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Abstract 
This paper studies the organization of teachers’ utterances taking into account whether they belong to 
academic or social discourse, and the pragmatic function that teachers’ utterances play within each dis-
course modality. The data consist of four class hours of video-recorded material obtained during obser-
vations of teaching situations in two five-year-old kindergarten groups. One kindergarten belongs to a 
rural school and the other one, to an urban school. We used qualitative and quantitative data analysis. 
The results showed that both teachers generated similar discursive contexts in Science lessons. Teachers 
used more utterances during the development of academic discourse than during social discourse. Within 
social discourse, the teachers used most of their utterances to issue directives. Within academic discourse, 
they used most utterances to request information from kindergartners. In this case, the rural teacher and 
the urban teacher produced similar percentages of utterances for commenting on and evaluating chil-
dren's responses. Results suggest that it is important to continue studying the pedagogical implications of 
teaching practices in Science lessons as well as detecting teachers’ training opportunities in classroom 
dialogue and practices that promote the development of scientific thinking in kindergarteners. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This study is anchored in the fields of Interactional Sociolinguistics and Discourse 
Analysis, in particular, in the analysis of school discourse. In this area, a recurring 
theme is the need to analyse teachers’ discourse in order to observe how the teacher 
organises the class discursively and, in turn, what the characteristics of the pragmatic 
and discursive environment that they provide children with are within the frame-
work of classroom interaction. In this sense, the analysis of teacher’s discourse ac-
quires particular relevance given that it is the teacher that controls the direction of 
discourse, decides who talks and when, and he/she is also the one that introduces 
and finishes topics (Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). In fact, teacher talk has been of con-
cern to discourse analysis for the past fifty years. As a result, numerous investigations 
have been conducted in the field. The motivations for undertaking the present study 
are twofold: first to compare teachers’ discourse in urban and rural areas and, sec-
ond, to replicate and extend previous research in the field developing two systems 
of categories, namely, academic and social, which describe the pragmatic function 
of teachers’ utterances and, eventually, inform practice. 

The theoretical framework is based on the study of teachers’ discourse organiza-
tion in the classroom. This topic has been explored by several authors (see Green & 
Weade, 1987; Green et al., 1988; Lee & Irving, 2018; Mehan, 1979; Ong, 2019; Sin-
clair & Coulthard, 1975), among which the classic study by Sinclair and Coulthard 
(1975) stands out. They analysed the structure of teacher-student conversation and 
the functions that utterances acquire during teaching interactions. The results of Sin-
clair and Coulthard’s work showed that the teaching exchanges in the classroom 
have a tripartite structure, also known as IRF. This sequence is made up of an initia-
tion move (I), a response move (R), and a complementary follow-up move (F). Usu-
ally, it is the teacher that initiates the exchanges by providing or requesting infor-
mation; then, a student answers, and, after that, the teacher evaluates or gives feed-
back on that response.  

However, Mehan (1979) demonstrated that teacher evaluation was not always 
present. Therefore, some teacher-student interaction sequences correspond to the 
IRF structure and others to an IR structure. In consequence, Mehan developed the 
category named topically-related sets. Within this category, the author identified 
certain sequential structures made up of basic and conditional strings. At the end of 
each set, the evaluative component appeared. In other words, the teacher’s evalua-
tion was always carried out at the end of the sets and not precisely after a student’s 
response. 

Later studies (e.g. Green & Weade, 1987; Green et al., 1988) went deeper into 
the analysis of teacher’s discourse organization in the classroom. These studies 
showed two types of coexisting discourse on the part of the teacher in the classroom 
-social and academic- each imposing specific demands on students. These demands 
co-occur as if they were two interconnected and interrelated texts: a social text that 
contains the implicit and explicit information on how to participate in class, and an 
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academic text composed of the thematic content of the class and the structure of 
that content (Green et al., 1988). These studies show that following behavioral 
norms allows teachers and students to focus on the development of thematic infor-
mation. Thus, accomplishment of social rules in the classroom leads to greater op-
portunities for academic learning (Green & Weade, 1987; Green et al., 1988). 

