, in organising such discussions in the future, stronger rules concerning the discipline and the language use must be imposed and conveyed to students before my authority is removed when they are left to discuss on their own. 

Dimension 2: Question Level
As Tsui (95) pointed out, there are higher demands upon students in answering teacher's questions in English lessons (or in other lessons where English is the medium of instruction), since they have to both 'know the answer' and 'express it in English'. Targeting these two requirements, effectiveness of teachers' questions could be enhanced correspondingly. 

First, in order to enable students to get the answers to questions which they find difficult, comprehensible input must be provided. This can be best achieved by dividing the question to be asked into a sequence of simple sub-questions, the answer to each of these sub-questions must be an input for students’ getting the solution of the next one, and ultimately the final answer to the original question. By 'comprehensible', it is not meant that what is being asked must be set at such a level of easiness that all students can interpret it without paying much effort, which, as research shows, is likely to result in students' lack of learning motivation. Input drawn by effective questions, instead, must contain information which students find challenging in comprehending, but they should be able to do so after inferring from their existing knowledge. In this sense, comprehensible input is in keeping with Krashen’s  i+1 model , in the sense that every question is built up on the foundation of the students’ existing knowledge gained in answering the previous questions in the above question sequence. 

In fact, in effective classroom language, comprehensible input is applicable not only to teachers’ questions, but also to the overall teaching/learning contents as well. In this broad perspective, it is best achieved by meaningful negotiations between teacher and students, in which the teacher can make use of referential and thought-evoking questions discussed above to solicit students' daily-life experience and relate it to what is being taught. Also, they should encourage students to give feedback upon the comprehensibility level of their prepared language inputs and make any necessary modifications correspondingly. Both of these would contribute to an increased comprehensibility of input during lessons. 

Second, effective questions involve not only incorporation of comprehensible inputs, but also a successful way to convey such inputs to students. In addressing the latter, teachers have to be very careful in terms of the syntax and lexis of questions; both of which can be significant obstacles to students' comprehending what is being asked. If questions set according to the above principles still fail to get students' responses, Tsui (95) suggested a change in the entire question structure, e.g. from a wh-question to a yes/no one, which narrows down the range of the answers and thus the demand upon students. However, owing to the restrictive nature of closed questions mentioned, this type of modifications should not be used frequently. 

Reflecting on my teaching experience, in terms of comprehensible question inputs, I am glad that some of my students reported in the free chat after the double-period lesson that they realized my deliberate sequencing some of the questions, and they agreed that such sequences  were useful guidelines in helping them come up with a solution to an otherwise difficult question. However, it was also found that some other students still were not aware of them. Thus, in maximizing the ‘guiding’ effect of the question sequences, I should make more explicit links between the successive questions and should encourage students to use their answers to the previous questions in processing the following ones.  

In terms of delivering such question sequences effectively, I have shown evidence of successful question modifications. The following is one such incident recorded in the double-period tape: 

(I was going to explain the meaning of the word 'offer' which appears in a text for a reading task)

T: In the first line of the second paragraph, you see the word offer, can anyone tell me what offer   means?'

Ss:(silence)

T: Can you give me another word for offer?'

Ss: "PEI" (Chinese word for give)

T: Can you give me the English version? It starts with a "p".

Ss: Provide

T: Yes, provide.

The students' response to my second but not the first question suggested that they did not understand what I intended to ask for in the former, which was 'disembedded' in the latter. Besides, the requirement upon students was lowered to one-word level and finally a hint was given in my third question. This further narrowed down the range of words that students need to consider and, in turn, guided them to give the expected answer eventually.  

Dimension 3: Affective factors

Even after maintaining a balance between different types of questions and delivering them in an appropriate level, students' responses to such questions cannot be ensured. In fact, the well-known 'language learning anxiety' and the subsequent lack of self-confidence often inhibit students' answering the questions spontaneously (even some may take the private turns mentioned above). Sometimes, such an anxiety is increased by the 'widespread' teachers' short wait-time after a question is asked (Tsui, 95:85). Besides giving longer wait-time, teachers also need to be aware of the socio-cultural  influences of students' background on their answering behavior if they are to ask questions effectively. In local classrooms, the significance of preserving face and the courtesy of humbleness in the Chinese culture result in undesirable influences at two extremes. First, one would agree that 'the pressure to give the right answer is present in every classroom' (Morgan & Saxton, 91, quoted in Tsui, 95:84). Chinese students, in particular, are afraid of losing face in front of their peers, and they prefer not to answer the questions unless they are sure in giving the right answer. Second, even if this condition exists, research (Wong, 84, quoted in Tsui, 95:90) shows that they may not do so voluntarily. This is because such a behavior is regarded as a kind of showing-off, which is a very serious violation of the Chinese courtesy system, which values humbleness very much.

