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Abstract

Questioningis an i mportant part of the teachers talk inthe ESL EFL classroom However while
previous research abroad focuses nuinly on questionings division and feedback less has been witten on
students expectations and attitudes towards questioning Those related studies at honme seem to be mainly
concerned with present situation exploration This paper exploresteachers questioningin English classrooms
with respect tothe seven aspects of questioning types of questions questioning strategies the way questions
are answered answering opportunity question distribution waitti me and feedback Through analysis on
the results of astatus quoinvestigation as well as an expectati on questi onnaire which was givento 285students
this paper attempts to describe the existing classroom questi oning situation in college Engish teaching and
students expectations and attitudes towards questioning By neans of interview among the six expectati on
questionnaire participants this paper alsotriesto nake sense of thestudents interpretation onthe expectati on
survey results |n depth analysis and discussion about the results are presented
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1 Introduction

Questioningis one of the most common techni ques used by teachers Teachers questions* can be used
toalowthelearner to keep participatingin the discourse and even modifyit so that thelanguage used
becomes more comprehensi bl e and personally relevant” Banbrook Skehan 1989 142  Questioning has
been“ the focus of research attentioninlanguage classroons for many years” Nunan 1991 192

Mich has been discussed and witten on questioningin our country but most of the work seensto
pri marily concentrate on present questioning features description and researchers suggestions
accordingly There is scant discussion about students expectations and attitudes t owards questi oni ng
whil e these expectations mght have the closest and most direct relationship wth questioning
ef fectiveness The present study ai nsto expl orethe present questi oningsituationin our English classroom
and morei mportantly to explore students attitudestowards questioning Thisis probably not only of
practical significancein providingadifferent directionfor reflecting on questioni ng but also of t heoretical
I mportancet o some degreesin enriching and broadeni ng questi oni ng study

2 Previous studies

Questioning research abroad seens to focus mainly on devel oping taxonomes to describe teacher
question types investigatingtheir respective functionsin facilitati ng students [earning as well as studying
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feedbacks Long Sato 1983 refer to know edge checking questions as display questions and thoseto
which t he teacher does not know the answer as referential questions Brock sstudy 1986 suggeststhat
t he use of referential questions increases the amount of |earner output and such questions may be an
I mportant tool inthelanguage classroom Lee 2006 arguesthat display questions are central resources
wher eby | anguage teachers and students organizetheir | essons and produce | anguage pedagogy Mackey
Philp 1998 focuses on one feature of interaction called recasts or corrective feedback The results
suggest that for more advanced learners interaction withintensive recasts may be more beneficial than
interaction alonein facilitating anincreasein production of targeted hi gher | evel mor phosyntactic for ns
Thereseensto be noinvesti gati on abroad about students attitudestowards questioning The present study
al tsto addressthistopic

Those rel ated studies at home seemto be mainly concerned with present situation exploration Xu
2003 findsthatif teachers can make good use of questioningin classthey wll make their teaching more
effective and he also suggests asking more referential questions to make the class more interactive
Zheng 2003 explores teachers questioning fromthe perspective of anxiety and finds that the more
difficult the questions are the more anxiousthestudentsturn out random nom nation keepstudents alert
and arousetheir anxiety fear of negative eval uation sti mulates quite a few students to adopt avoi dance
behavior Huet al 2004 conduct asurvey onthe questioning pattern of four coll ege Englishteachersin
CGuangdong University of Foreign Studies focusing on types of questions wait ti me distribution of
questions teachers feedback ways of answering questions and modification techniques In Kong Lis
paper 2007 a qualitative quantitative study is conductedto explorethe si mlarities and differences of
oneteacher s questionsintwo classes the modificationstrategies adopted by theteacher andthe effect of
different question types on students |anguage out put Still all these studies at home fail to give answers
to what the present oneis goingtofocus on students expectations and attit udestowards questioning So
thisresearchis expectedto fill this gap

3 Research questions

The present study through both qualitative and quantitativeinvestigations attemptstofind out some
infor mation about questioning in current English classroons as well as students attitudes towards
questioning Theinvestigativeitens are adapted from Li 2006 and Zhi 2007 namely thefeatures of
teachers questioning behaviors students expectations towards questioning and their assessment to the
expectations To bespecific thisstudy ai msto answer the follow ng two research questions