The following is a review of the literature on the topic organised in terms of stud-
ies focused on the pragmatic function that teacher utterances have during the de-
velopment of academic and social discourse at the different school levels: daycare 
center, kindergarten, elementary school and high school.  

1.1 Literature review 

Among the studies that analysed interactions with small children in daycare centers, 
the work carried out in Argentina by Ibanez et al. (2018) stands out. These authors 
studied the pragmatic features of teachers’ utterances directed to infants in daycare 
centers. The 13 children that participated in the study were between eight and 18 
months old and came from low-income families. The authors analysed the linguistic 
environment that infants were exposed to in two interactional settings: snack time 
and free play time. Specifically, they studied the frequency of use of pragmatic func-
tions present in two teachers’ discourse. For this purpose, the researchers built a 
corpus made up of nine video recordings following CHAT software criteria for tran-
scribing and coding the data (MacWhinney, 2000). All teachers’ utterances were 
coded for pragmatic function categorizations according to Snow et al. (1975). A sec-
ond analysis for directives was performed following the proposal of Dalton-Puffer 
and Nikula (2006). The results of this study showed that teachers talked to infants 
less during free play time than they did during snack time. Ibañez et al. (2018) also 
noted that most teachers' utterances were directives aimed at regulating infants’ 
actions in both types of settings (56%), followed by comments (27%) and questions 
(14%). They performed a comparative analysis of directives and questions, and found 
that teachers used more utterances that refer to actions, objects or permission re-
quests (77%) than information requests (23%). The findings of this study acquire par-
ticular relevance given that interactions are analysed in a sample of Rioplatense 
Spanish L1 speakers. Addressing the characteristics of linguistic environments chil-
dren are exposed to in school contexts may be relevant when it comes to designing 
pedagogical proposals that promote children’s development at an early age. 

Girolametto et al. (2000) analysed the interactions among teachers and two 
groups of students -toddlers and preschoolers- which took place in daycare centers 
in Canada. Specifically, they analysed five types of directives that teachers put into 
play during the development of two different activities: book reading and playdough 
modelling. Twenty early childhood teachers who work in the metropolitan area of 
Toronto participated in this study. For data collection, each of the 20 teachers was 
asked to choose four children. The 40 toddlers ranged in age from one year old and 
five months to two years old and nine months. The 40 preschoolers ranged in age 
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from two years old and eight months to four years old and five months. All children 
had attended the classes for at least two months before the research. Most of the 
children attended daycare at least 40 hours per week. All 20 teachers had at least 
two years of childcare experience. None of the teachers had professional training in 
infant language development. Fifteen minutes of a book reading activity were vide-
otaped followed by 15 minutes of the play activity with playdough. All interactions 
were transcribed following the Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT; 
Miller & Chapman, 1992) guidelines. Transcription began at minute five of each ac-
tivity. All the teachers’ utterances and only the children’s intelligible utterances were 
transcribed. Each utterance was coded in order to determine the function of the lin-
guistic input. Three types of directives were considered for analysis: 1) behavioral 
control (i.e., attention calls, group management); 2) response control (i.e., com-
mands, test questions, yes/no directive questions, choice questions), and 3) conver-
sational control (i.e., yes/no questions, clarification questions). The results of this 
study showed that teacher directives depended on the type of activity and not on 
the age of the children. Teachers used more directives aimed at controlling the chil-
dren’s behavior (20%) and responses (59%) in the book reading situation than in the 
playdough time. In contrast, they made more directives aimed at controlling conver-
sation (56%) during the playdough time. The results of this study reveal the need to 
analyse the interactions among teachers and children in different situations. In this 
way, it is possible to identify how the functions of participants’ utterances vary ac-
cording to the type of activity.  

