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Teacher questions have long been considered important in mediating students’ learning in language classrooms. This paper examined the mediated-learning behaviors involved in teacher questions during whole-class instruction in high schools of China. Five lessons of different topics were observed. Conversation analytic approach was applied to analyze teachers’ verbal interactions with students during whole-class teaching. Teachers’ questions and students’ responses were transcribed and categorized as display questions or referential questions. The mediated-learning behaviors involved in the two types of questions were discussed by presenting six sessions of interaction. The study investigated which question type initiated the interaction involving more variety of mediated-learning behaviors and what pedagogical implications this may have for teacher questioning techniques that enhance student learning. The study found the interactions initiated by referential questions contain more varieties of mediated-learning behaviors. This study suggests that teachers need to be encouraged to use referential questions more frequently whether in display interactions or in referential interactions.
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INTRODUCTION
Interaction determines and affects the conditions of language acquisition by providing students with opportunities to input and output language comprehensively, especially in contexts where exposure to the target language is limited (Philp and Tognini, 2009). Interaction which falls within the scope of the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach is highly advocated in EFL contexts, which usually includes whole-class teaching and small-group learning. Teachers’ verbal behaviors during whole-class instruction involve the behaviors addressing the general audience such as lecturing, giving instructions, asking questions, maintaining general discipline, and acknowledging students’ efforts. During group learning, teachers’ verbal behaviors are more supportive and personal with concrete encouragers and facilitating words, pertinent and targeted feedback, and praise (Hertz-Lazarowitz and Shachar, 1990). Therefore, teachers frequently implement group work or pair work to maximize opportunities for interaction (Edstrom, 2015).
However, in the context of teaching and learning being fundamentally guided by traditional instruction, such as in China (Hu, 2002; Huang, 2004; Liu, 2016; Liu and Wang, 2020), group work and pair work are not so commonplace as in countries like the United Kingdom, United States, Australia and others that use a more communicative pedagogical approach to language instruction. Pair work and group work in the classrooms of China are usually randomly organized based on students’ seat arrangements in order to complete a task assigned by the teacher. Usually, the students are allowed only several minutes to discuss a topic, and in the meantime, the teacher walks around to offer help. When the teacher declares the time is up, the group or pair stand up to report the results of their discussion with the teacher making comments afterward. Usually only one or two of the groups have the opportunity to report because of limited class time. The work from other groups usually goes without being discussed. In this context, class discussions look more like a session of interaction between the teacher and the students as occurs during whole-class instruction than cooperative learning or small group learning. The teacher-centered interaction in whole-class instruction is still dominant in EFL classrooms in China (Jin and Cortazzi, 1998; Halstead and Zhu, 2009; Peng, 2011; Liu and Wang, 2020). Whole-class teaching is normally inquiry-based so teachers influence how students learn by varying the types of questions they ask (Rutten et al., 2015). Based on a social-constructivist learning perspective, inquiry-based teaching and learning in the whole-class setting promotes more socially mediated classroom interactions (Smetana and Bell, 2013). Therefore, teacher-centered interaction in whole-class instruction warrants an investigation. A couple of studies found that mediated-learning behaviors occur between teachers and students and between students and students during cooperative learning or small-group learning (e.g., Gillies, 2004, 2006; Gillies and Haynes, 2011), but there is little research that focuses on the mediated-learning behaviors between teacher and students when the teacher engages in whole-class instruction. Questioning is one of the common forms of interaction utilized by the teacher in the classroom. Teacher questions provide an opportunity for the students to use English, compelling students to think and learn, which helps them to comprehend the materials and communicate using the language they are learning (Erlinda and Dewi, 2016). There are studies about teacher questions and most of them investigate teacher question types and their influence on students (e.g., Affandi, 2016; Al-Zahrani and AL-Bargi, 2017; David, 2007; Erlinda and Dewi, 2016; Halim and Mazlina, 2018; Hamel, et al., 2020; Lillydahl, 2015; Qashoa, 2013; Ruddick, 2011; Shen, 2012; Shu, 2014; Tan, 2007; Wright, 2016; Yang, 2010). Little research has been found regarding the mediated-learning behaviors involved in different types of questions.
The current study documents two types of teacher questions and the mediated-learning behaviors contained in teacher-student interactions that are initiated by the questions when the teacher implements whole-class instruction. By analyzing the mediated-learning behaviors, this study aims to identify the relationship between mediated-learning behavior and question types.
LITERATURE REVIEW