Research question 1
Wat areteachers questioning featuresin English classroom

Research question 2
Wiat are students expectations for the English teachers classroom questioning and their
interpretations of t hose expectations

4 Met hodol ogy

The present studyistofind out and describethetypical features of teachers questi oning and students
expectationsto the English teachers classroom questioning as well as their interpretation on it so
exploring any causality is not the objective of the study As a result data wll be collected using
“ npaturalisticinquiry” Alwight Bailey 1991 methods such as questionnaires andinterviews Students
took part in the surveys of “ questioning situation in English classroom” and*® students expectations
t owar ds questioningin English classroom” Students wereinterviewed about their interpretations onthe
expectation survey results The different perspectives elicited by different met hods combineto provide a
truer picture of your teaching and your students |learning (enesee Upshur 1996 266 Many of the
most successful studies have employed multiple data collection procedures FElis 1994 535

4 1 Participants

The survey partici pants were 285 freshmen and sophomoresfrom nine classes chosen at randomfrom
t he aut hor s college includingfour English major classes and five non English major classes They were
all non native speakers of English and English was their pri mary foreignlanguage These students had
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been studying English for at | east seven years their agesranging from20to 23 Six students amongthe
survey partici pants were selected asinterviewees |n order to guarantee a broader representativesample
thesixinterviewees were selected evenly fromthe advanced medium andlowlevels

4 2 Data collection

Partici pants were asked to answer multipl e choice questionnaires Al the questionnaires were witten
in Chinesein order to avoid msunderstanding by t he partici pants They were answered anony mously so
students would be more open and honest A pilot study was conducted where an interview among 20
students and six teachers was carried out in order to see whether some questions could be modifiedto
produce better results Accordingtothe proposalsreceived fromthe pilot study and withthe consultati on
of an English professor in the author s college the questionnaires were revised The questionnaires
consisted of sevenitens Eachitem was made up of somesubitens For example “ Types of Questions”
was composed of display and referential questions whose definitions were given afterward in brackets
the former referring to know edge checking questions and the latter being such questions which the
teacher did not knowthe answer to ! The aut hor asked the English teachers of the nine classesto help
organize t heinvestigations

Theinterview was conducted in Chinese because it provided more opportunity for participantsto
contribute meaningful and accurate descriptions in a limted ti me Participants were told that their
answers woul d be analyzed anonymously and only in research so that they would be more open and
honest Theinterview was recorded by audio

4 3 Data analysis

Some questionnaires were excludedinthe data analysisfor different reasons |f partici pants answers
were contradictory for example when one participant selected that the teacher mostly used display
questions but t he same partici pant again selected that theteacher mostly used referential questions or
if thesubitensto oneitem were either all chosen or all not chosen Finally datafrom 255 students was
found to be valid Two teachers were asked to dothe statistics task and checked each other sresult |If
there was any inconsistency they recalculated and decided the right percentage together Inthis way a
correct figure came out

Two English teachers were in charge of converting the recorded materials of the interview into
writtenlanguage respectively They checked each ot her stranscriptions If there was any inconsistency
theylistenedtothe materials again and decided the right expressionstogether Inthis way accuracy was
guaranteed But only typical and representativetranscriptions were presentedin the for m of excerpts or
summariesin5 2 of this paper asit wasi mpossible and unnecessarytoincludein one paper t hose several
t housands of transcriptions many of which were either si mlar or the same expressions

5 Results

5 1 Questioning featuresin English classroom

Myj or findings from student s questionnaires concerning questioning in present English classroom
were reportedin Table 1

Table 1 Information about English classroom questioni ng

lte s Contents Students Questionnaire
Frequency of different types of Dspl ay questions 74 5
questi ons Ref erential questions 25 5
Teachers questi oning strategies Repeati ng 36 9