Dickinson and Smith (1994) conducted a longitudinal study focused on the social 
and linguistic precursors to language and literacy development. They videotaped sto-
rytelling situations in 25 kindergarten classrooms with four-year old children. All 
video recordings were carried out in an ecological context. The teachers read a book 
selected by them and then asked the children different types of questions (recall, 
factual, and inferential). The 25 videotaped book-reading sessions were transcribed 
according to the CHAT conventions for language analysis (MacWhinney, 1991). For 
data analysis, the researchers divided the class into three moments: a) before book 
reading; b) during book reading; and c) after book reading. Within each, they cate-
gorised teachers’ and children’s utterances guided by the sociocognitive conceptual 
framework. Utterances were divided into three categories: 1) promoting cognitive 
challenges, 2) making mild cognitive demands, 3) organising an activity, requesting 
attention and giving feedback to students. Dickinson and Smith’s results showed that 
the amount of total talk for teachers and children was distributed in similar ways: 
they observed correlations between teachers’ and children’s amount of total talk 
before, during and after book reading. Also, they found that those classrooms which 
showed a higher amount of total talk were more cognitively challenging. Besides, 
when there was more talk during book reading, the quantity of organization talk by 
both teachers and children was higher. The results of this study show the importance 
of applying methodological strategies that combine an ecological approach to the 
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object of study and the analysis of categories that describe the quality of interactions 
that make up the teaching situations at this level.  

Unlike the previous study, the work by Harris et al. (2017) was carried out in a 
structured teaching context. The authors examined teacher discourse during Science 
classes in four kindergarten groups. The purpose of the study was to analyse the 
discursive strategies that teachers used during the generation of scientific explana-
tions by children. Science classes in which teachers developed a unit on butterflies 
and living beings were videotaped. For the development of the classes, materials 
from the Scientific Literacy Project (SLP) were used; these contain reading and scien-
tific inquiry activities addressed to children. The development of the thematic unit 
consisted of three groups of activities: pre-inquiry, inquiry, and post-inquiry. For 
each classroom, they categorised the discourse strategy used by the teacher in every 
turn of speech she produced. Additionally, discourse strategies present in teachers’ 
turns of speech were grouped into four levels: 1) conceptual questions, 2) exposition 
of concepts, 3) affirmation responses and 4) non-conceptual strategies. Levels one, 
two and three were integrated for strategies aimed at promoting conceptual devel-
opment of the class (conceptual discourse), while level four was made up of strate-
gies that tended to control students’ behavior (non-conceptual discourse). The re-
sults of this study revealed that, in every classroom, teachers produced more turns 
of speech to promote conceptual development (79%) than turns aimed at monitor-
ing children’s’ behavior (21%). Throughout conceptual development, teachers used 
more interventions with the purpose of asking for examples of a concept (39%), ex-
plaining learning objectives (34%) and scaffolding misunderstood concepts (8%). The 
results of this study evidence the importance of analysing the discursive strategies 
that kindergarten teachers bring into play with the purpose of scaffolding their stu-
dents’ scientific explanations.  

Among the investigations that analysed interactions at primary school, the recent 
study by Vrikki et al. (2019) can be mentioned. The authors studied the interventions 
of teachers and students in 28 primary schools located in different areas of England. 
Teachers were asked whether they had received previous instruction related to 
classroom dialogue and divided into two groups: those who had received prior train-
ing in classroom dialogue and those who had not received prior training. Seventy-
two classes were videotaped and transcribed according to the guidelines established 
by Jefferson (1984). The dialogic movements of teachers and students were analysed 
during the development of three subjects: Mathematics, English and Science. A cat-
egory system called Cambridge Dialogue Analysis Scheme (CDAS) was used for the 
analysis. The system is composed of ten productive dialogic movements and two 
non-productive forms of dialogue. The productive forms of dialogue were made up 
of different dialogic movements: elaborations of ideas, clarifications, explanations, 
justifications and comparisons, among others, and movements that involved invita-
tions to make such movements, for example, invitations to compare different ideas 
provided by different interlocutors. The non-productive forms were made up of pos-
itive evaluations and requests for ideas, opinions and beliefs. In their study, Vrikki et 
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al. (2019) identified two types of teachers’ initiations according to the pragmatic 
function they accomplished. Registered teachers’ initiations had the following pur-
poses: 1) to invite students to elaborate on or clarify the speaker’s contributions 
(28%), and 2) to invite them to explain or justify their stance regarding their re-
sponses, predictions or hypotheses (17%). Also, in this work, a small amount of 
teacher talk was aimed at discussing participation rules during class (11%). In addi-
tion, the findings suggested that training in classroom dialogue could have an impact 
only on those dialogical movements related to explanations, justifications or predic-
tions. However, it would not have an impact on the development of the clarification 
and evaluation movements. The results of this investigation show the need for teach-
ers to learn, receive training in and apply discourse strategies that promote the de-
velopment of higher order cognitive processes in children.  

