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Chapter One Introduction

Chapter One Introduction

Three parts are included in this chapter. Firstly, the research background is
introduced, and then the research significance from both theoretical and practical

aspects is stated. Lastly, the layout of the thesis is presented.

1.1 Research Background

At present, the discourse of foreign language curriculum in China emphasizes the
changes from teacher-centered to learner-centered; from knowledge transmission to
knowledge co-construction; from the cultivation of foreign language skills to the
development of comprehensive language application ability (Chen Lin et al., 2002).
These changes entail a more dynamic, interactive and dialogic-intensive approach
rather than the traditional way of teaching which relies on rote-learning.

Accountable Talk is a kind of dialogic teaching approach, which is a part of the
Instructional Quality Assessment (IQA) tool developed by the University of
Pittsburgh. It believes that for classroom discourse to promote learning it must be
accountable: to the learning community, to accurate and appropriate knowledge, and
to rigorous thinking (Michaels et al., 2010). Although there are studies employing
accountable talk to assess the instructional quality of mathematics lessons (Boston &
Wolf, 2006), science lessons (Motlhabane, 2016), and reading comprehension lessons
(Wolf et al., 2004; Matsumura et al., 2004; Ardasheva et al., 2016), little research has
been conducted under the context of junior middle school English classes in China.
And prior research on accountable talk has concentrated largely on exploring the
features of talk moves and correlation among scores of each dimension, while the
issue of dynamic nature of identity construction and its relationship to the
development of ongoing talk has received little attention.

In terms of the situation, the present research attempts to explore what
conversational identities English teachers construct in accountable talk extracts, and
then analyze how they construct these conversational identities. The research intends

to propose an analytic perspective that combines identity construction with
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accountable talk practice to offer pedagogical implications.
1.2 Research Significance

The significance of this research involving both theoretical and practical aspects
is presented and discussed in this part.

As for the theoretical significance, there are mainly two aspects. On the one hand,
exploring accountable talk in junior middle school English classes in China can
broaden the research scope of this theory and provide more empirical evidence, which
can in turn help to prove and improve its practicality. Although many foreign
researchers have applied accountable talk to different lesson types such as
mathematics and sciences, related research in the EFL (English as a foreign language)
field at home is scant. Therefore, applying it to analyze the quality of accountable talk
in English classes in China can help enrich the use of this theory. On the other hand,
this research reveals the conversational identities of teachers in accountable talk
practice, which enriches the study of identity construction in specific pedagogic
contexts, and proves that identity as a tool can achieve communication purposes, and
influence the development of ongoing talk.

In terms of the practical significance, firstly, it can give English teachers a direct
insight into the quality of accountable talk practice to help them improve talk moves
in their classrooms. Furthermore, it can help to create an accountable talk community
where students are willing to listen, talk, and more importantly capable of providing
warranted evidence for their claims. Secondly, it inspires English teachers to cultivate
the awareness of constructing conversational identities by consciously choosing

appropriate conversational strategies that suit the given classroom contexts.
1.3 Layout of the Thesis

This thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter one is an introduction to the
research, in which the research background, significance and organization are
presented.

Chapter two made up of three parts offers the literature review of the thesis. The

first part explains the major concepts, and the second part reviews the previous
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research on accountable talk and teacher identity construction. The third part focuses
on elaborating the theoretical foundations of the research to come up with the
analytical framework.

Chapter three deals with the research methodology. It first presents the research
questions and hypothesis, and then it describes research participants, methods as well
as data collection and analysis in detail.

Chapter four is the main body of the research, which presents and discusses the
results of the three research questions. Specifically, the types and tendency of teachers’
conversational identities are revealed in the first part; teachers’ conversational
practices applied in the identity construction are distinguished and analyzed in the
second part with the help of figures and examples; conversational identities’ influence
on the quality of accountable talk practice is summarized in the third part.

Chapter five is the conclusion part. It gives a summary of major findings based
on chapter four, and then provides pedagogical implications for English teachers in
junior middle school to improve their practices of accountable talk through
constructing conversational identities properly. At last, the limitations of the research

and suggestions for future study are stated.
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Chapter Two Literature Review

Chapter two provides an overall review of relevant studies. Firstly, the major
concepts including accountable talk and conversational identity are explained. Then
the previous research on accountable talk and teacher identity construction is
presented to rationalize the theoretical foundations of the study. At last, the analytical

framework is formed based on the theoretical foundations.

2.1 Major Concepts in This Study

The focus of this study is to explore teachers’ conversational identity
construction in accountable talk extracts, so it is necessary to have a clear view of

these two concepts: accountable talk and conversational identity.

