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Series Editors’ Preface

Classrooms are strange places, and none is stranger than those where the
business of language teaching and learning gets done. Thirty years ago White
and Lightbown (1984) discovered that the English language teachers in their
Canadian study asked up to four questions a minute, though nearly half
of these received no response – which wasn’t as bad as it sounded because
two-thirds of their questions were repeats of earlier questions. These teachers
were persistent, though, and would happily repeat the same question up to
nine times.
To those inside them, of course, classrooms seem perfectly straightforward;
it is only when the research spotlight is shone on them that the subtleties and
complexities of their interactional patternings are revealed. As Seedhouse and
Jenks note in their introduction, when access to audio recording technology
became widely available in the 1960s, researchers were able to capture the
data they needed in order to understand classroom talk. The yield has been a
rich one, and not only for researchers; one of the most encouraging aspects of
developments in this area has been the way in which they have enabled teachers to discover for themselves the riches of their own pedagogic worlds. There
is, as Seedhouse and Jenks point out, no limit to the range of phenomena to
be explored.
As the editors admit, it would be impossible to capture all the riches of this
diverse area within a single collection, but they have assembled a range of contributions impressive not only for its geographical reach but for the variety of
topics and approaches it encompasses. Ranging from Scandinavia to Australia,
Canada to Kenya, covering primary schools to universities, embracing multimodal to ethnomethodological analytical perspectives, and covering topics
from CLIL to translanguaging, the contributions in this collection reflect in
their own ways the world of superdiversity with which language education
now needs to engage.
The inadequacies of comfortable assumptions underlying the search for a
best method in the last century have been exposed by shifts in the tectonic
plates of language pedagogy as they respond to the forces of globalisation
in its many manifestations, and the chapters in this collection reflect the
impact of these changes. The idea of the classroom as merely a platform for
the delivery of a target language has given way to its reconceptualisation as
a multilingual space in which linguistic resources can be deployed strategically. The chapters by Hazel and Wagner, and Ziegler, Durus, Sert and Family
ix

x
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explore the possibilities inherent in the investment of multilingual resources,
the latter focusing on the interactional organisation of ‘conversational writing’,
while Hazel and Wagner advance the case for shifting from a native-speaker
model to a competent multilingual model of teaching. Conteh’s focus on ‘funds
of knowledge’ also makes a persuasive case for drawing on the linguistic and
social resources of students as part of a ‘multilingual pedagogy, with dialogic
talk at its centre, and translanguaging practices as a key feature.’
Important though these perspectives are, this is a diverse collection and there
is space for other voices. Amir, for example, addresses the issue of language
policing and reveals how the teaching context bears on the ways in which the
‘English-only’ rule is managed in a Swedish school where, as in many situations, all interested parties have strong views about whether the L1 should
be used in ELT classes. Schwab takes a different tack, revealing the value of
CLIL in enabling even low-achieving students to succeed. His finding that
students claimed it was easier for them to understand content when it was
taught in the L2 will give many readers pause for thought. The poignancy of
Gardner’s paper will also stir the interest of many. Located in a primary school
in Australia where Aboriginal pupils are taught by Anglo-Australian teachers
and examining the ways in which children summon their teacher, it reports a
high incidence of failure. Its recommendation that teachers should therefore
record their classroom interactions in order to better understand the nature of
these practices could stand as a paradigm case for the value of investigating
classroom interaction.
Another major shift that has reshaped the pedagogic landscape has arisen
from the impact of technology, and this collection considers this from two
different perspectives. The first examines how technology can contribute to
language teaching. Dooly’s chapter engages directly with the opportunities
offered by technology in a globalised world, describing a two-year telecollaborative project linking young learners in Spain with target language speakers in
Canada. Significantly, it aims not only to develop in learners the capacity to
collaborate with others online in multiple languages but also to feel at home in
different technological environments. In a similar vein, Li shows how technology can be used in innovative ways in the language classroom to enhance the
learning experience.
The second perspective on technology in this collection is directed to
its capacity to enhance our understanding of what happens in the classroom. Kääntä, for example, applies multimodal analysis of video data to the
Initiation-Response-Evaluation sequence, revealing that conventional views of
it as three consecutive verbal actions do not do justice to its complexity and
that the structure can only properly be understood in terms of the interplay
of talk and embodiment. Markee offers similar insights into instruction-giving
practices, demonstrating that they are far from monologic and that non-verbal
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elements have an important part to play in their interactive construction.
Finally, Lugendo and Smith turn their attention to large classes in Kenya, using
video data to demonstrate how student teachers are able to maximise learning
opportunities in whole-class teaching. All of these chapters return to ground
that has already been well trodden, but their use of technology compels us to
re-evaluate much that we have taken for granted about it.
Anyone reading the foregoing descriptions could be forgiven for wondering
where the analysis of classroom interaction is to be found in these chapters, so
rich are the methodological gifts on offer, but it is at the heart of all of them.
In fact – and quite deliberately – this collection is more research-oriented than
others in the series because, as Jenks and Seedhouse sagely observe in their
conclusion, ‘the ELT classroom is a constantly evolving, co-negotiated space’,
and if we wish to improve our practice in it we must continually apply our
understanding to the nature of that evolution.
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