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Abstract 

Transitions from whole-class teaching to small group work are important units for 

analysis not only for establishing the presence of group work but also for examining the 

contextual conditions for group learning. Studies have shown that the ‘open’ or closed’ 

contextual conditions set up through the teacher’s use of language to introduce the group 

activity influence the quality of pupil’s talk and interthinking (Corden, 2000; Mercer, 2000). 

The complexity of transitions, however, has not been fully characterized in the research 

literature. Very often transitions are coded impressionistically – e.g. when the teacher starts to 

give instructions to pupils to work in small groups. In our on-going study of transitions, we 

propose a mixed-method approach involving a combination of discourse-oriented and corpus-

based analyses to identify and define transitions. In this paper, we present the first part of the 

procedural framework we are attempting to establish for our study. A specific stage in lessons 

where teachers introduce learners to and prepare them for group activities is identified by 

such discourse features as change in the interaction pattern, linguistic evidence of boundary 

markers, speech acts performed by utterances, and Zones of Interactional Transition (ZIT) 

(Markee, 2004). The initial analyses will reveal how teachers orchestrate conditions of entry 

into group work and how students are (un)successfully inducted into such tasks. The 

preliminary findings in this paper will help us to establish a list of lexical bundles for further 

analyses of a large corpus of lesson transcripts and to study pedagogical implications for the 

teacher’s use of language during transitions.   
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IDENTIFYING TRANSITIONS FROM WHOLE-CLASS TEACHING TO 

SMALL GROUP WORK IN PRIMARY CLASSROOMS 

1. Introduction 

While there has been much research in teacher-class interaction particularly in the 

description of IRF/ IRE sequences, less attention has been given to the study of transitions in 

lessons and how these might influence learning in the subsequent phase of a lesson. 

Transitions from whole-class teaching to small group work are important units for analysis 

for two reasons. Firstly, a study of transitions can help to establish the presence of group 

work where pupils can potentially engage in interthinking (Mercer, 2000). Secondly, by 

examining the quality of transitions that teachers set up for group learning, we can examine 

the ‘open’ and ‘closed’ contextual conditions created through the teacher’s use of language 

which  may influence the quality of pupil’s talk, thinking and level of engagement with one 

another’s ideas  (Corden, 2000).  In open contexts, pupils are explicitly told to focus on the 

discussion process while keeping the outcome in mind, while in closed contexts, pupils focus 

mainly on the outcome that they believe their group should achieve.  

 

The complexity of transitions may not have been fully recognized and characterized 

in classroom research. In studies that examined group work, for example, transitions into 

group work often occurred just before pupils began their group work. They were often neat 

phases in lessons where the teacher instructed learners to move into groups. When the group 

activity was over, the teacher would bring everybody’s attention back to some whole class 

activities. Identifying phases in classroom interaction as transitions was a rather 

straightforward task, as transitions could be done impressionistically and quickly. However, 

as the small study presented in this paper will show, transitions can be complex and 
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complicated, and not always explicit and linear in relation to the next intended activity, which 

in this case is group work.  

 

In this paper, we present our analysis of six English language lessons from one unit of 

work for Primary Five pupils. Our aim was to identify transitions by investigating features 

present in the teacher’s discourse during a specific stage in lessons where she introduced 

pupils to and prepared them for working in small groups. The aim of this small study is to 

enable us to pilot a mixed-method approach to analysing transitions in a large corpus of 

classroom data. This preliminary analysis offered some interesting insights into how the 

teacher orchestrated conditions of entry from teacher-centred teaching into small group work. 

More significantly, it revealed the complexities of transitions from whole-class teaching to 

group work. The results were useful in two ways. Firstly, it showed that a lesson transition is 

not necessarily a neat and clearly delineated phase in classroom discourse, and this has 

pedagogical implications. Secondly, it revealed both challenges and opportunities in our 

attempt to describe the contextual conditions for group work in the corpus-based approach  

that we will be incorporating in a later stage of our study. The background to this study will 

be explained in the next section of the paper. The procedure for identifying and analysing 

transitions is detailed next. The findings and observations are then presented with some 

examples for a discussion of features and quality of transitions identified in these six English 

language lessons. The paper concludes with directions for further research and implications 

for the classroom. 