Par aphrase 68 2

Pr ompting 36 5

Transl ati ng 27 1

Deco mpositi on 30 2
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lte s Contents Students Questionnaire
Different ways of answering Wiol e cl ass 30 6
questi ons Vol unt eeri ng 36 6
No m nati on 67 5
Teachers self answering 9 8
Feat ures of answering All the students 54 9
opportunity Active students 29
| nactive st udents 8 6
Random choice 66 7
Features of question distribution  The front part 27 1
in classroom The mddle part 16 5
The back part 11 4
Random choice 80 4
Wit ti me About 10 seconds 65 7
About 5 seconds 21 9
About 3 seconds 12 4
Features of teachers Feedback Si mpl e praise 34 1
Praise and eval uati on 51 4
Qiticism 55
Correcting errors 55
Eliciting st udents self correction 42 4
| gnoring and correctinglater 12 5

The features of teachers questioning were analyzed in terns of frequency of different types of
questions teachers questioningstrategies different ways of answering questions features of answering
opportunity features of question distribution in classroom wait time and features of teachers
feedback Students first choices over the aboveitens were respectively Dsplay questions Paraphrase
No mnation Randomchoice Randomchoice About 10 seconds and Praise and eval uation

Students contended t hat t heir teachers had atendencyto ask a hi gher proportion of display questi ons
| n present classroons teachersseemto use moretopicsto check learners recall of previously presented
infor mation but fewer to generate discourse which more nearly resembles the nor mal conversati on
|earners mght experience outside of the classroom However students had preference on referential
questionsinthe expectation survey result But thereis one problem that students |language foundati on
seensto deter mne which kinds of questions are used morefrequently Thereis possibly no pointin asking
t oo many referential questions amonglowlevel | earners

Among questioning strategies paraphrase was used most commonly which was consistent with the
result of students expectation investigation that |earners preferred paraphrase V¢ do not mean that
par aphrase should be applied all thetime but it is desirableto apply each approach properly so asto
benefit learners as much as possible For example when most students fail to understand the questi ons
asked translation mght as well be empl oyed so asto make t he questions understood directly

On ways of answering questions students deemed “ Nomnation” method was the most used

67 5 this was perhaps dueto the fact that the teachersliked to nomnate those high proficiency

students whil e Volunteering” wasthe first choice inthe expectation survey Soit mght be our effort

directiontoreduce nomnation andincrease volunteering as nomnation tends to cause students stress

and tension Volunteers are usually those active students and proficient learners And if volunteers

answer most of the questions those wth poor | anguage foundation wll be denied more opportunities
Then the preferred way perhapsistolet students apply various ways of answering

About the current condition of answering opportunity thefirst choices were“ Random choice” and
“ All the students” which indicated that teacherstried to give each student an equal opportunity and
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which was also what students expected as their first two hopes were“ All the students” and“ Random
choice” inthe expectation survey results But there also remains one problemthat theinactive and| ow
level students could not answer evenif they are given the opportunity to answer especially when the
questions are difficult Isit feasible to give easy display questions to those inactive weak | earners and
hard referential questionsto active stronglearners Yes itisfeasible Inso doing the weak |earners
can enjoy a sense of achievement whilethestrong are more co mpetitive

As far as question distribution was concerned teachers questionsseemedto spread at random This
indicated t hat teachers gave every student in class an equal opportunity to participate in the questions
Teachers shoul d avoi d calling only t hose hi ghest achieving students who mght givethe correct answer to
the questionin order to maintaintheflow of class At thesameti me teachers are supposedto ask more
questions to underachievers especially those know edge checking questions so that the whole class can
make progress si multaneously

Wthreferenceto wait ti me most students chose about 10 seconds This showed when the students
had cl asses their teachersallowedthemsuitablelength of ti me after a question Wthintooshort ati me
itis hard for learnersto comprehend and beginto respond But waitingtoolong also causesthe problem
of wastingti me and getting students annoyed

V¥ found” Praise and evaluation” approach was the most employed one which suggested teachers
were cautious with using negative feedback Positive feedback can give students confidenceinlearning as
Well as decrease their anxiety VWM maght as well consider using more Gving explicit negative feedback
woul d not only attack the student who is being criticized but also would affect other students which
woul d eventually influence the whol e classroom at mosphere Therefore rare occurrence of explicit
negati ve feedback is expect ed

