
CHAPTER 3                             

METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter explains the setting and the methodology adopted in the present study. 

In section 3.1, the language institution which is the main setting of the study is 

introduced. In section 3.2, the background of the foreigner-teacher participants and the 

curriculum is reported. In section 3.3, the procedure for conducting this study is given. 

Description of the three measurements, “syntactic complexity”, “grammaticality” and 

“discourse function” is provided in section 3.4. 

 

3.1 The Setting  

A private language institution was chosen as the setting for this study. It has 54 

branches all over the island. Each student of the institution is not assigned to any fixed 

class or branch but can attend any classes at any branches which he thinks appropriate 

to his level.   

  There are three reasons for choosing this institution as the setting for this study. 

First, it is an institution that offers versatile language courses ranging from the most 

basic K.K pronunciation classes to advanced conversation classes. Since it offers 

various classes at different levels, it needs quite a number of teachers. Therefore, it is an 
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ideal place for finding different foreigner teachers as the participants for this study. 

Second, most students of the institution are adults. As to the researcher’s knowledge, 

there is still no research concerning foreigner talk occurring in adult language 

classrooms in Taiwan. Therefore, this institution is quite appropriate for observing the 

interactive process between foreigner teachers and adult learners. The final reason is 

that, being a student of the institution, the researcher is familiar with the curriculum and 

teaching goals of different courses, thus is able to choose suitable classes for the study. 

  

3.2 The Participants and Curriculum 

The participants of this study are three English-native teachers who hold a 

bachelor's or higher degree in any field. Each of them teaches both intermediate and 

advanced level courses respectively. The teaching materials are reading articles from 

the monthly publication “Global Voice” compiled by the English-native editors of the 

institution. The objective of the courses is to equip learners with the language ability 

approximately to the advanced or intermediate level of General English Proficiency 

Test (thereafter, GEPT). Although the GEPT has five levels (elementary, intermediate, 

high-intermediate, advanced, and superior), the courses for superior level learners are 

not offered in this institution. The courses of elementary level are all taught by teachers 

whose first language is Mandarin Chinese; therefore they are also excluded from the 
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possible subjects. From the three remaining levels, the intermediate and advanced 

courses are selected for the bigger proficiency gap that they offer. 

Since the students are of different language ability at the two levels, it is 

reasonable to predict that the foreigner teachers will encounter different challenges in 

different classes, so they will adjust their ways of teaching in order to meet the needs of 

students at different proficiency levels. 

 

3.3 The Procedure  

This study is carried out with the researcher attending the targeted classes as a 

student, from the beginning to the end of each class. By being a student but not a 

bystander, possible interference that may affect the way teachers perform in the classes 

is minimized. Another advantage for joining the class as a student is that since the 

teachers may sometimes use facial expressions or gestures during their lectures, the 

researcher can jot down these signals as an aid for a more precise description of the 

classroom discourse. 

The three foreigner teachers’ classes of intermediate and advanced level are visited 

and tape-recorded twice respectively. Since each class is one and half hours, there will 

be 6-hour recording of each teacher, results in 18-hour (3 teachers* 2 times * 1.5hours* 

2 levels=18 hours) recording in total. All the recording materials were collected from 
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the classes from December 23, 2005 to February 14, 2006.  

  The foreigner teachers’ utterances in the recording material are then transcribed for 

subsequent coding and analysis. The syntactic and discourse features of the foreigner 

teacher’s speech are analyzed and put into appropriate categories according to the 

following three measurements: syntactic complexity, grammaticality and discourse 

functions. 

 

3.4 The Measurements 

The transcribed data1 are analyzed and categorized by the following measurements, 

“syntactic complexity,” “grammaticality” and “discourse functions.” The first two 

measurements are syntactic, and the last one is at discourse level.  

 

3.4.1 Syntactic Complexity  

The syntactic complexity of foreigner teachers’ utterances is measured by the 

average words per “t-unit2.” T-unit is selected not only because it is a widely used 

measurement of syntactic complexity, but more importantly, it is equal to one unit of 

discourse act of Sinclair and Coulthard’s model, which is the main framework of this 

                                                 
1 In the recorded data, only fully understood utterances are transcribed and calculated for the analysis; 

the unintelligible and unclear utterances are omitted. 
 