In dealing with these problems, I tried to raise students' confidence in answering my questions by minimizing negative evaluations on students' wrong answers and shifting the whole class' attention to discussing why the answers were wrong, so as not to let them have a chance to bully those particular students. Further inputs would then be given to the class and the ones who had given the wrong answers would be encouraged to correct their own mistakes. More generally, the ultimate solution is to build a good and harmonious teacher-student rapport, in which, what Tsui (95) called, the inherent ‘evaluative mode’ in classroom interactions are virtually and idealistically replaced by ‘the sharing mode’  which is typical in conversations between friends and other intimates. 

In tackling students' unwillingness to 'show-off ', on the other hand, I launched several bonus systems in which students' correct answers to my questions would be credited and those who get the largest number of credits would receive a small prize or a few additional marks in their formal assessments. This is to impose some practical goals for students to achieve and thus raise their extrinsic motivation to answer my questions. 

In evaluating the effectiveness of the measures taken, many of my students expressed their affirmation and welcome to them, and the total number of voluntary answers to my questions was quite satisfying. 

2. Effective explanations
Besides questioning, another closely related and equally important aspect of classroom language is explanation. According to Brown & Armstrong (84:121), explaining is 'an attempt to provide understanding of a problem to others'. It follows from this definition that the aim of explaining is to develop the explainee(s)’ understanding of the problem (different language items in the context of English language education) by the explainer and any explanations fulfilling this purpose can be regarded as effective. In both the studies of Tsui (95) and Brown & Armstrong (84), it has been shown that one key issue to effective explanations is two-way communication  . The underlying rationale is three-fold. First, it actively involves the students in processing the problem being explained, and one would expect such cognitive internalizations are more likely to develop students’ in-depth understanding than their merely passive receiving teacher talk. After all, good explanations tend to ‘make higher cognitive demands on the pupils’ (Brown & Armstrong, 84). Second, it reduces, or at least makes implicit, the inherent power difference between teachers and students, which sets the teacher as the only message coder in the classroom. This in turn increases students’ motivation and engagement in developing their understanding of the problem. Third, students’ contributions and feedback allow the teacher to check their understanding of the problem at different stages of the explanation process. This enables the teacher to make any necessary adjustments in terms of language, contents, etc. immediately, thus achieving the delivery of comprehensible input discussed before. 

After their respective investigations, Brown & Armstrong (84) and Tsui (95) suggested some practical guidelines in explaining effectively, which can be classified as being applicable at pre-, while- and post-explaining stages. 

A. Pre-explaining( planning

- Use of link statements (Keys)

This involves breaking up the problem to be explained into different sub-topics, which ‘together lead to a solution of the problem’ (Brown & Armstrong, 84:122). The planning of effective explanations should thus involve preparation for presenting such keys separately and how they interact with each other to form the ‘problem’.

- Proceeding from unknown to known 

This requires planning activities/questions that activate students’ schemata relevant to the ‘problem’, which can then serve as a foundation for new knowledge to be built up. In order to achieve this, teachers need to have a good grasp of students’ existing knowledge, which helps them determine the appropriate amount of new information and approach of presenting it, thus preventing over-/under-explaining.

- Contextualisation and carefully selection of examples

The uses of real-life contexts to which students are familiar and in which they are interested, and of carefully chosen and unambiguous examples enable students to interpret the language items to be explained more easily. Besides, such examples contribute to the overall ‘clarity and interest’ of the explanations as well (Brown & Armstrong, 84:127).

B. While-explaining

- Framing and focusing statements

Framing statements mark the transitions between the discussion of two successive ‘keys’, and supplement the absence of such framing devices in written discourses as paragraphing and the inclusion of headings. These make the presentation of the ‘keys’ and the overall explanation structure clearer. From students’ perspective, such key boundaries help students identify the keys and hence the interactions between them in developing their understanding of what is being explained. Focusing statements, on the other hand, highlight the ‘essential features’ of the explanations (Brown & Armstrong, 84:123) for students to focus their attention on, which is particularly helpful if they are presented a large amount of information at a time.

- Use of visual aids

In both Brown & Armstrong, and Tsui’s  studies, the use of such visual aids as pictures were proved to have made teachers’ explanations more effective. Not only do they arouse students’ motivation and interest by different sorts of visual stimuli (e.g. animations), but they also supplement teachers’ verbal explanations by providing students with alternative perspectives to interpret the content of such explanations. Particularly, the use of the Internet and other electronic media helps keeping teachers’ explanation contents more up-to-date and the overall presentation more lively and interesting to the students.  

C) Post-explaining

- Summarising and Checking Students’ understanding
Both of them are important strategies for consolidating students’ understanding of the explanation contents. The former serves a restatement of the most important features while the latter provides a valuable opportunity for evaluating the students’ understanding and thus allows the teacher to correct any misconceptions formed, which in turn increases the effectiveness of the teacher’s explanations. 