5 2 Students expectationtowards teachers questioning
The questionnaire fi ndings of students preference for teachers questioning werelistedin Table 2

Table 2 Students preference for questioning

lte s 1 2 3 4 5 6
Dfferent RQ DQ

types of 60 4 39 6

questions

Questioni ng Par aphrase Decomposition Prompting Transl ati ng Repeati ng

strategies 77 9 43 3 35 25 4 17 1

Wys of Volunteering WWole Cass Nomnation Teacher S

answering 63 7 37 5 24 6 19 2

questi ons

Answeri ng Al Ss Random Choice Active Ss | nactive Ss

opportunity 60 58 3 20 8 11 3

Question Random Choice Front Part Mddl e Part Back Part

distri bution 77 9 19 6 19 2 11 7

in classroom

Wit ti me About 10s About 5s About 3s

65 1 25 4 95

Teachers P and E E S Simple Praise | and C Qiticism Correcting Errors
f eedback 66 7 47 5 36 7 12 9 4 2 3 3
Al the numbers are as a percentage RQ Ref erential questions DQ Display questions Teacher S
Teacher self answer Ss Students 10s 10 seconds P and E Praise and evaluation E S Eliciting
students self correction | and C I gnoring and correcting later

Students first choices over the investigated itens in the expectation survey were in order
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Ref erential questions Paraphrase Volunteering Al Students Randomchoice About 10 seconds and
Praise and evaluation Theinterviewees|ater expressed their interpretations andideas about t hese survey
results

V¥ foundthat studentstended to appreciate referential questions more than display questions The
rati onale of such a preference mght be due to what was reported in EXCERPT 1 fromthe interview
transcriptions  The original excerpt wasin Chinese and the author translated it into English The
remaininginterview excerpts were alsotranslated

EXCERPT 1

Student 2

Student 2 | like being asked referential questions This kind of question encourages diverse student
responses and requires students to engage in higher level thinking and can train our spoken
English  we can communicate wth the teacher or other students right In so doing our
communicative ability and | earning ent husiasm get devel oped

At thesameti me another student expressed differentlyinthe foll ow ng excer pt

EXCERPT 2

Student 1
Student 3 display questions are also very necessary in class because these questions serve to
facilitate therecall of information VWM canlearnthe meaning andstructure of thetext thelanguage
points So we hopeteachers hold a good bal ance bet ween t wo ki nds of questionsin class

It could be judged that although students preferred referential questions they thought display
questions were necessary So teachers are supposed to hold a certain balance bet ween two kinds of
questionsin real class

For the questioning strategies a majority of students were fond of paraphrase strategy One
interviewed student told theresearcher hisinterpretationinthe foll ow ng excer pt

EXCERPT 3

Student 1
Student 1 when there are some difficultiesin answering the present question teachers rephrase
by means of si mple words phrasesandsentences |think inthisway wego over old know edge as
well aslearn newthing

Despitethis the aut hor proposesthat in different circunstances somestrategiescan be focused on
rat her than just concentrating on one the entire time For example if students with poor academc
backgrounds fail to understand questions teachers mght as well apply translation to hel p t hose students
directly understand and answer t he questions because paraphrasing wll make them even more compl ex
and hard to answer

Upto 63 7 of students preferred volunteers to answer questions Students assessments could be
seenin Excerpt 4 5

EXCERPT 4

Student 3
Student 3 Volunteersshould be asked to answer t he question because they are so active and usually
t hey have got ready for the answers \VMy not |et them

EXCERPT 5

Student 6

Student 6 Vol unteers get the opportunitytoexpressideas and construct know edge by t hensel ves at
the same ti me classroom at mosphere gets activated students courage trained and their self
confidence built up

It seens appropriate for volunteersto answer Butif teachers al ways ask the volunteersto answer
t he class will be domnated bythem then how do wetreat non volunteers This callsfor our full attention
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because a class has both vol unteers and non volunteers generally