2. Background of the Study 

In what is now widely regarded by many to be seminal work into school children’s 

talk during group work, Douglas Barnes and associates examined the impact of such talk on 

learning across the curriculum (Barnes, Britton & Rosen, 1969; Barnes & Todd, 1977).  This 
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work has since been developed by other educational researchers, notably Neil Mercer, who 

studied the process of ‘inter-thinking’ as promoted by group talk and other kinds of oral 

discourse in the classroom (Mercer, 2000; Mercer, Edwards & Maybin, 1988; Mercer & 

Wegerif, 1999/2004; Mercer, Wegerif & Dawes, 1999). We aim to continue in this tradition 

by investigating the use of group work for learning in the Singapore classroom, but we begin 

by first examining the way teachers prepare learners for working in groups.  

 

Currently, much of our understanding of classroom discourse in the Singapore 

classroom is based on analyses of data on teacher talk in mainly teacher-fronted teaching. 

Critically, classroom interaction is characterised by dominant teacher talk and short pupil 

responses (Hogan and Associates 2006 and 2007). There is also evidence to show that the 

type of classroom talk that is controlled by the teacher is rarely the kind of literate talk that 

can promote knowledge construction and development of high-order thinking skills (Chang 

& Wells, 1988; Wells, 1987, 1992). While some teachers do attempt to engage a whole class 

of pupils in some form of collaborative and literate talk, they face many constraints, not least 

the huge class size and the limited time allocated to the delivery of prescribed topics for the 

subject (Kramer-Dahl, Teo & Chia, 2007). 

 

In this context, teachers can potentially maximise pupils’ opportunities to develop 

their language and cognitive abilities by including in their lessons opportunities for pupils to 

engage with one another through collaborative small-group talk. Teachers can also promote 

their pupils’ learning in small groups through an open learning context set up prior to the start 

of group work (Corden, 2000). This open context for pupils engaging in constructive group 

talk is realised through the teacher’s use of language in explanations, instructions and other 

kinds of related speech functions to introduce the group activity to the pupils. 
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Although several studies have studied the use of group work in Singapore primary 

and secondary classrooms (e.g. Silver, 2008; Kramer-Dahl, Teo & Chia, 2007), the 

importance and complexity of conditions set up by teachers while transiting from whole-class 

teaching to small-group work has not been fully characterised. In our on-going study of 

transitions, we propose a mixed-method approach involving a combination of discourse-

oriented and corpus-based analyses to identify and define transitions. We aim to investigate 

the frequency of group work and the quality of contextual conditions created through 

teachers’ discourse across core curriculum subjects (i.e. English, Mathematics, Science and 

Social Studies) as well as school levels (i.e. primary and secondary classrooms). To identify 

empirical patterns representative of the larger population, the study will examine 54 units of 

work, consisting of 208 lesson transcripts, in the Singapore Corpus of Research in Education 

(SCoRE – CRPP’s Panel 4 data from Core 1 of Classroom Discourse).   

 

In this paper, we present the results of an initial analysis using the qualitative part of 

the procedural framework on one unit of work (A unit of work is defined as a series of related 

lessons built around a theme or topic). The aim of the qualitative analysis was to provide an 

in-depth description of the features and quality of lesson transitions from whole class 

teaching to small group work. In addition, an analysis of the language that teachers used 

during transitions will enable us to establish a list of commonly used phrases or lexical items 

which could be used for examining lexical bundles of the large corpus of lesson transcripts 

that we will be working with.  The results of this combined qualitative and quantitative 

approach will eventually enable us to examine pedagogical implications for the ways 

transitions to small group activities are set up to maximise opportunities for pupils to engage 

in thinking through group talk. 
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3. Methodology 

A qualitative analysis of the teacher’s discourse was done on six English language 

lessons of varying lengths for Primary Five EM 1 pupils. These lessons which formed a 

complete unit of work were randomly selected from a corpus of lesson transcripts in the 

Singapore Corpus of Research in Education (SCoRE – CRPP’s Panel 4 data from Core 1 of 

Classroom Discourse)2.  The teacher of these lessons was female and had over 10 years of 

experience teaching English.  