2 The term t-unit stands for "minimal terminal unit.” 
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research. Sinclair and Coulthard (1992) defined a discourse act as “one free clause, plus 

any subordinate clauses.” It fits the definition of t-unit which is “a single independent 

clause together with all modifying dependent clauses.” 

A t-unit differs from a sentence in that a compound sentence is one sentence, but it 

is more than one t-unit. For example, the sentence “She smiled and she gave me her 

telephone number.” consists of two t-units: (1) She smiled and (2) she gave me her 

telephone number. 

Each teacher’s utterances are counted by t-units. And the average number of words 

per t-unit will be calculated and compared in Chapter Four. 

  

3.4.2 Grammaticality 

The term “grammaticality” refers to the correctness of morphological and 

syntactic structure of the foreigner teachers’ utterances. When we say a sentence is 

correct or well-formed, it means the sentence conforms to the grammar rules of the 

language. 

According to Long (1983), there are three main factors involved in determining the 

degree of grammaticality in foreigner talk. They are 

(1) The learner’s level of proficiency in L2: ungrammatical FT is more likely to 

occur when the learner posses a low proficiency. 
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(2) The status of the native speaker: when the native speaker’s social status is 

higher than his nonnative interlocutor, there tends to be more ungrammatical 

utterances.  

(3) The extent to which the conversation is spontaneous or not: ungrammatical 

foreigner talk is less likely in formal, instructional discussion or in experiment 

structure. 

 

Accordingly, we can make the following predictions: 

1. There should be more ungrammatical utterances in the classes of intermediate 

level than in the advanced one. 

2. Comparing with the chitchatting conversation in which the teacher wants to 

share his life experience or opinion about some thing, there should be fewer 

ungrammatical utterances directly concerning to the teaching material. 

 

After having transcribed all the subjects’ utterances, the ungrammatical sentences 

are identified by the researcher and rechecked by one English native speaker, and then 

the error percentage and occurring contexts are analyzed to examine if they are in 

accordance with the FT characteristics which have been mentioned by the previous 

researchers (Ferguson, 1975; Snow et al, 1981; Chaudron, 1983).  
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3.4.3 Discourse Functions 

The previous mentioned measurements, syntactic complexity and grammaticality, 

are used basically to analyze the foreigner teachers’ utterances at syntactic level. They 

focus on the complexity and the form of the sentence. However, to catch the dynamic 

nature of spoken language in an interactional context, we need to go beyond the 

sentence level, and take the whole discourse into consideration. That is, we ask not only 

“what are the forms of the utterances” but also “what do the utterances do in certain 

context?”  

 In this study, Sinclair and Coulthard’s model is modified for the categorization of 

discourse functions. Since the purpose of this study is to compare the functions of the 

teacher’s utterances in different classrooms, our focus is limited on the smallest 

functional unit “act.” The twenty two acts of Sinclair and Coulthard’s model are 

provided in Table 3.   

 

Table 3  The Acts of Sinclair and Coulthard’s model (1992) 

Label Features and functional definition 
metastatement 
 

Realized by a statement which refers to some future time when what is described 
will occur. Its function is to help pupils to see the structure of the lesson, to help 
them understand the purpose of the subsequent exchange, and see where they are 
going. 

marker Realized by a closed class of items – “well,” “OK,” “now,” “good,” “right,” 
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“alright.” Its function is to mark boundaries in the discourse. 
Silent stress 
 

Realized by a pause of one or more beats, following a marker. It functions to 
highlight the marker. 

starter 
 

Realized by a statement, question or command. Its function is to provide 
information about or direct attention to or thought towards an area in order to 
make a correct response to the initiation more likely.  

elicitation Realized by a question. Its function is to request a linguistic response. 
clue 
 

Realized by a statement, question, and command. It is subordinate to the 
initiation. Its function is to provide additional information, which helps the pupil 
to answer the elicitation or comply with the directive.  

acknowledge 
 

Realized by “yes”, “OK”, “mm”, “wow”, and certain nonverbal gestures and 
expressions. Its function is to show that the initiation has been understood, and, 
if the head was a directive, that the pupil intends to react. 