In the aspect of answering opportunity and questioning distribution students maintained that
teachers shoul d be equal and fairin distributing questions They expectedtheir teacher to pay attentionto
all thestudents They even suggestedthat teachersshoul d ask more questionsto underachi everssothatthe
whol e cl ass could make progress si multaneously So teachers should avoid calling only those highest
achieving students For this purpose teachers arerequiredto have such infor mation about students as
proficiencylevel personalities andindividual cognitivestylessothat teacherscan ask right studentsright
questi ons

Nearly half of the students wanted t he average wait ti meto be about 10 seconds They gave some
explanationsinthe follow ng excerpts

EXCERPT 6

Student 5

Student 5 five mnutes is enough in my opinion wthin a short time it is hard for usto
comprehend a question consider the available information formulate a meaningful answer and
beginto respond VWMiting too long also causes the problem of wasting ti me and students to get
annoyed

EXCERPT 7

Student 4
Student 4 1think thelength of wait ti me could depend onthe questions difficulty If students can
answer quickly wait ti me can be short But if students can think on the question utilizingti me a
wait of proper |ength should be provided

It is reasonablethat wait ti meis upto questions difficulty or easiness

Upto66 7 of the questionnaire partici pants de manded teachers“ Praise and evaluation” feedback
and only 3 3 wanted“ Correcting errors”

Excerpt 8 9 contained students interpretations

EXCERPT 8

Student 3
Student 3 feedback with expl anationin detailis more favorable because thistype of feedback can
not only explain to us why the answer is true or false but also increase motivation and build a
supportive classroomcli mate

EXCERPT 9

Student 4
Student 4 | like feedback plus explanation | hope teachers give feedback that can el aborate
explain or justify our contributions itis useful Correcting errors often seens to cause studentsto
be afraid of feelingliketakingriskstorespond to haveesteemthreateninginfluence or evento put
| ear ners on the defensive

It could be inferred that |earners preferred to receive teachers positive feedback when they
responded Teachersshould be cautious with using negative f eedback

The present study i ndicatedthat teachersignored some of the students expectations For instance
they were unaware of students expectationsin terns of types of questions as well as ways students
answer It is hence necessary for teachers to analyze students needs and to decide what most students
expect Only by then canteachers adjust their teaching perfor mancein an attempt to maxi mze students
ent husiasm and partici pationin answeringteachers questions

6 D scussions

This paper attempts to find out the existing situation about questioning in English teaching and
students expectations and attitudestowards questioning This paper alsotriesto make sense of students
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descriptions and comments on t he expectation questionnaires outcomes V¥ get some multi di mensional
characteristics of English classroom questi oning and some pedagogical i mplications

Firstly teachers have higher frequency use of display than referential questions but students want
more referential questions as referential questions are more beneficial to their language |earning
Students express that display questions are also useful

It is generally believed that referential is more efficient The use of referential questionsincreases
the amount of leaner output creates a flow of infor mation from students to teachers and generates
discourse which more nearly resembles the nor mal conversation learners experience outside of the
classroom Brock 1986 MNunan 1987 However Lee 2006 argues that display questions are central
resources whereby language teachers and students organi ze their | essons and produce | anguage pedagogy
Soit is advisablethat onthe basis of |earners levels and|essons purpose teachers needtoincreasethe
number of referential questionsto a proper ratio

Secondly paraphrase is the most frequently employed technique of questioning strategies
Paraphraseis also expected to be the most effective technique The interviewees believe that it is
advantageous for studentstothinkinthetarget | anguage whenteachers paraphrase questions withsi mlar
or easier words phrases or sentence structures

A study by Wite Lightbown 1984 suggeststhat paraphraseis very effective which can make a
question appropriately comprehensible and answerable within the |learners subject matter and L2
competence But under different circunstances it seens preferable that different strategies can be
focused on rather than just concentrating on one Asit has been mentionedthat when most students fail
t o understand hard questions itis acceptableto employ translation In such asituation if teachers still
stick to paraphrasingin English it wll only make the questions even more compl ex and hard to answer

Thirdly most questions are answered by means of nomnation whil estudents present a preferenceto

t he volunteers answering questions becausethis met hod can direct studentstothi nk and answer questi ons
individually and train their courage