2.1.1 Accountable Talk

Accountable talk emphasizes the forms and norms of discourse that support and
promote equity and access to learning (Michaels et al., 2008). Under the context of
accountable talk, every participant is identified as both a listener and a speaker, to
promote the realization of teaching objectives together (Wang Juan, 2017).
Accountable talk classrooms are filled with talk that seriously responds to and further
develops what others have said. This productive talk uses evidence appropriately and
follows norms of good reasoning, which sharpens students’ thinking by reinforcing
their ability to use and create knowledge (Michaels et al., 2010). Thus, three
dimensions are summarized: (1) accountability to the learning community; (2)
accountability to accurate knowledge; (3) accountability to rigorous thinking
(Michaels et al., 2010). To be more specific, the accountable talk dimensions,
regardless of the content area, serve as the mechanism for socializing students into
communities of practice by creating a discourse community that asks students to listen
to others’ perspectives in an effort to learn more, make reference to specific
information, support their claims or understandings with evidence, and question
concepts they do not understand or agree with (Ardasheva et al., 2016).

Under three dimensions, there are seven categories: (1) participation rate, (2)
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teacher’s linking, (3) students’ linking, (4) teacher’s asking for accurate knowledge, (5)
students’ providing accurate knowledge, (6) teacher’s asking for rigorous thinking,
and (7) students’ providing rigorous thinking (Wolf et al., 2004). Among these
categories, the first one, participation rate is not concerned in this research since it
measures only the quantity of classroom discourse which is not the focus of this

research. The following table presents a clear structure of accountable talk.

Table 2-1 Taxonomy of Accountable Talk

Dimensions Categories
Accountability to the Learning Community Teacher’s linking (T:L)
(ALC) Students’ linking (S:L)
Accountability to Accurate Knowledge Teacher’s asking for accurate knowledge (T:K)
(AAK) Students’ providing accurate knowledge (S:K)
Accountability to Rigorous Thinking Teacher’s asking for rigorous thinking (T:Th)
(ART) Students’ providing rigorous thinking (S:Th)

2.1.1.1 Accountability to the Learning Community
According to Wolf et al. (2005), accountability to the learning community

measures the extent to which the teacher and students explicitly link different people’s
ideas. Specifically, under this dimension, there are two categories. Detailed

descriptions and relevant indicators are presented in the following table.

Table 2-2 Categories of Accountability to Learning Community

Categories Description Indicators
To what extent does the € Keeping the channels open;
Teacher’s linking teacher explicitly link € Keeping everyone together;
different people’s ideas? € Linking contributions;
€ Verifying and clarifying.
€ Active participating in classroom
To what extent do the talk and listening attentively to
Students’ linking student explicitly link one another;

different people’s ideas? € Challenging, clarifying each
others’ contributions, and
building up ideas together.

Based on Wolf et al. (2005) and Michaels et al. (2010)

There are four indicators when teachers link different ideas. Firstly, keeping the
channels open can be achieved by talk moves like “Did everyone hear that?” or “Say

that again, so everyone can hear you” to make sure that all the students can hear and

5
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be heard. By using these kinds of talk moves, teachers give students opportunities to
reflect on their participation during the interaction. Secondly, teachers can keep
everyone together on the same page with talk moves like “Can you repeat that in your
own words?” or “ Was that what you were trying to say?”, which can assess students’
attention and encourage them to output. Thirdly, linking contributions by asking
questions like “Who wants to add on what he just said?”, “Who disagrees?”” to help
students frame their contributions and elaborate ideas on each others’ contributions.
Finally, verifying and clarifying students’ contributions by saying “So, are you
saying...?” or “You mean...?” is to offer speakers another chance to make them
understood by others. And students’ linking moves can be observed and analyzed
according to the above indicators, i.e. whether they actively participate, attentively
listen and elaborate on others’ ideas or not. Students’ linking requires teachers to

guide and scaffold their participation (Michaels et al., 2010).
2.1.1.2 Accountability to Accurate Knowledge

Accountability to accurate knowledge measures the degree to which the teacher
and students make sure that participants provide specific and accurate knowledge as
evidence to support their statements. Under this dimension, there are also two

categories. Detailed information is shown below.

Table 2-3 Categories of Accountability to Accurate Knowledge

Categories Description Indicators

To what extent does the ¢ Pressing for accuracy;

Teacher’s asking for teacher press students to ¢ Building on prior knowledge.
accurate knowledge support their ideas with

evidence based on the text?

€ Proving evidence by making use

L To what extent do the i

Students’ providing . of specific and accurate
students support their ideas

accurate knowledge ] ) knowledge;

with evidence based on the

¢ Making reference to the text or
text?

prior classroom experience.

Based on Wolf et al. (2005) and Michaels et al. (2010)

To display accountability to accurate knowledge, students should make use of
specific and accurate knowledge, like evidence from the text, citing an example, and

referring to prior classroom experience to back up their claims. And teachers should
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