 

Prior to the analysis of the lesson transcripts, a simple survey was carried out with 

four experienced Primary school teachers to find out the words or phrases commonly used by 

teachers when introducing group work to their pupils. The teachers were asked to write down 

the words or phrases they usually use when they were going to move from whole-class 

teaching to small group work. Most of them reported that they used some common words or 

phrases, such as “get into your groups”, “form into groups”, “in your own groups”, “group 

activity”, and “start your group work”. For our analysis of the six lesson transcripts, these 

phrases were used to do computer search to locate the potential transitions. The procedure for 

examining the lesson transcripts involves two stages – locating transitions and analysing 

transitions.  

3.1. Locating Transitions 

Locating transitions began with a computer search of reported phrases used by the 

four experienced teachers. Although the search led most of the time to the parts of the lesson 

transcripts where there were some interactions between the teacher and pupils about the 

group activity, it did not necessary locate the potential beginning of a transition from whole 

class teaching to small group work. Therefore, the potential beginnings of transitions had to 

                                                 
2 Permission was granted to access the data as a secondary user. 
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be identified through a manual scan of such discourse features as change in the interaction 

pattern and linguistic evidence of boundary markers in the discourse structure of each lesson. 

 

Classroom-based research has produced a variety of models for describing and 

analyzing the discourse structure of a lesson. Most of these studies have revealed the 

recurring Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) sequence as the prototypical mode of teacher-

pupil interaction, with the teacher predominantly making the first and third moves in the 

sequence (e.g. Bellack et al. 1966; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975/1992). The same three-part 

sequence is called by Mehan (1979) and Cazden (1988) Initiation-Response-Evaluation 

(IRE). Cazden (1988) regards the three-part IRE sequence as the “unmarked” or “default” 

pattern of classroom discourse, and claims that when more marked nondefault patterns of 

teacher-student interaction occur, changes that follow can have considerable cognitive or 

social significance. One of the interaction patterns that has been contrasted with the most 

common sequence (IRE) is that of open group discussions, where pupils are to initiate and 

take control of the discourse (Corden, 2000; Markee, 2000). Thus a change in the interaction 

pattern from IRE to a new pattern in the discourse structure of a lesson served to identify 

potential beginnings of a transition in our attempt to locate transitions.  

 

Closely related to a change in the interaction pattern is the linguistic evidence of a 

shift in the discourse structure, such as discourse markers. Studies which analyzed the 

structures of classroom discourse on the basis of linguistic evidence (e.g. Sinclair & 

Coulthard, 1975; Sinclair & Brazil, 1982) have shown the use of certain words (e.g. well, 

alright, ok) as discourse markers in teacher talk. These discourse markers are used so 

regularly and obviously by teachers that they can be examined as important cues to 

introducing items of class work in relation to each other (e.g. the activity that is to come, or 
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has recently passed) and giving the broader framework within which the current work is 

placed (Sinclair & Brazil, 1982). In this regard, when locating the potential beginning of a 

transition from teacher-led whole class interaction to small group discussion, an examination 

of changes in interactional patterns was supplemented by the presence of discourse markers 

serving as boundary markers.  

 

3.2. Analysing Transitions: A Procedural Framework 

Once the beginning of a transition was located through the form (i.e. a change in the 

interactional pattern) and features of discourse (i.e. discourse markers), functions performed 

by subsequent utterances of the teacher were analyzed for the kinds of speech acts performed. 

Malcom (1986, p 7) defines a speech act as “the basic building blocks of discourse” which 

are “built on the irreducible semantic base on which all language use depends”.  On the basis 

of a limited number of frequently recurring patterns, seven basic types of speech acts for 

classroom interaction are suggested. These include eliciting, bidding, nominating, replying, 

acknowledging, informing and directing (Malcom, 1986, 2002). Although the forms and 

features of utterances may vary, the function of each of these types of act is constant. Thus 

through an analysis of the functions of the teacher utterances, the patterns of interaction 

through which the teacher introduced group work to the pupils were examined in the six 

lesson transcripts.  