In a similar line of research as that of Girolametto (2000), Dalton-Puffer and 
Nikula (2006) analysed only the utterances that contained directives. The authors 
addressed how teachers and students used directives during the development of 
various subjects that were taught in English as a foreign language. For this purpose, 
they video recorded and transcribed teaching situations in which students between 
11 and 18 years old participated in CLIL classrooms in Austria and Finland (fifth, sixth, 
seventh, ninth, eleventh, thirteenth grades). In both the Austrian and Finnish class-
rooms, the students and teachers were native speakers of German and Finnish. The 
13 teachers were also highly fluent in English. Additionally, five of the Austrian teach-
ers were EFL teachers who were qualified as subject specialists, too. The data col-
lected came from situations where the interaction took place between the teacher 
and the whole group of students, and also from situations where students worked 
in groups and pair work activities. The authors carried out the data analysis at two 
stages. First, they identified the type of register observed in each directive detected 
in teachers and in students during the lessons, that is to say, if the conversational 
exchange corresponded to an instructional register (centered on the thematic unit) 
or a regulative register (centered on behavioral control). Second, the authors de-
cided whether directives were focused on information or on action. The results indi-
cated that directives configured discursive acts frequently used in the classes stud-
ied. Also, they found that teachers’ directives were used more frequently in conver-
sational settings with a regulative register (52%). This kind of directives was focused 
mostly on behavior control (77%). On the other hand, most directives used by teach-
ers during interaction with instructional purposes were centered on requesting in-
formation (94%). This study evidences the relevance of analysing the two levels of 
the interactions that take place in classrooms: 1) a general level that categorises the 
type of register, and 2) a particular level that describes the function directives per-
form. These findings reveal that the pragmatic value of teachers’ directives (asking 
for information relative to a thematic unit or controlling children’s behaviour) de-
pends on the type of register they are inserted in.  

The research reported above demonstrates that an important body of previous 
research described classroom discourse structure systematically, and teachers’ and 
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students’ interventions and their functions at different educational levels: daycare 
center, kindergarten, elementary school and high school. Most of the studies re-
viewed address the organization of classroom discourse and the role of teachers’ and 
students’ interventions in linguistic and sociocultural contexts different from those 
in Argentina. In most of the studies reviewed, participants were native speakers of 
English (mainly), German and Finish. 

Also, the literature review shows that conceptualizations based on foundational 
research are integrated into more updated studies. First, the differentiation between 
social and academic discourse (Green et al., 1988), though not labelled in the same 
way, is taken into account by other research studies described above (see Dulton-
Puffer & Nikula, 2006; Harris et al., 2017; Girolametto et al., 2000). Second, other 
classic concepts such as the IRF sequence introduced by Sinclair and Coulthard 
(1975) have been studied in more recent works such as those of Vrikki et al. (2019). 

Furthermore, in previous works, data analysis was carried out using different 
transcription systems -CHAT, SALT, or conversation analysis by Jefferson (1984). Ad-
ditionally, most investigations applied pragmatic categories which did not emerge 
inductively from empirical work but were designed by other researchers (i.e. Ibañez 
et al. 2018; Vrikki et al., 2019).  

Moreover, the authors reviewed have not analysed the total amount of interven-
tions among teachers and students but have focused on specific aspects of the inter-
actions. For example, they have centered on directives (Dalton-Puffer & Nikula, 
2006; Girolametto, 2000; Ibáñez et al., 2018), productive/non-productive dialogical 
movements (Vrikki et al., 2019), discursive strategies for scientific inquiry (Harris et 
al., 2017) or interlocutors’ utterances produced during book-reading sessions (Dick-
inson & Smith, 1994). 