According to Vygotsky, the element that explains the higher psychological process is semiotic mediation, that is to say, the creation and use of symbol systems, such as language, that are used as mechanisms for extending and regulating human behavior (Vygotsky and Luria, 1993; Moll et al., 2014). Semiotic mediation of language is understood as the inculcation of mental disposition (Hasan, 2002). Practically, language mediates human thoughts and action through interaction (Kohler, 2015). Gillies (2006) and Gillies and Boyle (2008) coded six categories of teachers’ verbal interactions, among which are questions and mediations. The understanding of the significance of language as a powerful tool of mediation makes mediation a core of the teaching and learning process. In terms of language teaching and learning, mediation is an embodied process of teachers’ orientation and understandings of language and culture and overall conception of language teaching and learning. It is concerned with teachers’ talk, in particular, questions as the main stimulus and scaffold for learning (Kohler, 2015). Mediated-learning behaviors in the interactions started with teachers’ questions include probing basic information, challenging cognitive thinking and reasoning, promoting elaboration, focusing on specific issues, tentatively questioning, scaffolding information, paraphrasing to assist understanding, and validating and acknowledging students’ efforts (Gillies and Boyle, 2006, 2008). These mediated-learning behaviors in teachers’ discourses function to promote a sequence of reciprocal interactions between the teacher and the student(s) that are capable of encouraging students to focus on specific problem-solving strategies and continue with the dialogue (Gillies, 2004). Some earlier research also found mediated-learning interactions scaffold student learning and prompt meaningful cognitive and metacognitive thinking through challenging student thinking (Palincsar, 1998; Smyth and Carless, 2020).
In an EFL context, where students share the first language (L1) like the situation in China, questioning is a way of eliciting comprehensible output (Wright, 2016). Questions and mediations are frequently employed in EFL classrooms, especially in CLT classrooms (Ekembe, 2014), although these facilitative verbal interactions happen more often in a cooperative learning environment than a whole-class instruction environment. For example, Gillies (2004, 2006, 2008) and Gillies and Boyle (2006) found that in cooperative learning or group learning, teachers pose more questions and use more mediated-learning interactions to scaffold student learning. In whole-class instruction, where the teacher plays a more prominent role in facilitating classroom interaction, teacher control is a predominant behavior with encouragement also happening throughout the lesson. Questioning is a common strategy to facilitate foreign language communication by creating more dialogues in the whole-class instruction, which forms an integral part of classroom interaction (Ho, 2005). It is through questions that teachers direct students’ attention to language form or learning content which, in turn, contribute to students’ language development (Tan, 2007; Arifin, 2012). Effective teachers not only cast many questions to involve the students in discussion; they also ask relatively many process questions to sustain the interaction (Creemers and Kyriakides, 2006). Students could be asked to expand their thinking and justify or clarify their opinions in the follow-up interactions (Yang, 2010). Therefore, it is enlightening not only to consider the frequency of certain types of questions the teacher poses, but also to look at how these questions are followed up and extended (Rutten et al., 2015).
In the context of the communicative language teaching approach, one aspect of questioning strategy influencing enhanced output and learning is question type (Hong, 2006; Zohrabi et al., 2014; Al-Zahrani and AL-Bargi, 2017), which means teachers influence students’ learning by varying their question types to achieve different purposes (King, 2002) Researchers have suggested several categories of teacher questions based on the type of response they ask for and the pedagogical purpose they serve, such as convergent/divergent questions, display/referential questions or low-cognitive/high-cognitive questions. This study considers the classification of questions as display questions and referential questions (Long and Sato, 1983; Brock, 1986). Under the heading of display, the questions are those to which the teacher has an answer or there is only one answer and those that require students to “display (report or recall)” their knowledge of comprehension, confirmation or clarification, for example, “What information have you got from the recording? or “What is the synonym of expectation?.” Under the heading of referential, the questions are those to which the teacher does not have an answer or there are several equally valid answers and those that demand an answer involving some form of reasoning, analysis, evaluation or the formulation of an opinion or judgment (Hargreaves, 1984; Tsui, 2001), for example, “What are your suggestions for maintaining a healthy lifestyle?.” In short, the purpose of a referential question is to seek further and deeper information, while a display question is to elicit learnt knowledge (Richards and Schmidt, 2010). Generally, inquiry-based whole-class teaching starts with asking questions to establish hypotheses, continue with processes of further investigation, and ends with a conclusion and evaluation (Bell et al., 2010). The review above on two types of questions seemingly indicate the referential questions promise further analysis and evaluation while display questions only recall information that was presented before. However, interestingly, many conflicting findings have been reported by the research regarding teacher usage of and student response to display and referential questions (Wright, 2016). Some claim that referential questions can yield extended interaction and enhanced student output and learning (e.g., Brock, 1986; Ho, 2005; Hong, 2006; McNeil, 2012; Shu, 2014; Wright, 2016; Zohrabi, et al., 2014). Some others find referential questions do not necessarily elicit significantly more student speech, but display questions that promote more interaction and are central resources for language pedagogy due to high frequency of usage by teachers (e.g., Long and Sato, 1984; Shomoosi, 2004; Tsui, 2001; Lee, 2006; David, 2007; Yang, 2010). However, some research argues that although referential questions may not guarantee student responses will be enhanced, student learning and acquisition may have been aided by answering referential questions (Long and Sato, 1984). McNeil (2012) also points to the importance of teacher talk as a scaffolding tool to assist students to make meaningful responses to referential questions.