 

Based on the view that successful group work depends on pupils having a shared 

understanding of the purpose of the task and a joint conception of what they are trying to 

achieve, Corden (2000, p. 87) has recommended that the teacher should: 

- introduce the activity and establish a collaborative working climate, 
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- ensure children have a clear understanding of the ground rules for group work, 

and 

- ensure children have a clear understanding of respective roles and 

interdependency.  

 

In our examination of the teacher’s utterances during the transition in the six lessons, 

the analysis of the functions of utterances revealed how the teacher used the two functions – 

directing and informing – with varying emphases on different aspects of group work. 

Specifically, we examined functions of utterances to find out whether the teacher’s utterances 

of directing focused on pupils’ behaviour limited to physical movement or thinking and 

interaction processes that can help to achieve the outcome of the group task. Similarly, the 

teacher’s utterances of informing were examined to understand whether the emphasis was on 

the content needed for the task or the ways the pupils could contribute and respond to the 

knowledge that was generated when working together.  

 

Another aspect of discourse that was analyzed for the quality of contextual conditions 

set up through the teacher’s introductions to and instructions for group work is the Zone of 

Interactional Transition (ZIT) (Markee, 2004). Based on principles from Conversation 

Analysis, Markee (2004, p. 583) defines ZIT as “talk that occurs at the boundaries of 

different classroom (and perhaps other institutionally oriented) speech exchange systems”. 

His analyses of ZITs in ESL classes have revealed that problems of various kinds (e.g. 

misunderstandings of the functions of teachers’ utterances, counter question sequences, off-

task talk that occurs at the interstices of two activities) commonly occur in ZITs as members 

adjust to the turn-taking and repair practices of the new speech exchange system.  
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Markee (2000) notes that pedagogical talk in teacher-led whole class teaching is 

characterized by a considerable amount of pre-allocation of turns, with the teacher reserving 

the right to maintain control over the moment-by-moment content and direction. In other 

words, teacher-pupil talk is “massively, though not exclusively, achieved as an unequal 

power speech exchange system” (Markee, 2000, p. 68). In contrast, in small group-oriented, 

task-based teaching, the teacher can exercise much less direct control over what learners say 

and how they talk. In other words, the structure of teacher-pupils interaction and talk that 

occurs between pupils during small group work approximates the open-ended, locally 

managed organization of ordinary conversation, and can be treated as “an instance of a 

slightly modified equal power speech exchange system” (Markee, 2000, p. 68). 

 

Given that a defining characteristic of group work is “that the balance of ownership 

and control of the work shifts toward the pupils themselves” (Blatchford et al. 2003, p. 155), 

a ZIT set up during the shift from whole-class teaching to small group work will require the 

participants to make a transition from “the practices of a preallocated, unequal power speech 

exchange system” to “the practices of a relatively locally managed, peer-based speech 

exchange system” (Markee, 2004, p.585). However, as pointed out by Corden (2000), the 

organization of pupils into small groups does not automatically lead to productive 

collaborative discussion among them. An asymmetrical speech exchange system associated 

with whole class teaching may still occur, unless the appropriate context for locally managed, 

peer-based speech exchange system is created.  

 

In this respect, we examined the ZIT set up during a transition from whole class 

teaching to group work to understand the extent of ownership and control of the work shifting 

towards the pupils themselves, and subsequently how it contributed to the establishment of 
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“open” or “closed” contextual conditions which have been claimed to have an influence on 

the quality of pupils’ talk and interthinking during group work. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

The transcripts showed the presence of small group work in each of these six lessons. 

The teacher had planned for the pupils to do three things in their groups: write a script, 

rehearse reading it aloud (role play) and present it. The group work in each subsequent lesson 

was hence a continuation of the task done in the preceding lesson. However, at the end of 

each lesson, the teacher led the pupils from small group work to whole class teaching, and the 

following lesson began with whole class teaching before it moved to small group work again. 

The pupils continued with the task from where it was left off in the preceding lesson. Thus 

transitions from whole class teaching to small group work were identified in each lesson. Our 

analysis focused on the teacher’s discourse that led up to the first two tasks (a) script-writing 

and (b) reading aloud/ role-playing. As (c) group performance was essentially a presentation 

of the product of group work, we excluded the transitions that preceded it.  