In addition, prior studies that were not carried out in Argentina involved teachers 
with bachelor’s degrees, and were characterised by collecting data in structured 
teaching situations. Thus, for example, Dickinson and Smith (1994) analysed the 
teachers’ and students’ interactions that took place during the pre-reading, reading 
and post-reading of a book, and Harris et al. (2017) described the discursive strate-
gies that the teachers put into play during the pre-research, research and post-re-
search instances of the life cycle of an animal.  

The literature review reveals the need to investigate, with an ecological design, 
non-structured teaching situations that take place in Natural Science classrooms in 
kindergartens whose teachers possess only a tertiary level degree, without qualifi-
cations in teaching Science or previous knowledge of the relevance of classroom in-
teraction. 

1.2 The present study 

The present investigation aims at analysing teachers’ discourse generated in teach-
ing situations in Science lessons from kindergarten classrooms in public schools lo-
cated in Córdoba province (Argentina). One kindergarten belongs to a rural school 
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and the other to an urban school. Thus, this study intends to find out if teachers in 
different sociocultural contexts foster similar linguistic and discursive environments 
during teaching situations. For this purpose, the transcriptions were organised in a 
standardised format which allowed data analysis in an automated way. Data tran-
script using standardised format and automated quantitative data analysis make it 
possible for this research to be replicated and for the results to be comparable with 
other corpora built according to the same guidelines. 

Finally, unlike previous studies which performed an analysis of certain aspects of 
teacher-student interactions, we carried out an analysis of the empirical information 
with a holistic approach to: 1) the two types of discourse that interweave across the 
classes (social and academic), and 2) the pragmatic function of teachers’ utterances 
in both types of discourse. This analysis allowed us to inductively elaborate two sys-
tems of pragmatic categories specific to each discursive modality. 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants 

As a first step in the selection procedure, seven public kindergartens officially regis-
tered in the Ministry of Education of Córdoba were contacted by the researchers 
working on the project. Afterwards, the educational institutions were visited and in-
formed about the procedures involved in the implementation of the project. From 
the total of four urban and three rural educational institutions, two public urban and 
two rural kindergartens agreed to participate in the study. In order to be selected, 
both principals and kindergarten teachers needed to express their interest in collab-
orating with the research project. Finally, two teachers and 40 preschoolers -19 boys 
and 21 girls- took part in the study. The rural school kindergarten was attended by 
12 children (five boys and seven girls, average age: five years old and two months) 
while the urban school kindergarten had 28 students (14 boys and 14 girls; average 
age: four years old and eight months).  

In the public school kindergartens observed, children attend a total of 15 hours 
per week. The kindergartens are located in the same building as the elementary 
school. The rural school is located in the countryside, on a road that connects several 
towns and cities. The schoolyard is bordered by the surrounding fields. The urban 
school is located in the northeast of the capital city of Córdoba. The neighborhood 
where the school is located has characteristics similar to those of a village. For the 
most part, it has one-floor houses and a main street where most of the commercial 
stores are located.  

According to the information provided by teachers in a questionnaire that col-
lected sociodemographic information and data about their qualifications, both 
teachers had tertiary professional training, without specialization in Science teaching 
or previous knowledge about the importance of classroom interaction. Both teach-
ers had similar years of experience (X = 22 years) 
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Sociodemographic information about the children and their families was also col-
lected by means of a questionnaire. Most of the children had not previously attended 
daycare centers. Their first contact with teachers was when entering kindergarten at 
four years old, the age at which kindergarten is compulsory in Argentina.  

Most of the participating children came from working-class families or those re-
ceiving state subsidies. The children who attend the rural school come from families 
whose parents are involved in agricultural production and animal breeding. The fa-
thers of the children who attend the urban kindergarten are commercial employees 
or bricklayers, while the mothers are mostly housewives.  