nomination 
 

Realized by a closed class consisting of the names of all the pupils, “you” with 
contrastive stress, “anybody,” “yes” and one or two idiosyncratic items such as 
“who hasn’t said anything yet.” The function of nomination is to call on or give 
permission to a pupil to contribute to the discourse. 

cue 
 

Realized by a closed class of which we so far have only three exponents, “hands 
up,” “don’t call out,” “is John the only one.” Its sole function is to evoke a bid. 

prompt 
 

Realized by a closed class of items – “go on,” “come on,” “hurry up,” “quickly,” 
“have a guess.” Its function is to reinforce a directive or elicitation by suggesting 
that the teacher is no longer requesting a response but expecting or even 
demanding one. 

bid 
 

Realized by a closed class of verbal and non-verbal items – “Sir,” “Miss,” 
teacher’s name, raised hand, heavy breathing, finger clicking. Its function is to 
signal a desire to contribute to the discourse. 

reply 
 

Realized by a statement or question. Its function is to provide a linguistic 
response, which is appropriate to the elicitation. 

loop 
 

Realized by a closed class of items – “pardon,” “you what,” “eh,” “again,” with 
rising intonation and a few questions like “did you say,” “do you mean.” Its 
function is to return the discourse to the former stage from where the student’s 
utterances can be re-processed clearly and smoothly. 

accept 
 

Realized by a closed class of items – “yes,” “no,” “good,” “fine,” and repetition 
of pupil’s reply. Its function is to indicate that the teacher has heard or seen and 
that the informative, reply or react was appropriate.  

check Realized by a closed class of polar questions concerned with being “finished” or 
“ready,” “having ‘problems or “difficulties.” The function of check is to enable 
the teacher to ascertain whether there are any problems preventing the successful 
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progress of the lesson. 
evaluate 
 

The function of evaluate is to commenting on the quality of the reply, react or 
initiation by “yes,” “no,” “good,” “fine.” 

directive Realized by a command. Its function is to request a non-linguistic response. 
react 
 

Realized by a non-linguistic action. Its function is to provide the appropriate 
non-linguistic response defined by the preceding directive. 

informative 
 

Realized by a statement. Its sole function is to provide information. The only 
response is an acknowledgement of attention or understanding. 

comment 
 

Realized by a statement or tag question. Its function is to exemplify, expand, 
justify, and provide additional information; it is subordinated to the head 
information. Unless the teacher begins a new initiation with an informative as a 
head; otherwise all the following information is taken as comment. 

conclusion 
 

Its function is to help pupils understand the structure of the lesson by 
summarizing what the preceding chunk of discourse was about. 

aside 
 

This category covers items that are difficulty to deal with. Sinclair and 
Coulthard’s provided an instance as the teacher talking to himself: “It’s freezing 
in here,” “Where did I put my chalk?’’ 

 

Although Sinclair and Coulthard have given examples to demonstrate the acts, 

some acts are found quite similar and overlapped. To avoid confusion, the act “starter” 

which is used to “provide information or direct attention to an area in order to make a 

correct response to the initiation more likely”, has the similar function as “clue” and 

“informative”, thus can be removed. As to the act “cue”, from the few instances (i.e. 

“hands up,” “don’t call out,” “is John the only one”) provided by Sinclair and 

Coulthard, it seems that its function can be realized by “directive” or “nomination”, 

therefore it is also eliminated from my categorization.   

Furthermore, since Sinclair and Coulthard’s model is based on limited data 

collected from general secondary classrooms, some part of the transcribed data of the 
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present study may fall outside the categorization of acts given by Sinclair and 

Coulthard, therefore, some modification and additional acts are needed to give 

appropriate description to our data.  

First, because our target utterances are the foreigner teacher’s talk, not the 

student’s talk, the four acts “acknowledge,” “ reply,” “bid” and “react”, which are only 

utilized by the students are excluded.  

Second, the act “silent stress” is deleted from the revised categorization since it 

would not contribute any utterance to the discourse data. 

Third, the act “elicitation” is further divided into two subcategories, which are 

“display questions” and “genuine questions.” A “display questions” are used to elicit 

the student to answer the question which the teacher already has a predetermined 

answer in mind. It is often used by the teacher to check if the students understand what 

has been taught. For example: 

 

   T: What does “feline” mean? We’ve learned it last Friday.  

