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Description
Schools are notoriously impervi-
ous to change. The reforms that 
periodically wash over them sel-
dom seep into classrooms, and 
very rarely influence the basic 
patterns of classroom interac-
tion. These patterns commonly 
conform to an “Initiation-Re-
sponse-Evaluation” (IRE) struc-
ture: teachers initiate talk by 
asking predictable, closed ques-
tions, pupils respond with one- or 
two-word answers, and teach-
ers evaluate student responses, 
praising correct answers and 

censuring error (Cazden, 2001). 
Teachers dominate talk by con-
trolling the topic and alloca-
tion of turns, by speaking more 
often than pupils and for longer 
periods of time and, indirectly, 
by privileging pupil contributions 
that are essentially a repeti-
tion of teachers’ previous state-
ments.

Researchers, policy-makers  
and practitioners are almost 
unanimous in their condemna-
tion of this IRE format, and in 
their enthusiasm for dialogue as 
the preferred model of teach-
ing and learning. Dialogue has 
been shown to be an effective 
means for the development 
of pupil learning, critical think-
ing and reading comprehen-
sion (e.g. Mercer, 2000; Nystrand 
et al., 1997). But although a 
number of recent policies have 
promoted dialogic teaching, in-
teractional patterns in English pri-
mary classrooms remain largely 
unchanged. This raises the ques-
tions: Why is classroom inter-
action so resistant to change?  
How might dialogic pedagogy 
be fostered and sustained?

Promising answers to these ques-
tions may be found in ideas and 
methods developed in linguis-
tic anthropology regarding how 
“interactional genres” shape the 
way people interact with one 
another. Specifically, interaction 
is characterised by more or less 
predictable patterns, or interac-
tional genres, which frame par-

ticipants’ understanding about 
what is and should be happen-
ing, how to act and what can 
be expected from others (Lef-
stein, 2008; Rampton, 2006; 
Sawyer, 2002). These ways of 
interacting become habitual, or 
“second nature” (Hanks, 1987). 
They are also connected to 
broader ideologies, institutions 
and cultural traditions; for exam-
ple, the IRE structure is an oral 
examination that bolsters teach-
er authority. Deviations from 
well-established patterns may 
frustrate our expectations, feel 
“unnatural”, upset existing power 
relations, and even lead to con-
fusion or misunderstandings.

Current educational reform poli-
cies, by attempting to change 
teaching through prescriptive 
curricula and a demonstration-
and-imitation model of profes-
sional development, simplisti-
cally overlook these reasons for 
the durability of interactional 
patterns. Likewise, conventional 
methods for studying classroom 
discourse are insufficiently sensi-
tive to interactional genres, in-
stead focusing on the individual 
utterance as unit of analysis.
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The study aims to examine: 

I. the role of interactional 
genres in facilitating and/
or impeding change of 
classroom practice;

II. the relationship between 
teacher interactional 
sensitivity and teaching 
practice; and 

III. the potential explanatory 
power of interactional 
genre as a basic unit of 
analysis for making sense of 
classroom interaction.

Research design and 
methods
The proposed research involves 
an extended case study (Bura-
woy, 1998) of the change pro-
cesses associated with a profes-
sional development programme 
designed to encourage and 
support dialogic teaching and 
learning of reading comprehen-
sion.  Data collection will include 
video and audio recordings of 
professional development work-
shops and literacy lessons, field 
notes, collection of artefacts, 
and interviews.  Data analysis will 
integrate linguistic ethnographic 
tools (Rampton et al., 2004) and 
computer-assisted discourse 
analysis (Smith & Hardman, 
2003).  

The professional development 
programme consists of bi-weekly 
meetings to collaboratively plan 
literacy lessons and discuss vid-
eo-recorded excerpts of those 
lessons’ enactment.  This pro-
gramme builds upon research 
on the effects of participation 
in teacher “video clubs” (van 
Es & Sherin, in press) on teach-
er professional vision.  Whereas 
previous research has studied 
the ways in which video-based 
reflection influenced teachers’ 
propensity to notice and think 

about pupil thinking, this study 
focuses on teacher interactional 
sensitivity.  

Expected impact and 
outcomes
Significant findings are expected 
with regard to the challenges of 
enacting dialogic teaching, the 
use of video in the development 
of teacher interactional sensitiv-
ity, the significance of teacher 
interactional sensitivity for class-
room practice, and the utility of 
genre-based analysis of class-
room interaction.  

Dissemination to educational 
practitioners and policy-mak-
ers will take the form of a con-
ference, an instructional DVD 
and an article summarising key 
findings in a practitioner jour-
nal.  Dissemination to researcher 
audiences will be in the form 
of presentations at academic 
conferences and articles in aca-
demic journals.  An anonymized 
data-set will be made available 
for research and professional 
development purposes.
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