Vol unteers answering questions already have the above mentioned advantages At first sight it
seens afavorable phenomenon however thatis not the caseif explored further Iftheteachers al ways
ask the volunteersto answer the class will be domnated bythem andthe non volunteering students will
|ose chancesto answer questions He 2007 32 Teachersarecalledto pay attentionto all thestudentsin
class and should be fair in distributing questions to high achievers average students and |ow achievers

i ncluding volunteers and non vol unteers

Fourthly teachers mainlytendtolet |learners answer onthe basis of random choice $Sudentsfavor
questionsthat goto all the students or at random |n students interpretation by distributing response
opportunities wdely alllearnersare kept alert and given an opportunity to respond

Teachers attention zones should cover the whol e territory of the classroomso that all the students
will feel that they are treated equally and have the enthusiasm to answer the present question

Distributing response opportunities widelyis asi mpleidea but difficulttoi mplement It requires careful
monitoring of students and a great deal of ateacher s attention

Fifthly boththe current condition and expectation questionnairesreveal® Random part” isthe most
useful distribution pattern Students think that allocating questions to every direction rather than to
certain districts can maxi mze students ent husiasm and partici pationin answeringteachers questions

At hough teachers generallytry totreat studentsfairly and give every student in the class an equal
opportunityto participateinthelesson itisoften hardto avoidinteracting with somestudents morethan
others Thiscreates whatisreferredto astheteacher sactionzone Freiberg Discoll 2000 223 Itis
common t hat teachers havetheir own action zones when aski ng questions but do not forget the equality
concept

Sixthly morethan half of thestudentsthinkthat the mean wait ti meis about 10 seconds Thefirst
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choiceis also about 10 secondsin the expectation questionnaire Students beliefs are that questions can
not be ponderedto afull extent and answered properly withintooshort ati me while some studentstend
t o get upset duringtoolong ati me

Wen wait ti meisincreasedtothreeto five seconds the amount of student partici pation as well as
the quality of that participation oftenincreased Long et al 1984 citedin Richards Lockhart 1996
188 Nevertheless theresearch by Long Cookes 1986 discoveredthat increased wait ti me did not
lead to greater mastery of content by ESL students citedin Nunan 1991 193 Perhaps a 10 second wait
ti meis reasonable whichisalsothelength students appreciated moreinthe expectati on survey

Just asit isthat a questions difficulty or easiness mght affect the length of wait ti me whichis
discussedin 5 2 of the paper we needto consider a questions purpose Ifitistotest whether students
have good mastery of certain specific facts it could be short but if it isto go beyond recall of
infor mation and demonstrate a personal grasp of the material using explanation summary or
elaboration teachers needto givestudents moreti mein order tospeaktheir opinion extensively

Seventhly praise plus evaluationis applied morethan any ot her kinds of feedback The first choice
of feedback is praise and eval uationinthe expectation questionnaire too Students maintainthat positive
feedback wth explanation provides them wth not only motivating confidence but also the difference
bet ween right and wong answers

Positive f eedback can give students confidenceinlearning decreasetheir anxiety as well as convey
certaininfor mation of where the mstakeslie VW mght as well consider using this more Providing
students with proper assessment after their response is necessary “ For any sort of comment to be
effective reasonsfor theteacher s approval or disapproval needed to be stated” and“ If on the other
hand failsto providethis kind of infor mation it could have entirely the opposite effect” WWlians
Burden 2000 135 136

Gving explicit negative feedback would not only attack thestudent whois being criticized |owering
hislearning enthusiasm butit may also affect ot her students which woul d eventuallyinfluencethe whole
classroom at mosphere Therefore itis desirableto be cautious about adopti ng negative feedback

7 Concl usion

Combining qualitative and quantitative description and analysis this paper explores teachers
questioningin English classroomand students expectations and attitudestowards questioning Especially
exploration of students expectations wll perhaps help to extend our horizons of thinking concerning
questioning perfor mancein a different perspective andthusi mprove our questioningskills Thisstudyis
carried out on a small scalein oneschool Certainly itis necessaryto conduct more research furtherin
different schoolsin order to arrive at a more convincing clai m

Not e
1 For the questionaires please contact the author at xiazhanghong hzvtc net
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