This study looks at teacher-student interactions initiated by teacher display and referential questions in Chinese EFL classroom in order to investigate:
What mediated-learning behaviors are involved in the two types of questions and what are the pedagogical implications?
HUMAN MEDIATION
“The teacher assumes a relevant role in that he or she is a promoter of activities that encourages participation and offers affective quality in interactions and social relationships within educational contexts.” (Varela et al., 2020, p. 18) This can be interpreted as that the fundamental responsibility of teachers is to promote the development of students through mediation, in which language is a privileged instrument. The present study investigates mediated-learning behavior contained in teacher questions, which is informed by the notion that the teacher is an important human mediator in student learning.
Mediation, as a core concept in sociocultural theory, refers to “the process through which humans deploy culturally constructed artifacts, concepts, and activities to regulate the material world or their own and each other’s social and mental activity” (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006, p. 79). Social relationships and culturally constructed media or tools mediate the form of human higher-level thinking (Johnson, 2009). Mediated learning means the process of knowledge acquisition is assisted by significant people by means of selecting and shaping the learning experiences presented to children (Williams and Burden, 1997). Human mediation usually refers to the situation where experienced, well-intentioned and active adults (usually parents or teachers) are involved in the enhancement of the child’s performance by selecting, changing, scheduling or interpreting the contents or the environment offered to the child (Schur and Kozulin, 2008). The significance of human mediation has also been highlighted in the learning process of the students in special education (Berry, 2006).
Through organized learning activities, effective human mediation takes place by involving symbolic tools to help learners master skills of reasoning and problem solving (Kozulin, 2003). In the school environment, the human mediator is the teacher and symbolic tools are various educational materials and approaches, such as teacher questioning. Teacher mediation helps enhance students’ performance by organizing effective learning activities involving teaching materials and establishing positive relationships with students. The role of teacher mediation is to help students transit from the level of social interaction with the teacher to the individual level of internalized function (Kozulin, 2002).
METHOD
Study Design
The study aims to investigate the behaviors of teachers as human mediators in classrooms to identify the mediated-learning behaviors involved in the teacher questioning process. It draws on a multimodal conversation analytic (CA) approach (Stivers and Sidnell, 2005; Deppermann, 2013) to investigate interaction between the teacher and the students in situations of whole-class teaching. CA is a dominant qualitative approach to the systematic study of social interaction. This qualitative method identifies and describes the behaviors of teacher questioning and uses these results to understand and describe the underlying structural organization of social interaction (Stivers, 2015)—in this case, teachers’ mediated-learning behavior and student responses. Audio and video recordings are essential with CA for a detailed analysis of their actual situated activities (Mondada, 2013). This study used videos of five public lessons to capture all the necessary data. In China, public lessons conducted in one school are usually open to teachers and researchers from other schools. The lessons are also video-recorded by the school for future self-reference or for communication between schools. Normally, English public lessons are more communication-based, which provides a better opportunity for research on classroom interaction (Wright, 2016). Five lessons were acquired from the website of Teacher College of Xu Hui District, which were posted by the Teaching Researcher for training purpose. The lessons were selected deliberately to cover different learning topics, so as to contribute to the diversification of teachers’ questions. The authors also took teacher profile and the composition of their classes into consideration. All the teachers are Chinese and have 5–10 years of working experience as English teachers in high schools of Shanghai, China. Their classes are usually composed of 35–45 students. All the students have been learning English as a school subject for nearly 10 years. The teachers conducted the lessons in English and students gave their responses in English.
Every session of interaction starting with a teacher question during whole-class instruction was transcribed and coded to assist the first author to clearly identify the structure of the two types of questions. The interaction during whole-class instruction usually occurred between the teacher and a nominated student or the whole class. Both teacher discourse and student responses were discussed. Through the analysis of the mediated-learning behaviors involved in the interactions (stretches of lesson that only contain one type of question), the authors attempted to highlight the differences of mediated-learning behavior usage in both types of questions. The ultimate purpose was to inform how teachers can enhance student learning during whole-class instruction by employing effective questions.
Procedure