 

Our analysis shows the following characteristics of transitions from whole class 

teaching to small group work: 

1. Transitions were not neatly demarcated phases that immediately preceded pupils 

working in groups, but rather they were extended and recursive. 

2. The functions of teachers’ utterances were mainly limited to directing pupils’ physical 

movement and informing pupils on the content and skills needed for the task. 

3. Zones of Interactional Transitions (ZITs) lacked clarity of purpose and about the 

interdependent roles of pupils. 
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As a result of the above, the contextual conditions set up for group work were not sufficiently 

conducive to creating an open group work environment. In addition, the teacher often had to 

use the limited interaction time she had with each individual group to repeat instructions, 

clarify misunderstandings and show pupils how to work in groups. 

 

4.1.Extended and Recursive Transitions 

Unlike the way transitions occurred in some previous studies (e.g. Silver, 2008), the 

transitions in the lessons we analysed were more complex and not directly linear in relation to 

the group work that followed. Rather, the transitions were extended and recursive. For 

example, the teacher had to modify the instructions on group formation during the extended 

transitional phase because some students were resistant to the groups they were told to form 

while others were still confused as they had not comprehended the instructions, as noted from 

Turn number 0292 (Trn0292) to Turn number 0337 (Trn0337)  in the following excerpts.  

Trn0261 Teacher Alright, what you're required to do next, you 
can work in pairs later, okay, is to come out 
with the dialogue. Alright, in this case, 
you're supposed to fill in missing parts of 
the script. After reading, alright, the story 
in your course book, you should know where 
this comes from. Okay, this portion. So here 
they give you the characters. … 

 

Trn0273 Teacher  Can you all understand? Do you kno w what is 
required of you in this particular exercise? 
Alright, so this is the first thing you have 
to do. You can work in pairs. You can move 
out of your place. Alright, but pull your 
chair. Make sure you sit. I do not want to 
see people squatting ah. 

 

Trn0292 Student [Do by ourselves? ] 
Trn0293 Student [( )] 
Trn0294 teacher Okay, you can work on your own. 
Trn0295 teacher [Yes. If you prefer. ] 

 

Trn0313 Student ( )two or three? 
Trn0314 Student [Can form groups ( )] 
Trn0315 Student 1 [Three. ] 

 

Trn0322 Student No. Eh, that group also. 
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Trn0323 Student [Shawn, ( ). ] 
Trn0324 Teacher [How many of you here? ] 
Trn0325 Class %% 
Trn0326 Teacher  Shawn, move. One person has to mov e off. I 

only want pair. I don't want such a big group. 
Don't need such a big group. 

 

Trn0336 Student [Miss ( )]can do individual? 
Trn0337 Student [Can do individual?  
Trn0338 Teacher Try and do a pair first. Okay, so t hat you can 

have a discussion. 

(Score_Eng_158) 

The excerpts were extracted from different points in a lesson, but the turn numbers for 

the teachers’ utterances show that the transition into group work was a protracted event 

occurring over a fairly long duration of class time and interspersed by pupil questioning and 

comments. 

 

Transitions leading to small group work were also interspersed with further whole 

class teaching. This shifting from preparing pupils to work in groups to whole-class teaching 

occurred when the teacher began reviewing with the pupils what they had been taught so that 

they would remember to use the content she was informing them about for the task. For 

example, Trn0020 in the following excerpt suggested the beginning of a transition to group 

work. 

Trn0020 Teacher Okay, erh, while waiting, I know yo u all asked 
me a number of time last week ah because we 
stop for English at the script, we actually 
have got into groups only and we're not 
started really writing it. Okay, so we wait 
for the others. I will erm, want to go into 
the script itself. Mention a few things and we 
get into our groups. ( )ready? 
 

However, our examination of the interaction between the teacher and pupils following the 

above excerpt shows that instead of the pupils getting into groups, the teacher did further 

whole class teaching reviewing the content of what the pupils did in the previous week and a 

few years ago. The two excerpts below are examples of further whole class teaching that 

occurred after the teacher’s initial introduction of group work in Trn0020. 
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Trn0029 Teacher Alright, since we are waiting, we h ave some 
time. Just wanted to erm, follow up on what we 
did the previous weeks, okay, on a news of the 
week. Any news that you want to talk about for 
the last few days that you have read? 