2.2 Procedure 

Two teaching situations were videotaped during the development of the thematic 
unit called Animals, between April and June 2015. Teaching situations that were an-
alysed in this study are part of a bigger corpus (Menti et al., 2015-2018), which is 
made up of recordings made in four kindergartens located in the province of Cór-
doba -two rural and two urban ones. The recordings were carried out during Science 
and Social Studies lessons.  

Ethical protocols established by the Ethics Committee of the National Council of 
Scientific and Technical Research (CONICET, 2006) were followed in this research. 
Therefore, all recommended procedures for doing research with children were taken 
into account such as permission to videotape teaching situations obtained from the 
Ministry of Education of the Province of Córdoba (Argentina) and informed consents 
by the principals from the participating institutions. 

Classes were videotaped by the main author as a non-participant observer. Par-
ticipants’ faces, gestures, gaze direction as well as their position in the classroom 
were captured on video footage. No prior instructions were given to the teachers on 
how to teach their classes or interact with the students. However, teachers and stu-
dents were asked not to look directly at the camera. 

2.2.1 Teaching Situations 

For the purpose of this study, a teaching situation was considered as the sequence 
of conversational exchanges produced between the teacher and preschoolers. A 
teaching situation is made up of two lessons. Each lesson begins when the teacher 
and children enter the classroom and ends when the bell rings for the break. In both 
kindergartens, all lessons were taught in the first language, Argentine Spanish.  
It is interesting to analyse the pragmatic functions of teachers’ utterances during the 
development of Science lessons because different previous studies showed that 
teachers used more abstract, unfamiliar, and complex vocabulary in such cases (Bau-
mann & Graves 2010; Lemke, 1997).  
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2.3 Description of the teaching situation developed in the rural school 

2.3.1 Lesson 1 

The class was held in the schoolyard, which has no walls separating it from the fields 
that surround the school. Before going out to the yard, the teacher and children 
talked about the rules of behavior to follow outside the classroom. Once outside, the 
teacher sat on a small chair usually used by the kindergarteners while they sat on 
the floor. The development of the thematic unit included bird watching, listening to 
birds’ songs and the description of their physical characteristics, their feeding, modes 
of reproduction and the appearance of their nests. The preschoolers then drew the 
birds on a poster that the teacher posted on a wall in the schoolyard. Before finish-
ing, the teacher assigned homework consisting in looking for more information 
about the birds for the next day. 

2.3.2 Lesson 2 

The class developed inside the classroom. The children sat on the floor and the 
teacher, on a small chair, all forming a circle. Several children brought to school nests 
of different types of birds that lived in the area. They brought a log with a wood-
pecker’s nest, two hummingbird’s nests, a pigeon’s nest, an ovenbird’s nest, and a 
photo of a lapwing’s nest. This particular class focused on the description of the nests 
and other information about birds children gathered together with their families. 

2.4 Description of the teaching situation developed in the urban school 

2.4.1 Lesson 1 

The teacher sat next to the blackboard on a small chair normally used by the pre-
schoolers. The children were sitting on the floor. The class was structured around 
conversations about classifications of animals according to where they live, how they 
move around and physical features. The teacher systematised that information on a 
poster put up on the blackboard. 

2.4.2 Lesson 2 

Teacher and children were placed in the same way as in class 1. The poster they 
worked on in the previous class was still on the blackboard. Each child, with their 
family’s help, elaborated a report that contained general information about a partic-
ular animal. The teacher selected one assignment at a time randomly. The child who 
had made it stood next to the teacher and, with her help, presented the main char-
acteristics of the animal. 
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2.5 Data transcription 

Teaching situations were transcribed and coded following the guidelines specified by 
the CHILDES system manual (Child Language Data Exchange System) (MacWhinney, 
2000). CHAT format (Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts) was used for tran-
scribing the teaching situations, which allowed data processing with the CLAN pro-
gram (Computerized Language Analysis). Transcriptions were structured in terms of 
the utterances produced by each speaker. An utterance was defined as speech pro-
duced by a speaker delimited by pauses or intonational patterns and which, at the 
same time, has a specific purpose (MacWhinney, 2000).  