The first author observed the lesson videos carefully and recorded all the questions expressed by the teacher and the responses from the students. In most cases, a 40-min lesson is composed of teacher lecture and instruction, student task completion (individually, in pair or in group), and interaction between teachers and students during whole-class instruction or during group work. For the purpose of this study, all the questions and answers between the teacher and the students during the whole-class instruction were transcribed. The first author studied every session of interaction and coded them into display category or referential category based on the characteristics of the two types of questions. Subsequently, all the sessions included in two categories were examined and six representative sessions were picked from three lessons, with one display interaction and one referential interaction from each lesson. Each selected session was disassembled and regrouped into a table to highlight the teacher’s discourse for the identification of mediating behaviors. The first author examined the discourse of the teachers and labeled the mediated-learning behavior contained in the teacher’s question and response (e.g., probe, acknowledge, prompt, tentative question, challenge, etc.). The value and implication of each use of mediating behavior was discussed following the table, with the purpose to make their function prominent.
Findings
In the whole-class instruction portion of the five investigated lessons, referential questions were asked to inquire about students’ opinions and reasons, while the display questions were asked to check whether students obtained the correct information from the learning materials or whether students remembered the knowledge previously learnt. When the teachers asked a question, they used mediating strategies such as probing, challenges, prompts, focusing statements, paraphrasing, further tentative questions or validating and acknowledging students’ efforts to extend, comment or enhance student responses. The first author presumed teachers’ use of the mediated-learning behaviors might differ when they asked display or referential questions. In the following sections, the first author discussed the mediated-learning behaviors involved in the sessions of interaction triggered by the two types of questions.
Lesson by Ling
Ling taught grammar—appositive clause—by employing a special situation she experienced. On national holidays, Ling had to cancel her trip to Fu Jian because of the typhoon Fitow. The text and audio materials were all about Typhoon Fitow and the reasons why Jolin had to give up her plan.
The first extract (Table 1) was the introduction of the lesson, which was a talk between Ling and her students. The students responded freely without being nominated by the teacher but occasionally the teacher prompted a few individual students. The session of interaction was categorized into referential question because the teacher did not have answers to the questions and student responses involve personal ideas and reasoning.
TABLE 1 | Free talk to introduce the topic of the lesson.
[image: Table 1]In the session of the interaction, the teacher started the dialogue with a referential question. In the following dialogue, she facilitated the interaction by probing (Turn 8 and 9), challenging (Trun 2,3 and 7), prompting ideas (Turn 6), asking tentative questions (Turn 4), focusing student attention on specific issues (Turn 6 and 10), scaffolding student thinking (Turn 5) and acknowledging and validating student answers (Turn 6, 9 and 10). With these mediating behaviors, the students expressed ideas, provided reasons, and made sensible guesses. Since the lesson focused on grammar, the students naturally employed the sentence structure with the teacher’s guidance.
In the second extract (Table 2), Ling checked students’ work after they listened to the WeChat recording about Ling’s explanation to her friend regarding canceling her trip to Fujian. The teacher did not nominate any specific student to respond, so the interaction took place between the teacher and the whole class. The session of interaction aimed to check students’ responses to see if they could be categorized as a display question.
TABLE 2 | Answer check after a spot dictation activity.
[image: Table 2]During the above session of interaction, the teacher did not ask simple questions such as “What are the reasons?“, but instead, she prompted students to elaborate details they had obtained from the listening materials to make the activity a “real time” dialogue with diversified sentences. Aside acknowledging and validating, the teacher prompted the student to provide more information (Turn 1, 3, 4, 5, 6). The teacher also scaffolded the student to report the right answer by using the sentence pattern under discussion (Turn 7) and enforced the sentence pattern by repeating it (Turn 8). In this session of interaction, students responded with the information they obtained from the audio clip, but the teacher made it a smooth dialogue instead of reporting the right answer one by one. In the meantime, the teacher employed a few mediated-learning behaviors.
Lesson by Ming
This lesson was targeting a reading text from the textbook. The topic was Thanksgiving Day. The teacher organized a series of activities to teach the text. The first extract (Table 3) was an introduction activity. The teacher was attempting to understand students’ knowledge about the topic. Given that the questions actually had fixed answers to them and the teacher asked to elicit the right answers, the session was categorized into display question.
TABLE 3 | Facts about thanksgiving day.
[image: Table 3]This session of interaction involved teacher prompt (Turn 1), challenge (Turn 2,3,4,and5), and acknowledgment and validation (Turn 2, 3, 4, 5,and6), which was attributed to the teacher’s deliberate design of the task. The teacher changed the closed questions to open ones by inviting students to make free guess. She encouraged free thinking with positive and humorous comments. The students responded with interesting ideas and their free expression was enhanced.
In the second extract (Table 4), the teacher, Min, was simulating a situation for students to come up with some questions concerning Chinese festivals after talking about how the Thanksgiving Day was celebrated in the United States Students were encouraged to provide any idea freely, hence, this round of interaction was categorized into referential questions.
TABLE 4 | Inquiries about a festival.
