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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Much research on classroom interaction suggests that teacher talk 
dominates and that the kinds of questions teachers ask do not encourage 
learners to communicate orally. It has also been suggested that particular types 
of questions, called referential questions, can increase the extent to which 
learners do contribute orally in class. The aim of this study is to examine 
whether this is the case in the elementary English language classroom in Oman. 
 
2 BACKGROUND 

 
My experience as a teacher of English suggested that the majority of my 

learners do not participate orally in class. Familiarity with the literature on 
classroom discourse helped me realise that one reason for this was the kinds of 
questions I asked and that there were alternative questioning strategies I could 
use which might encourage learners to participate more. I conducted this study 
to experiment with such strategies and to examine the effect they had on 
learners’ oral production.  

 
3 TEACHERS’ QUESTIONS 

 
There is a large literature on teachers’ questions which discusses in detail 

the purposes of teachers’ questions (e.g. Dillon 1990), effective questioning 
strategies (e.g. Brown & Wragg 1993) and the many ways in which teachers’ 
questions can be classified (e.g. Kerry 1982).  

For the purposes of this study, an important distinction is that between 
referential and display questions. Referential questions are genuine or real 
questions for which the teacher does not know the answer in advance. They 
seek new information (Ellis 1994, Lynch 1996, Thompson 1997). Display 
questions, on the other hand, are questions to which the teacher already knows 
the answer. Teachers often ask these questions not because they are genuinely 
interested in the answer, but rather to check what the learners know 
(Lightbown & Spada 1999). Long & Sato (1983), cited by Thornbury (1996), 
compared the numbers of display and referential questions in discourse in and 
out of the classroom and found that outside the classroom referential questions 
far outnumbered display questions. This is  because, as Wragg & Brown (2001: 
6) point out, that a “teacher’s purposes for asking questions of their learners in 
classrooms are often rather different from in everyday conversation …. We 
often ask questions of children, not to obtain new knowledge for ourselves but 
to find out what children already know”.  
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Without dismissing the value of display questions in the language 
learning classroom, there is ample evidence that when such questions 
dominate, learners’ oral contributions are limited (Tsui 1995). Referential 
questions are thus seen as a way of enriching classroom discourse and allowing 
the learners to have “some degree of control over the input, which may well 
lead to increase motivation and more investment by the learners in the learning 
process” (Thompson 1997: 101). Brock (1986), cited in Ellis (1994), also 
discovered that responses to referential questions were significantly longer than 
those for display questions. 

Another important distinction relates to the nature of the response 
teachers’ questions require. Open questions are broad questions that allow 
more than one acceptable answer, whereas closed questions require one specific 
answer. Kerry (1982) states that closed questions require either a monosyllable 
response or single correct answer and that open questions allow for speculation, 
opinions, views and the generation of hypotheses. Referential questions tend to 
also be open, but this is not necessarily always the case.  

 
4 METHOD     

 
4.1 Hypotheses  

 
The aim of the study was to analyse the use of referential and display 

questions in classroom discourse and to study the quantity and quality of the 
learner talk which occurred with these questions. The hypotheses were that 
increasing the use of referential questions by the teacher would (1) increase the 
amount of learner talking time and (2) encourage oral communication between 
the learners and the teacher. 

 
4.2 Participants 
 

One Grade 6 class of 34 male learners participated in the study. The 
learners were following the General Education curriculum using the course 
book Our World Through English (OWTE) and were aged 11-12. The learners 
came from an urban environment.  

 
4.3 Data Collection 

 
Data were collected through audio-recorded lessons and classroom 

observation. 
 

4.3.1 Audio Recordings 
 

Four of my own lessons, using OWTE Book 6, were audio-recorded. 
Each lesson was designed so that in one part I asked display questions 
(following more or less the approach suggested in the teacher’s book) and in 
another I adapted the material in order to ask more referential questions (of 
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which few are suggested in the teacher’s book). The recordings were then 
transcribed and my questions and the learners’ responses analysed.  

 
4.3.2 Observations 
 

To supplement the recordings, I designed a simple observation sheet and 
trained a colleague to use it. During the four lessons, my colleague used this 
sheet to make notes about information which would not be picked up on the 
recording, such as the number of learners putting their hands up following each 
question.  

 
5 FINDINGS 

 
5.1 Number of Referential and Display Questions  

 
Table 1 summarises the numbers of referential and display questions in 

each of the four lessons studied. Thus, as planned, each lesson contained a 
similar number of the two types of question. 
 