 

Trn0086 Teacher A few years back. Like erh, reminde r right? 
Remember in our composition when we write, 
usually erm, an incident may happen at a 
particular time, it takes a, a quite a long 
period of time before erh, it's brought up 
again in court. So many of us when we do our 
writing, this's just a reminder that we do not 
immediately say that erh, erh, robber is being 
caught and then immediately sentence for a 
number of years and so for, it's not, it's not 
true. So like erh, we have been bringing this 
up a few times. 

   (Score_Eng_160) 

More detailed instructions for group work were given to the pupils only in Trn0189, 

which was more than 150 turns after the teacher’s first introduction of the group work.     

Trn0189 Teacher Good. So this is just erm, very bri ef review 
of what we did last week. You get into your 
groups (today). So, erm, I'm gonna give you 
your timing. It's four fifteen. Erm, I know 
you need a little bit more time this time 
round because you're starting from whatever 
story that is given to you. Erm, okay, let's 
do it at half an hour first. Okay, the first 
half an hour. Then I will check and I will let 
you know how much more time I can afford to 
give you. 

   (Score_Eng_160) 

 

As the excerpts above have shown, the class took a long time to move into groups to 

begin their discussion on how and what to write for the script-writing task they have been 

assigned. In fact, most of the groups did not formally begin their group discussion until the 

next lesson. The one which did met outside class time to write the script. One of the reasons 

for this is that the teacher had not spelt out clearly what the students should do. Although she 

introduced the activity, she had not explained the demands and requirements of the task. It 

appeared that the teacher might have decided after the first round of instructions that she 

needed to review the skills and content the students would need to accomplish the task. As 

the teacher was shifting from what appeared to be a transition to group work to whole class 
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teaching, when she took up a substantial amount of time to do the review with the pupils, the 

transition did not signal clearly when the students should begin their discussion. As a result, 

the transition was not neatly contained in a comprehensive chunk of discourse that led pupils 

immediately into group work. It became an extended piece of discourse with other forms of 

interactions embedded in it, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: An extended and recursive transition  
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confused as evidenced by the types of questions they asked their teachers in subsequent 

lessons when they were in their groups. The context that was set up was therefore ambiguous 

and this did not lend itself to encouraging focused and meaningful group interaction safe for 

groups that are highly motivated and self-directed.  

 

4.2.Directing and Informing: A Focus on Product 

The teacher’s language use during the transitional phases served mainly two 

functions: directing and informing. Her purpose was mainly to organize the pupils into 

groups while explaining the requirement of the tasks and the expected outcome in the 

finished product. The following excerpts show examples of the teacher’s utterances whose 

functions were primarily to direct pupils’ behaviour that was limited to physical movement 

and to inform the pupils about the expected outcome in the finished product.  

Trn0261 Teacher Alright, what you're required to do  next , you 
can work in pairs later, okay, is to come out 
with the dialogue . Alright, in this case, 
you're supposed to fill in missing parts of 
the script . After re ading, alright, the story 
in your course book, you should know where 
this comes from. Okay, this portion. So here 
they give you the characters. … 

 

Trn0273 Teacher  Can you all understand? Do you kno w what is 
required of you in this particular exercise? 
Alright, so this is the first thing you have 
to do. You can work in pairs. You can move 
out of your place . Alright, but pull your 
chair . Make sure you sit . I do not want to 
see people squatting ah. 

(Score_Eng_158, underline added for emphasis) 

 

Trn0299 Teacher I will help some groups, where ther e are not 
enough members, too many members. But I just 
roughly want you all seated in a certain group 
first . (.)Okay it's that clear? Thank you. Now 
what I want to do, ahem, is this. When you get 
into your groups, you will be given a script. 
Okay. There is a task for you . You are to read 
what the instructions are . ( )if you don't 
listen, ( )later on in your groups, you will 
start off not knowing what to do. (.)Time will 
be wasted. Okay, so be very clear first. I will 
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be giving you a list. On the list, (.)it will 
include what is the task you have to do. I spelt 
out exactly what is it you have to do . (.)I also 
have included in the list things that you may 
want to think about. (.)Finally, at the back of 
the paper, alright, it's a table. You are to 
spelt out what are the things each member is 
supposed to do because this will carry on for a 
number of periods . At least five to six periods. 
You need to have very clear cut roles. Alright, 
roles for example, if you are a group leader, 
you put leader. So what are the things this 
leader have to do? But everyone is suppose (.)to 
help in writing the script because that is the 
main objective.  