[image: Table 4]The teacher, in the extract above, transferred to the major question by probing students’ common knowledge. The following question was a referential question, raised by setting up a specific situation (Turn 2). When the student offered a clear response, the teacher acknowledged and validated it with encouraging words (Turns 3, 5, 6). As to those vague responses, the teacher affirmed their answers by repeating them in a clearer way to offer a better model for the whole class (Turns 4, 9). When the student mentioned “customs” in the response, the teacher prompted him to specify it (Turn 7). The teacher helped the student reflect on something that was not mentioned by other students through subsequent scaffolding discourses (Turn 8). With the teacher mediating discourse, the students reflected on their thinking and proposed some valid ideas.
Lesson by Li
This lesson was a literature study. The book “Black Beauty” was assigned to student to read two weeks before under the guide of a worksheet. On this lesson, the teacher guided students to reflect on their reading and probed students’ understanding of some details and the characters of the novel.
In Extract one (see Table 5), Teacher Li guided the students to reflect on their reading. The students read the sentences and the parts that impressed them deeply. The teacher prompted students to share their feelings and opinions about their reading. This session of interaction was centring on recalling specific details of the book and therefore was categorized as a display question.
TABLE 5 | Appreciation of book details.
[image: Table 5]This session of interaction was categorized into display question, but the teacher actually posed some referential questions to enhance student critical thinking and expression opportunity. During the interaction, the teacher applied mediated-learning behaviors such as focusing on issues (Turn 1), probing (Turn 2), asking tentative questions (Turn 3 and 7), challenging (Turn 5 and 8), and acknowledging and validating (Turn 4, 6, and 9). The students not only presented the sections they liked but also reflected on their feelings and understanding about the reading.
The second extract (Table 6) presented the interaction about students’ understanding and interpretation of the main character. It involved students’ personal ideas and opinions, so it was categorized to referential question.
TABLE 6 | Analysis of characters.
[image: Table 6]This session of interaction required students to draw the correct connections, think critically, and express difficult ideas. The teacher’s discourses involved various mediated-learning behaviors. She started the interaction by asking a cognitive question (Turn 1) and continues to challenge student to provide more ideas (Turn 3, 4, 5, and 7). To assist students to generate better expression, the teacher asked tentative questions (Turn 2 and 9), paraphrased student answers and affirmed their responses by refining them (Turn 4, 6, and 8). At last the teacher scaffolded students to review all their ideas. During the interaction, the students were guided to reflect on their thinking and express their understanding.
Summary of the Sessions of Interaction
The six extracts above illustrate the teachers’ interactions with students, either individually or collectively, during whole-class teaching. Many of the questions the teachers posed to start the dialogues, whether referential questions or display questions, involved mediated-learning behaviors. For example, they posed probing questions to elicit information or ideas, promote students to think more about the current issues, cognitively challenge students to provide reasons, scaffold students’ construction or application of new knowledge, and validate and acknowledge students’ responses and efforts. These interactions with students drew on a range of discourse practice in the construction of meaning. Overall, teacher questions involving mediated-learning behaviors particularly serve as principal stimulus and scaffold for learning by creating opportunities for students to talk (Kohler, 2015).
DISCUSSION
CA approach uses audio and video recordings of naturally occurring activities to study the details of interactions, moment—by—moment, by the participants within the very context of their activity (Mondada, 2013). The current study examines the details of teachers’ questions and students’ responses to identify patterns of their discourse. Therefore, the present study had two foci. First, the study demonstrated two types of teacher questions as “referential” or “display” oriented and the embedded mediated-learning behaviors in the interactions triggered by the two types of questions. Second, the study examined which type of question initiated the interactions that involved more mediated-learning behaviors and the pedagogical implications for teacher and classroom discourse.
As reviewed previously, there have been conflicting opinions concerning referential questions resulting in longer interactions and more complex responses. The findings of this study were in line with these arguments. The data included in the tables above indicated that the length of an interaction was decided by the topic under discussion or the design of the activity. The teacher controlled how deep or how extensive the topic would be investigated. Sometimes a display interaction was quite long (Take Table 2 as an example) because the material the teacher needed to cover was extensive or the teacher decided to extend some points aside reporting existing answers. This held true for referential questions. For example, in Table 4, the teacher enhanced student responses by promoting and scaffolding the student to provide clearer information. The complexity of the student response was evident in the number of connectors, the volume of description produced, and the degree of meaning negotiation appearing in the responses (Wright, 2016; Gould and Gamal, 2017). In this study, student responses to referential questions contained complete or compound sentences and involved cognitive thinking (For example, Turn 5 in Table 6 or Turn 8 and 9 in Table 1). Display questions could also elicit complex responses if teachers guided students to use more advanced expressions as the teacher did in Table 2 or if teachers deliberately designed the display interaction as the teacher did in Table 3.