Table 1: Numbers of referential and display questions in lessons 

 Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 Lesson 4 Total 

Referential 10 8 12 10 40 

Display 12 7 10 9 38 
 
5.2 Frequency of Learners’ Responses 

 
Learners’ responses were quantified in two ways: in terms of how many 

actual responses were given, and in terms of how many learners indicated that 
they wanted to reply. These data were derived from both the audio recordings 
and the observation sheets.  

Figure 1 below shows the number of responses provided to the 
referential and display questions in the four lessons. In all four lessons, there 
were more responses to the former than to the latter. Figure 2 shows the 
number of learners who raised their hands  to respond to the both kinds of 
questions in the four lessons. Although the figures are quite similar for each 
type of question in the first two lessons, the higher results for referential 
questions become clearer in lessons three and four. Together, these figures 
suggest that greater levels of response by learners were associated with the use 
of referential questions by the teacher. 
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Figure 1 : Quantity of responses to referential and display questions 
      
 

 
 
Figure 2 : Number of learners wanting to respond to referential and display questions  
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5.3 Length of Learners’ Responses 

 
Table 2 below compares the length of learners’ responses to referential 

and display questions in the four lessons. The number of short (1-3 word) 
answers to both types of questions is greater than the number of longer answers 
except in lesson 2, where there were more longer than shorter responses to the 
referential questions.  
 
Table 2: The length of responses to referential and display questions  

Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 Lesson 4 
 REF 

QS  
DIS 
QS 

REF 
QS 

DIS 
QS 

REF 
QS 

DIS 
QS 

REF 
QS 

DIS 
QS 

Long 
answers 

8 4 20 4 16 9 11 3 

Short 
answers 

22 10 7 9 17 5 19 16 

 

An example of longer response is where the teacher asked the question “ 
Do you send Eid cards to your friends?” and a learner replied “Yes. I made 
some cards for my friends”. In another example, the question was “ Where do 
you prefer to live?” and the response was  “On the coast because me can catch a 
fish”. Overall, almost 46% of the referential generated longer responses; in 
comparison, just over 33% of the display questions led to longer responses. 
Thus while these findings suggest that referential questions have an impact on 
learners’ oral contributions, it is clearly not the case then that such questions 
will always lead to long responses. I discuss this further below. 

It was also interesting to note that in responding to display questions 
learners were more likely to repeat the words used by the teacher or in the 
course book, whereas referential questions seemed to encourage learners to use 
any language they had available, even if it was not being used in that particular 
lesson. For example, in one lesson I asked “What do you do in Eid? ”, and the  
response of one learner was “we slaughter a goat and a cow”. The word 
‘slaughter’ had not been explicitly taught to learners at this level. 

 
6 DISCUSSION 

 
My hypotheses for this study were that referential questions would 

increase learner talk and promote more interaction between the learners and the 
teacher. The results provide some evidence to support these hypotheses, 
especially when we compare the length of learners’ responses and the number 
of learners willing to respond to the two types of questions. It was clearly not 
the case, though, that referential questions will always produce more and 
longer responses. There are a number of reasons for this. One is the learners’ 
level which, in this case, may have limited their ability to provide longer and 
more elaborate responses even when they had the opportunity to do so. 
 Another reason may have been that several of the referential questions 
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could be answered in one or two words, thus limiting the length of response 
learners could provide. A third relevant factor here is the fact that learners may 
have been unfamiliar with referential questions and unaccustomed to being 
asked so many in the course of a lesson. All of these factors may have combined 
here to reduce the impact of referential questions on the frequency and length 
of learners’ responses. 

 
6.1 Limitations 
 
 The findings of this study apply only to the particular lessons, teacher, 
and Grade 6 learners studied. My particular choices of which questions to ask, 
when, and how, for example, will have all had some effect on the way learners 
responded. My definition of what counted as a long or short answer was also 
significant here. It must also be acknowledged that learners may have been 
influenced, either to respond more or to be quieter than usual, by the 
knowledge that they were being recorded. In terms of the analysis, this could be 
have been refined if the open/closed dimension of questions had been analysed 
together with the referential/display dimension. These are all factors which 
could be considered in continuing work of this kind. 
 
7 CONCLUSION 

 
Teachers’ questions play a central role in English language teaching in 

Oman and this study raises some interesting issues for continuing work on this 
topic. There is enough evidence here to support the view that an increased and 
appropriate use of referential questions can increase learners’ oral participation 
in the classroom. This reflects the findings from a range of ELT contexts which 
encourage teachers to use referential questions in order to improve learners’ 
ability to provide longer, more complex, and more purposeful responses. One 
of the challenges highlighted by this study is how to obtain such benefits in 
contexts such as that studied here, where learners are accustomed to display 
questions and where low levels of proficiency limit the kinds of answers they 
can supply. These are clearly issues for English language teachers in Oman to 
continue exploring in their own classrooms. 
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