(Score_Eng_159, underline added for emphasis) 

 

Overall, there were very few utterances that directed and informed the pupils on how 

they should think and respond to one another’s ideas during group work. This further 

reinforces our initial observations of the closed context that the teacher set up for the pupils 

as the transition has not established a collaborative working climate. Although the teacher 

instructed the pupils to prepare a list of roles and things to do for each member, as noted in 

the above excerpt, words and phrases such as “discuss”, “collaborate”, “agree”, “listen”, 

“work closer”, “give feedback” rarely appeared in the transitions leading to group work in 

these lessons. Through the use of such words and phrases, the teacher could have set up the 

ground rules that encourage pupils to focus on the process of working in a group thereby 

focusing on the interthinking process.  

 

In the absence of directions on how they should work with one another, there were 

essentially no ground rules for group interaction. The emphasis was on the script writing and 

how to achieve this linguistically. The whole class review that punctuated the phases in the 

transition focused on the linguistic features of the product. Clearly, the teacher’s concern was 

on an outcome that is appropriate in both form and meaning. Unfortunately, there was little 

emphases on how they should be working and thinking together to achieve the outcome, thus 

creating a closed context for group interaction. The limitations of the closed context for group 
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work became apparent when the teacher moved from group to group in the subsequent 

lessons and discovered that some groups were not functioning effectively. It was then that the 

teacher explained how they could improve the process of discussion and joint-construction of 

the script. By that time, it was also clear that a number of the groups were not going to 

produce the script in time and the teacher had to go into damage control mode. 

 

4.3. Lack of Clarity in Zones of Interactional Transitions 

In terms of ZIT and the shift of power/control to the students, the role of the teacher 

during group work was not clearly stated in the transitional phases; hence, many pupils could 

not move into a mode of group interaction where power and control over the task was 

transferred to them.  Instead of depending on one another to complete the task, they still 

depended on the teacher to reformulate the expectations and requirements of the task when 

they should be working together to explore ideas and complete the task. When the teacher 

went around checking each group, the group interaction was still driven by the teacher. Most 

of the interaction was between the teacher and students instead of among students 

collaborating or negotiating while doing the group task. This is particularly conspicuous 

amongst groups where there appeared to have been little fruitful discussion on the task at 

hand. When the teacher arrived, the control and power immediately shifted back to her to sort 

out some of the problems the group was facing. The following excerpt shows an example of 

the teacher-driven interaction during group work: 

Trn0316 Teacher I'm asking maybe she wants to do ha lf, half. Then 
even if ( )typing, it would be easier. Nathaniel 
<CMNT:Student's Name> , YiXuan <CMNT:Student's Name > 
, are you all focused? 

Trn0317 Student 1 ( ) 
Trn0318 Student 2 Not my fault what. 
Trn0319 Student Why got ( ) 
Trn0320 Teacher That means, I need to help that gro up. What's 

happening, Axx? 
Trn0321 Student (    )the one only. 
Trn0322 Class %% 
Trn0323 Teacher Huh? 
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Trn0324 Class %% 
Trn0325 Student Everybody is not bothered to write down. 
Trn0343 Teacher Okay, so what do you want them to d o? 

(Score_Eng_161) 

   

One of the reasons for some of these groups not working well together could have 

been due to the lack of clarity in the Zone of Interactional Transitions. The lack of clarity in 

instructions and ground rules further influenced the students’ understanding of their 

respective roles and their interdependency in achieving the task outcomes. A more open 

context was constructed only when the teacher found that some groups had failed to interact 

effectively to arrive at the product that she had planned, as noted in Trn0168 and Trn0173 in 

the following excerpt. 