Reflecting on my teaching experience, I was satisfied with my explanation performance. First, in order to actively involve my students, whenever I got more than one answer for the same question, I would ask the class to vote for the one that they thought was correct, and before I told them the correct answer, the ‘advocates’ of each answer had to give reasons to support their choice. Throughout this two-way negotiation process, Students were not required to raise their hands and stand up before they express their opinions, which made them more relaxed and willing to do so.

In terms of planning, I usually incorporated a daily-life context in such teaching materials as supplementary notes and exercises, which aimed at drawing students’ ‘known’ knowledge of such contexts to help them process the ‘unknown’ explanation contents
.  

In the while-explaining stage, however, I observed from my tape that there was a lack of framing statements during giving my explanations, making the boundaries between the keys selected in the pre-stage not clear-cut and thus imposing obstacles in students’ developing understanding. I remembered once I  planned to explain to a Form three class the use of past perfect through the key of the use of past simple. However, when I finished reactivating their schemata of the latter, I just prompted into the former without any framing moves of topic shift. In that lesson, I observed that many students got confused by the two types of past actions and my use of the past simple to refer to them in the first half of the lesson but suddenly changed to past perfect in the second half. Such a ‘sudden shift’ not only eliminated the facilitating effect of the ‘key’ on my explanations, but also made the lesson lose its focus. On the other hand, my use of framing statements, often with immediate repetitions, was reported by my students to be effective in telling them ‘what are most important contents that we (they) have to study harder’.

Finally, at the end of each lesson, I usually summarize what had been explained and after the teaching of each grammar point, contextualized exercises will be provided to reflect their understanding of that particular item
. In order to motivate them to do such exercises, I even treated them as part of the continuous assessments and my students reported all these measures were ‘worth doing’.
                                                          Conclusion                                                                                


After the above investigation, I found that questioning and explaining, despite their existence in all my lessons, are much more complicated than I had expected. The review of the literatures and my own self reflections help me improve my performance in these aspects in two ways. First, it raised my awareness of my own strengths and the importance of keeping them. Second, it allowed me to identify my weaknesses and ways to tackle them. An analysis of these strengths and weaknesses, however, is only the first step towards effective classroom language, since there are such other aspects as providing effective feedback and encouraging students’ active participation in classroom activities which also need to be addressed.  
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Appendix 1

Ying Wa College

Secondary 2D English Grammar

Supplementary Worksheet—OE Chapter 9

Situation: A Form 2 class was having an English lesson.

A. Why

1. Why + inf. Without ‘to’

… After the teacher asked the question “What is Tom doing?”, the students shout out the answer. The teacher got angry, and said,

“____________________________? Raise your hand before you answer any questions?”

Then one student put up his hand and gave the answer, ‘He is now eating food.’ The teacher then replied,

“____________________________? ‘Eat’ already covers the meaning of ‘food’, so the word ‘food’ is not necessary here. But you can state the type of food after ‘eat’.”

2. Why not/ why don’t you 

Five minutes later, the teacher asked if the students are bored, and she suggested playing a game, 

“______________________________? Let’s have a cross-word puzzle game.”

The teacher then divided the students into four groups, and she suggested starting with group one,

“______________________________?”

3. Why didn’t you

During the game, all students are required to close their books. However, two students in group one opened their books to find the vocabulary needed in the game. One student from group two complained this to the teacher,

“_________________________________________?”

The teacher then asked the two students to close their books. But the one who complained was not satisfied, and he asked the teacher to disqualify them

“_________________________________________?”

4. Reason Why

The teacher then replied,

“_________________________________is that everyone in this class has the first chance before they are punished.”

5. Overuse of ‘because’

The student was still not happy with the explanation, and he further urged,

“They should be disqualified. They do not follow the instructions of the game.”

Finally, the teacher deducted two marks from group one.

After the game, the teacher found that groups one & two have the same results, groups two & three have similar results, and three & four have totally different results.

She concluded to the students,

6.  …as…as…

                  are as good as               .
7.   …Like…

                  are like                    .

8.   … the same as…

                  the same as                 .

9.    … different from…
                  different from               .

10.   … the same

                                     the same.

11. …different

                                     different.

12.   …the same + noun phrase  (+ as…)    

Group one has    the same results as     group two.

                               the same results.

� An example of this was to ask each group of a Form 3 class to identify the character whom they liked most in a story that they had just read.


� As an example, the grammar worksheet enclosed in [Appendix1] adopted the context of the series of events that my class and I had come across in a previous lesson in guiding students practise the different uses of ‘why’, ‘because’, as…a… etc.


� Actually, the grammar worksheet in [Appendix1] is one such exercise, which was distributed at the end of the lesson in which the grammar points tested were just taught  
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