     S: Cat.  

 

   A “genuine question” is used to require the student to express his opinion to a 

question which the teacher does not have answer in mind. Its’ main purpose is not to 
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confirm what the student learned in the class, but to share or exchange personal feelings 

or experiences. For example: 

 

  T: Do you like the movie “National Treasure”?

  S: Yes, I think it’s a great movie. 

 

Unlike display questions which are designed to determine the ongoing of the 

planned lesson, genuine questions mean to give the learners the possibility to establish 

real personal involvement in the course of the lesson and thus to address the learner’s 

potential as an individual and to strength intrinsic motivation. Because the two types of 

questions do function differently, they should be discriminated for a more precise 

description of the classroom discourse. 

Fourth, when the author of this study tried to assign the transcribed utterances into 

appropriate acts, she soon found that the definition of the acts “informative” and 

“comment” are quite vague and capricious. The function of “informative” is to provide 

information. And all the subordinated information concerning with the head 

information are assigned to the act “comment.” Based on the definition of 

“informative” and “comment,” it seems that there is no functional difference between 

the two acts. The only difference is the occurring order of the information: the head 
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information is named “informative,” and all the following complementary information 

is called “comment.” Such categorization can not differentiate the functions of the two 

acts. More seriously, it leads us to overlook the versatile skills and functions practiced 

by the foreigner teachers; thus it is not likely to give us an accurate picture of what has 

actually taken place in the language classroom. Therefore, the acts “informative” and 

“comment” are replaced by the following six acts for a more precise description of the 

functions of the foreigner teacher’s utterances: 

   

1. “Explanation”: the teacher explains the definition of the target item on the 

textbook. He may also provide some example sentences showing the usage of 

the target item, or if the verbal explanations did not suffice the learner, the 

teacher might use realia or iconic demonstrations by gestures and 

onomatopoeia. Its function is to prompt students’ comprehension of the target 

items.  

2. “Quotation”: the teacher reads out the wording of the teaching material or 

provides a paraphrased version of it. Its function is to introduce the target item 

to the student. 

3. “Demonstration”: the teacher actively gives a demonstration of how a 

certain word, phrase or sentence is pronounced. Its function is to provide a 
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model for students to imitate3.  

4. “Correction”: the teacher corrects the inappropriate answer given by the 

student. Its function is to offer the correct information of the target item to the 

student.   

5. “Affiliation”: the teacher shares personal experiences, attitudes, beliefs or 

comments associated with the topic in discussion. It is more like an informal 

conversation between friends. Therefore, the purpose of this act is more 

affection-oriented rather than pedagogy-oriented. It establishes the emotional 

connection between the teacher and the students  

6. “Monodrama”: the teacher acts out a short episode to help the students to 

understand certain concept or event. It is often used by the teacher when he 

wants to visualize his personal experience or the content of the textbook. It is 

frequently applied when teaching dialogues.  

 

Lastly, “greeting” is added into the categorization, because it is also a frequently 

detected function in the classroom discourse. It is used in the rituals of greeting and 

leave-taking. Its function is to involve the maintenance and extension of personal and 

                                                 
3 If the teacher’s demonstration is induced by an inadequate reply from the student, it is assigned to the 

act “correction.” 
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social relationship. 

 

Table 4  A Comparison of Sinclair and Coulthard’s Model & The Revised Model 

Sinclair and Coulthard’s model The revised model 
1. Metastatement 
2. Marker 
3. Clue 
4. Nomination 
5. Prompt 
6. Check 
7. Evaluate 
8. Directive 
9. Loop 
10. Accept 
11. Conclusion 
12. Aside 
13. Elicitation 
14. InformativeR4

15. CommentR

16. Silent stressE5

17. StarterE

18. AcknowledgeE* 
19. ReplyE* 
20. CueE* 
21. BidE* 
22. ReactE* 

1.Metastatement 
2.Marker 
3.Clue 
4. Nomination 
5. Prompt 
6. Check 
7. Evaluate 
8. Directive 
9. Loop 
10. Accept 
11. Conclusion 
12. Aside 
13. Elicitation 

a) Display QA6

b) Genuine QA

14.QuotationA

15.ExplanationA

16.DemonstrationA

17.CorrectionA

18.AffiliationA

19.MonodramaA

20.GreetingA

 