2.6 Coding and data analysis 

For this study, only teachers’ utterances were analysed. These utterances were 
coded twice: 1) according to the type of discourse they belong to (social or aca-
demic), and 2) taking into account the pragmatic function that utterances served 
within each kind of text. 

For the type of discourse coding, the conceptual criteria proposed by Green et al. 
(1988) were adopted. Hence, social discourse was defined as discourse which fo-
cused on rules of behavior and requests for attention while academic discourse was 
understood as discourse about the conceptual matters of the academic unit which is 
being developed in the classroom. To categorise teachers’ utterances according to 
the type of discourse, the postcode function in CLAN software was used. In this case, 
the code was added by the researcher at the end of each utterance. 

The second part of the coding consisted of categorising each teacher’s utterance 
considering the pragmatic function it fulfilled within the framework of the conversa-
tional exchanges during class. In this case, a qualitative method, namely, the con-
stant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Glasser & Strauss, 1967), which 
privileges the inductive analysis of empirical corpus, was used. A total of 3930 teach-
ers’ utterances was coded. 

This data analysis process led to the elaboration of a system of categories for 
each type of discourse. Table 1 shows the role played by teachers’ utterances which 
integrate social discourse. Table 2 presents the categories employed to analyse the 
teachers’ utterances that make up academic discourse. 

After the system of categories was elaborated, a code was assigned to each cat-
egory. Then, all the codes were included in a .cut file in CLAN. Through the use of the 
coder mode in CLAN, each teacher’s utterance was classified according to the type 
of pragmatic function performed during the teaching situation. For this second cod-
ing, %spa tiers were used as a dependent coding line. 

Afterwards, the distribution of the variables under consideration across the cor-
pus was quantified as follows: 1) number of teacher’s utterances which integrate 
social or academic discourse, 2) frequency of occurrence for every kind of function 
that the teacher’s utterances accomplished. 



12 A. MENTI ET AL 

Table 1. The role of teachers’ utterances during social discourse 

Pragmatic function  Definition 

Directive Within the framework of conversational exchanges, the teacher selects a 
child to carry out an intervention in the class; she explains how to behave in 
the classroom, requests children’s attention or asks them to carry out ac-
tions related to the organization of the classroom space. 

Commentary The teacher describes the actions she is doing or will do in the future. This 
category includes all those activities that do not refer to thematic content. 

Feedback The teacher evaluates actions, attitudes or behaviors produced by herself 
or by a preschooler. 

Table 2. The role of teacher’s utterances during academic discurse 

Pragmatic function Definition 

Information request The teacher asks questions that are answered with “yes” or “no”, or asks 
children to provide general or specific information. 

Commentary The teacher acknowledges and expands the information provided by a child. 
Transition The teacher organises the thematic structure of the lesson. In this kind of 

utterance, the teacher notices that the development of a topic or a specific 
aspect of it has come to an end. Then, she decides to finish the explanations 
and starts dealing with other content. This type of utterance signals the be-
ginning or ending of a topic in particular. 

Feedback The teacher makes a positive or negative assessment of a child’s response. 

 
Afterwards, the distribution of the variables under consideration across the corpus 
was quantified as follows: 1) number of teacher’s utterances which integrate social 
or academic discourse, 2) frequency of occurrence for every kind of function that the 
teacher’s utterances accomplished. 

2.7 Coding reliability 

One hundred percent of each teaching situation was coded by two different re-
searchers. After that, reliability between judges was calculated using the RELY com-
mand in CLAN. This command allows us to calculate Cohen’s Kappa coefficient. RELY 
was run for each type of discourse (social: .88; academic: .95) and for each category 
system (social discourse categories: .96; academic discourse categories: .94). 

3. RESULTS 

The results of this study are reported in terms of the objectives described above. As 
regards the first objective, namely, to find out if teachers in rural and urban sociocul-
tural contexts foster similar discursive environments during teaching situations, we 
analysed teachers’ utterances during Science lessons and categorised both types of 
discourse that interweave across the classes (social and academic discourse). As re-
gards the second objective, we analysed the pragmatic functions of teachers’ 
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utterances in both discourses. This analysis enabled us to compare the results to 
previous studies. 