Trn0168 Teacher No, not now at this time. Perhaps n eed you all to 
be more focused. I find this group needs, you all 
need to work closer as a group. Okay. So here, can 
I just ask you, today you take over. You just 
indicate the characters, okay. Perhaps you want to 
get Nateniel <CMNT:Student's Name> help and his 
help since three is easier to see. Read it out 
once. 

Trn0169 Student Huh? Why? 
Trn0170 Class %% 
Trn0171 Teacher Because you are part of the group. 
Trn0172 Class %% 
Trn0173 Teacher Read it out once, read it out once.  Then you all 

listen to it. Any change, immediately make the 
change. 

(Score_Eng_161) 

 

Although the teacher’s use of language in the transition created a somewhat closed 

context for group work, the extended and recursive nature of the transitional phases might 

account for some of the confusion and lack of clarity. The shifting between instructions for 

group work and whole-class review of language needed for the task might have taken the 

students’ attention away from their growing understanding of what their anticipated outcome 

of the group task, and a clear understanding of respective roles and interdependency.  
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5. Conclusion and Implications 

Group work provides the opportunity for pupils to develop their thinking and 

language use while working on a task. Although the outcome of the task is important, the 

working together and the talk that is generated through this collaboration is just as, if not 

more, important.  In order to encourage a collaborative environment for group work, the 

teacher needs to set up an open context where pupils are encouraged to value one another’s 

ideas and explore these ideas in order to produce new knowledge amongst themselves. This is 

what some experts (e.g. Mercer, 2000) refer to as ‘interthinking’. The findings from our study 

of a unit of work have shed some light on the importance of an effective transition from 

whole class teaching to group work. It is in the transition where much of this open context 

can be set up through the teacher’s instructions and explanations on how to approach the 

group task. In cases where groups were unable to work successfully to achieve the outcome 

in the first instance, the teacher had to intervene and give additional instructions on how to 

work together. Advice was also given on how to approach the task.  

 

Our examination of the transitions in these six English language lessons has suggested 

some factors during the transitions that could influence the likely success or failure of group 

work due to the contextual conditions. Our observation about pupils’ resistance to working in 

groups and misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the teacher’s instructions has 

highlighted the challenges in group formation. It underlines the need for teachers to develop 

skills not only in managing group work but also in leading pupils from whole class teaching 

to small group work. We can see pedagogical implications for the teachers’ use of language 

during transition with respect to giving clear instructions on the size of groupings, their 

composition, the purpose of the group task, as well as laying down ground rules that 

emphasize collaborative interaction amongst group members. The lack of clarity in the 
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phases in the Zone of Interactional Transitions also suggests the need for the teacher to 

clearly specify her role and the pupils’ role to encourage pupil interdependence when 

working together. 

 

We recognise the limitations of a study that examines only six English language 

lessons that form a unit of work. Nevertheless, the preliminary findings have been interesting 

in demonstrating that transitions to group work are not always straightforward matters. In this 

series of lesson at least, we have seen that transitions could be extended and recursive and 

that there was a substantial period of time before pupils eventually got into their groups and 

began working on the task. All this may have an influence on the way pupils eventually 

approach the task and interact with one another, which in turn can have an impact on the 

quality of their talk and thinking when working on the task. We have also found that it is 

possible to identify open and close contextual conditions through a study of the discourse 

features, speech acts and lexical items in teacher talk. In terms of our research, the next step 

is for us to continue with our analysis of a larger sample of transcripts to further identify 

transitional patterns and the contexts that are set up. We also plan to establish a list of 

commonly used phrases, or ‘lexical bundles’ (Biber, Conrad & Cortes, 2004), extracted from 

these transcripts using a corpus-based approach when examining the larger sample of 

classroom transcripts. By incorporating a corpus-based approach, we intend to produce large-

scale, empirical evidence of transitions in classroom discourse. This, we believe, will be an 

important contribution to the educational research, which tends to lack such large-scale 

evidence (Biber et al, 2004; Hargreaves, 1996). We hope eventually to be able to make 

generalisations about the frequency of group work, the characteristics of contextual 

conditions across core curriculum subjects (Science, Maths, English and Social Studies) and 

school levels (primary and secondary). 
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