The following table (Table 7) provided an overview of the mediated-learning behaviors that the teachers demonstrated in the sessions of interactions extracted above. These behaviors were varied and ranged from simply probing for information to challenging the students’ perspectives on issues, from helping them clarify understandings to scaffolding their learning. In addition, the teachers also used strategies to assist the students to develop their thinking, refine their expression and focus their attention on key issues. They did this through the use of probes, prompts, challenges, affirmations, paraphrases, tentative questions, and scaffolding while continuing to acknowledge and validate students’ efforts and to extend their thinking (see Table 7).
TABLE 7 | Overview of the mediated-learning behaviors.
[image: Table 7]The overview showed that the teachers tended to engage a wider variety of mediated-learning behaviors when they raised referential questions. Close observation of the data showed that if the teachers had further explored the use of referential questions during the display interaction session, there would have been more mediated-learning behaviors used other than probes and acknowledgements. For example, the teacher in Table 5 challenged student to provide reasons and opinions through questions “Why do you like this section?” and “What do you think of his mother’s words?”
The discussion about length of interaction, complexity of responses and teacher mediated-learning behavior indicated that the way how teacher delivered the questions to the students had an important effect on students’ responses (Affandi, 2016). Obviously, the teacher’s role as a mediator was very important. Teacher-student mediating interaction involved more explication, initiating solutions, asking leading questioning, analyzing language and using metalanguage (Guk and Kellogg, 2007). Teacher mediation was a matter of mediating language, culture and thinking through teaching strategies (Kohler, 2015). In this study, the teaching strategies meant lesson design and teacher questioning techniques. Teacher questions were very important for increasing cognitive demands in learning and different types of questions would create different learning opportunities (Tsui, 2001). If the questions the teacher used were able to enhance student interest and involvement, create cognitive conflict, challenge assumption, provoke cognitive thinking and lead to new knowledge, the questions would be powerful teaching strategies (Brown and Wragg, 2001; Cotton, 2003).
Both types of questions this study examined could facilitate student participation in an interactional structure (David, 2007; Ozcan, 2010; Zohrabi, et al., 2014), but referential interaction involved a larger variety of mediated-learning behaviors. Mediated-learning behaviors in teachers’ questions contributed to students’ comprehensible output. When teachers engaged in the interactions where they mediated students to think about an issue critically and thoroughly, students would, in turn, learn how the target language could be used to mediate new learning and construct new understanding (Mercer et al., 1999; Webb, 2009). Mediating occurs at the content level, and also cognitive level (Takahashi et al., 2000). This finding concurred with the research by Wright (2016), which found that the use of referential questions may lead to more enhanced student response and increased cognitive activity. The display interactions in the current study still had the function of checking knowledge and practicing speaking as claimed by many researchers (e.g., Burns and Myhill, 2004; McCarthy, 1991). They had been enhanced when the teacher managed to make the dialogue an authentic communication by employing referential questions to challenge and prompt further thinking. Referential questions were indeed authentic in nature (Wright, 2016).
The study has implications for teaching. It is expected that teachers promote higher-order thinking and reasoning among their students to enhance learning (Kuhn et al., 1997; Rojas-Drummond and Mercer, 2003), so it is important that teachers use mediated-learning behaviors in their dialogical interaction with their students to challenge students’ thinking and scaffold their learning (Gillies, 2008). Since the classroom interactions triggered by referential questions involve more mediated-learning behaviors, teachers are advised to employ more referential questions in class and use various mediated-learning strategies to guide the dialogical exchanges. Given that display interactions are common during whole-class teaching (Lee, 2006), teachers should try to design them carefully and utilize more mediated-learning strategies to make the interaction go beyond just probing—response—acknowledgement.
It is acknowledged that the current study is not without its limitations. The study focuses only on a small sample of high school teachers (five teachers) and no teacher or student interview was included. In addition, if students’ discourses during group discussion in the later section of the lessons had been recorded, the data would have reflected the effectiveness of teacher discourse on student learning. These are issues that further studies may address.
CONCLUSION
There is no doubt teachers’ talk has the capacity to stimulate and extend students’ cognitive thinking and advance their learning when they use effective questioning strategies. The study examined two types of questions (display and referential) the teachers used during whole-class instruction. It was demonstrated that interactions triggered by both types of question could be extended and student responses to them could be complex, if teachers deliberately used these questioning strategies. However, more mediated-learning behaviors were identified in the interactions initiated by referential questions. When the teachers posed referential questions, they were more likely to use mediated-learning behaviors to prompt, challenge, and scaffold students’ understandings, and encourage them to explicate their reasoning and thinking. As Shu (2014) suggested referential questions, compared with display questions, could generate more opportunities for a higher level of student speech and negotiation of meaning. Therefore, teachers are encouraged to use referential questions whether in display interactions or in referential interactions.
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Teacher discourse