After the modification, seven acts “starter,” “acknowledge,” “reply,” “bid,” 

“react,” “silent stress” and “cue” are removed; “elicitation” is further divided into two 

                                                 
4 The character “R” indicates that the act is replaced by a new act in the revised model. 
5 The character “E” indicates that the act is excluded from the revised model. 
6 The character “A” indicates that the act is added in the revised model. 
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sub-acts “display question” and “genuine question”; the acts “informative” and 

“commend” are replaced by six additional acts “quotation,” ” explanation,” 

“demonstration,” “correction,” ” affiliation” and “monodrama”, and “greeting” is also 

added to the modified categorization. The modification above results in a twenty-act 

model. The newly revised model is compared with Sinclair and Coulthard’s model in 

Table 4.   

To demonstrate how the above acts are carried out in the language classrooms, the 

twenty acts and their examples are provided in Table 5. 

Table 5  The Twenty Acts and Examples 

Act & Sub-act Example 
1.Metastatement T: I will start to read the introduction, and we will read the dialogue.
2.Marker T: So “poverty affects everyone.” 

T: OK, right.
T: Any other question there? 

3.Elicitation  
A) Display question T: What does it mean “to depress someone”?

S: Make us sad. 
T: If you are depressed, you are unhappy, and sad. 

B) Genuine question T: Will you go to work if you got completely drenched?  
S: I think I will go to the office first and ask my boss… 
T: You ask your boss if you can go home? 

4.Clue T: Anything has sentimental value? 
S: The first date. 
T: We usually use this term with a THING.  
S: Then, maybe the photos of my grandparents.  

5.Nomination T: Gloria. Do you cry in the movie theatre?   
S: Sometimes. 

6.Prompt T: Peter, do you like waterfalls? 
S: … 
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T: Do you like waterfalls?  
S: Yes. 

7.Loop S: I like McDonald’s corn soup, but it is full of butter. 
T: Full of butter?
S: Yes. 
T: Ok.  

8.Accept T: Anything mundane? 
S: My…our president’s speech.  
T: Ya, you could say that.  

9.Check T: You know, you do it not because you like it, but because it’s good 
for you. You know what I mean?  

Ss: (nod heads) 
10.Evaluate T: What is ‘aforementioned?’ 

S: mentioned before. 
T: Yes, exactly. 

11.Directive T: Gina, please read the first paragraph. 
12.Conclusion T:…But then there was a severe drought. The people moved south in 

search of a more reliable water supply. Everything was abandoned 
in just one generation. So, in one generation, they all moved south. 

13.Aside T: …so he must be 20 or 30 something when he built this. (in a low 
voice) So what are we talking? Oh, “The Whiskeytown National 
Recreation is what they called a National Park.” 

14.Quotation T: (read the sentences in the textbook) “There were a lot of people 
who felt Spurlock’s movie unfairly targeted McDonald’s to fatten his 
own wallet.”

15.Explanation T: If your go to a restaurant and ….and you’re trying to go away 
without paying, you can say ‘to do a runner.’

16.Demonstration T: And what is incessant? (Read out slowly) in-ces-sant.
17.Correction T: What is “reckon”? 

S: get? 
T: No, to have an opinion.

18.Affiliation T: When I lived in America, “Blimpy” is a famous submarine 
sandwich chain. 

19.Monodrama T: He said, (change the tone) “Hey! Look! I’ve been eating in 
subway, only subway, breakfast to dinner in subway for the past few 
months. And I’ve lost all these weights.”

20.Greeting T: So see you next week!
S: See you! 
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It is not assumed that the modified categorization of acts would cover all the 

possibilities of language functions and would be completely objective. Just like what 

has been mentioned by Murdoch (1999) “one’s attitudes and beliefs color what one sees 

when viewing a lesson….the category division of classroom activities is subjectivity 

decided by the observer.” However, it is hoped that the revised model can provide a 

more precise description of the functions practiced by the foreigner teachers in this 

study.  
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