1. Please read the sentences or parts in this novel that impress you
deeply and you appreciate greatly. (asked one student)
2. How did you feel when you read this part

3. What's your favorite parts? (asked another student)
4. You like this part. Can you tell me what is “darin rein” used for?

5. Why do you like this section?

6. Good, it affects your emotion. How bout you? (asked one more
student)

7. Who said this?

8. What do you think of his mother's words?

9. His mother is important to Black Beauty’ s behavior. Do you want to
know which parts | like most?

Student response

The student reads the sentences
| feel sad and sorry for Black beauty

The student reads the section
It pulls the horse to ride up

The description is quite good and makes me
nervous
The student reads the section

Black Beauty's mother
She encourages Black Beauty to be brave and
loyal. She is a good mother

Teacher
mediated-learning behavior

Teacher focuses student attention on a specific
task

Teacher asks open question to probing student
ideas

Teacher acknowledges student response and
then asks tentative question?

Teacher challenges student to reflect on reasons

Teacher acknowledges student response

Teacher asks tentative question?
Teacher challenges student to think deeply

Teacher validates student answer
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Teacher discourse

1. Black Beauty face so many challenges. How do these
difficuties and challenges shape his personality? Please
make connections to his experience. (Asked one student)
2. You mean he actually benefited from the sad leaving,
right?

3. Who has more ideas?

4. Yes, he became stronger and more determined. How
can you know that?

5. That's true. He didn't give up easly. He was
determined, and what other qualty does he has? (asked
one student)

6. Very good idea. he has to leam to adapt to the different
situations and environments, so he became more
adaptable, good qualty. Do you think he is kind and
loyal?

7. How do you know that?

8. Right, his mother told him to be loyal and kind, because
some owners were kind. How did Black Beatty do when
he met ungrateful owners?

9. Do you mean he endured and tolerated the bad
treatment?

10. Let's review what you have reflected on

Student response

Hehad toleave his mother and the home heloved, but he
made new friends and also got praise from some owners

Yes, he had new friend

He hadito spend much time carrying heavy things and his
health become bad, but he become more stronger. (one
student)

When he did a hard job, he lost his shoes but he didn't
stop

Every time he was owned by different owners, he needed
1o face different and many requirements, which made
Black Beauty have the abilty to adapt to different
situations

Yes (many students)

He didn’t leave when Robin fell off and stayed with him
until someone find them
He tolerate. He had no other choice

Yes, | think he is strong enough

Teacher
mediated-learning behavior

Teacher challenges student with cognitive questions

Teacher raises tentative question

Teacher challenges student thoughts

Teacher affirms student answer by refining it and
challenges student to provide reasons

Teacher acknowledges and validates student
response and continues to challenge student
thoughts

Teacher paraphrases student response to make it
clearer and prompts student to come up with more
ideas

Teacher challenges student to provide reasons

Teacher affirms student answer by providing more
detalls

Teacher asks tentative question to clarify student
answer
Teacher scaffolds student to review their thinking
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Teacher discourse

1. What do you know about Thanksgiving Day?

2. Yes, you are right. But do you know what these numbers
mean? (show 4th, 1620, 1621, 400) They are facts about
Thanksgiving Day

3. The forth day of amonth, Nice try, good. What's youridea? (ask
one student)

4. Lovely, you have potential to be a businessman. Do you have
other ideas? (tum to other students)

5. Probably. Who has ideas about 4002

6. Oh, my God. Too crazy. Okay, to decide whether you have
quessed right or not, I'd like to share a voice message form my
American friend Helen

Student response

Turkey, black Friday (many students)
The 4th may be the date of Thanksgiving Day.
(one student)

Maybe 1620 means they sell 1620 items per
hour on Thanksgiving Day

Maybe 1621 is the year when first Thanksgiving
Day was celebrated. (one student)

1 guess on the first Thanksgiving Day, 400
turkeys were baked. (one student)

Teacher
mediated-learning behaviors

Teacher probes student's knowledge
Teacher acknowledges student answers and
challenges student abilty of making connections

Teacher acknowledges student answers and
continues to challenge student thinking

Teacher acknowledges student answers and
continues to challenge student thinking

Teacher acknowledges student answers and
continues to challenge student thinking

Teacher acknowledges student answers and
provides opportunty to validate student answers
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1. Do we have any holidays like this in China?

2. | believe Hellen will have many questions about these festivals. To get
well prepared for the questions, | need your help. Suppose you are
Hellen, and what questions will you ask me?

3. Yes, a must-asked question

4. You mean the origin or legend behind the festival. Very good
5. That's a good question. | need to find out
6. Food, right. | believe Hellen will definitely ask about food

7. What do you mean by customs specifically? (continue to ask the
student)

8. They cover many aspects such as food, origins ...
mentioned

9. Right, you meant what kind of tracitional activties will be held during
the festival, right?

which have been

Student response

The Spring festival, the Mid-Autumn festival, the
Lantern festival. . .. (many students)
What is the date of the festival? (one student)

What is the origin or story of the lantern festival?
(one student)

Why doyou use “spring” in the Spring Festival? (one
student)

What is the special food for these festivals? (one
student)

What are the customs of these festivals? (one
student)

History and tradition

| mean activities to be held to celebrate it

Yes

Teacher
mediated-learning behavior

Teacher probes to elicit information from
the whole class

‘Teacher challenges students to think about
what ideas to provide

Teacher validates students’ response

Teacher affimms student response by
refining it
Teacher validates student response

Teacher acknowledges student response

Teacher prompts student for more specifi
information

Teacher scaffolds student to clarffy what
he/she really means

Teacher affirms student response by
refining it
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Lesson

Lesson by ling

Lesson by
Ming
Lesson by Li

Session of
interaction

Table 1

Table 2
Table 3
Table 4
Table 5
Table 6

Category of
question

Referential question

Display question
Display question
Referential question
Display question
Referential question

Types of mediated-learning
behaviour

Probe, challenge, prompt, tentative question, scaffolding, focus on issues, acknowledgement and
validation

Probe, prompt, scaffolding, acknowledgement and validation

Probe, challenge, acknowledgement and validation

Probe, challenge, affirming, prompt, scaffolding, acknowledgement and validation

Probe, tentative question, challenge, focus on issues, acknowledgement and validation
Challenge, tentative question, affirming, paraphrase, prompt, scaffolding, acknowiedgement and
validation
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Teacher discourse

1. What's your favorite month?

2. Why do you ike July and August? (ask one student)

3.Good for you, you don't need to get up very early to go
to school. Why do you like February? (asks another
student)

4. Yes, the spring festival is happy holiday for all Chinese.
Do you know what is my favorite month?

5. Nope, summer is too hot. | don't like cold and hot

6. Yes, | like October. Our National Day Holiday is on
October. (show siide with a sentence “The National Day
Holiday, the last major holiday of the year in China,
enables people to enjoy the beautiful autumn days.")
That is the charm of the holiday in my eyes. How do you
like to describe the holiday? You can follow the sentence
structure on the slide. (ask one student)

7. Begins with your homework? What do you mean?
8. Oh, poor boy. Do you like to say something else?
(asked another students)

9. Yes, it is a good opportunity to catch up with friends.
What else do you want to say about the holiday? (asked
one more student)

10. Good, a golden week for trips and relaxation. Have
you noticed the sentence pattem we were using?

Student response

July and August
December

February

Because July and August are summer holday. | can
9o traveling

Chinese New Year is on February. | can eat a lot of
yummy food and | can get Ya Sui Gian (New Year gift
money)

July and August? holiday ..
students)

October? Autumn has good weather and also long
holiday. (one student)

‘The National Day Holiday, the last major holiday of the
year in China, begins with my homework

traveling ... (many

It offers me a lot of time to do my homework

The National Day Hoiiday, the important holiday of

the year in China, provides a chance to visit relatives.
The National Day Holday, the important hoiiday in

Chine, is usually called golden week. (one student)

Teacher
mediated-learning behavior

Teacher probes student ideas

Teacher challenges students to provide reasons

Teacher challenges student to provide reasons

The teacher poses a tentative question

‘The teacher scaffolds students to think of other
possibiities

‘The teacher acknowledges the student's answer,
encourages students to express their ideas, and focuses
students’ attention on a specific sentence pattem

The teacher prompts student to provide explanation
The teacher probes different responses

The teacher acknowledges student answer and probes
different responses

The teacher validates student answer and focus student
attention on a specific issue
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Teacher discourse Student response Teacher
mediated-learning behaviour

1. What s the first reason? | just leamt a news, right? What  Typhoon Fitow would land in Fujian On  The teacher probes to elicit the information from the students

was the news? Oct. 6.(many student)

2. What is the second reason? Your mother said.. .

3. Yeah, about my mum. What about my Mum’s reaction to  She didn't allow you to o to Fujan The teacher acknowledges students’ response, and then

that? prompts students to recall Mum'’s reaction

4. She didn’t allow me to go to Fujian. So what do I have  You have to take her advice The teacher acknowledges students’ response The teacher

to do? probes to obtain information from student

5. Yes, according to my knowledge of my Mum. | have to  Your boss The teacher acknowledges students’ response Teacher

follow her. Another person was also mentioned. Who? prompts students to come up with another reason

6. Yes, my boss. What did she say? She ordered you to work on another...  The teacher acknowledges students’ response Teacher probes

to eficit information

7. She just give me an order that ... You have to work on another two test  The teacher scaffolds students to use appositive clause to
papers for the coming mid-term exams  answer the question

8. Yes, she just gave me her order that | had to work on The teacher acknowledges students’ response The teacher

another two test papers for the coming mid-term exams repeats the sentence to highlight the use of appositive clause
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