3.1 Development of social and academic discourse: comparison between rural and 
urban sociocultural contexts 

The results that follow meet our first objective, that is, to analyse the quantity of 
utterances that teachers in different sociocultural environments (rural and urban) 
devote to the development of academic and social discourse The comparative anal-
ysis of the teaching situations showed that, in both kindergartens, teachers gener-
ated similar discursive contexts during the development of the same thematic unit.  

If the organization of the teacher’s discourse in each teaching situation is consid-
ered, Figure 1 shows that both rural (RT) and urban school teachers (UT) devoted 
similar percentages of their utterances to the development of social discourse (RT: 
26% and UT: 29%) and academic discourse (RT: 74% and UT: 71%).  

Figure 1. Distribution of utterances used by teachers in each kind of discourse 

 
 
Figure 1 also shows that both teachers used more than 70% of their utterances to 
develop the thematic content of the lesson. 
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3.2 The pragmatic function of teacher’ utterances in each discourse modality: com-
parison between rural and urban sociocultural contexts 

The results presented in this section meet the second objective, that is, to analyse 
the pragmatic function that teachers’ utterances acquire in a rural school and an ur-
ban school setting during the development of social and academic discourse.  

Figure 2 shows the distribution of the categories that make up social discourse, 
that is, the proportion of utterances that both teachers used with the purpose of 
regulating, relating or assessing behavioral patterns during the teaching situation.  

Figure 2. Distribution of utterances used by teachers during social discourse 

 
 
The data show that, in both kindergartens, teachers’ utterances were distributed in 
a similar way in each of the categories that make up social discourse. First, both 
teachers used most of their utterances to regulate children’s attention, behavior and 
participation (RT: 71% and UT: 70%). Secondly, they produced similar percentages of 
utterances to relate present or future actions referred to lesson dynamics (RT: 24% 
and UT: 21%). Besides, in a lower percentage, they used utterances whose purpose 
was to evaluate their own or children’s actions, attitudes and behaviors (RT: 5% and 
UT: 9%).  

The exchange fragments presented below illustrate the different pragmatic func-
tions that teacher utterances acquire during the development of social discourse. 
The following example shows how the teacher uses directives to organise the loca-
tion of preschoolers in the classroom:  
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Maestra: Los quiero ver sentados allá. 

Maestra: Mesita número.  

Maestra: Ustedes tienen que mirar. 

Maestra: Mesita número ((Representa el número siete con los dedos)).  

Alumno: Siete. 

Alumno: ¡Uno, dos, tres, cuatro, cinco, seis, siete! 

Maestra: Bueno.  

Maestra: Venga la mesita número siete. 

(Los alumnos que estaban sentados en esa mesa se levantan y se sientan en el piso 
delante de la maestra) 

 

Teacher: I want you to sit over there. 

Teacher: Little table number. 

Teacher: You have to look.  

Teacher: Little table number ((She represents the number seven with her fingers)).  

Child: Seven. 

Child: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven!  

Teacher: Okay.  

Teacher: Come to table number seven. 

(The children who were sitting at that table get up and sit on the floor in front of the 
teacher). 

 
The following exchange shows how the teacher explains the action she is going to 
carry out: 

Maestra: Yo los voy a dibujar. 

Maestra: Y como no me sale a mí cualquier animal voy a hacer uno que me salga. 

 

Teacher: I am going to draw them. 

Teacher: And because I can't draw any animal, I'm going to make one that I can draw. 

 
The following conversational fragment shows how the teacher assesses an action 
performed by herself:  

Maestra: A ver si me sale ((Dibuja sobre el afiche que está pegado en el pizarrón)).  

Alumno: Seño.  

Alumno: El león como hiciste la otra vez en (.) en el equipo del león.  
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(...) 

Maestra: Ah me salió lindo el león ese. 

Alumno: Sí. 

 

Teacher: Let's see if I can do it ((She draws on the poster that is pasted on the black-
board)).  

Child: Mrs.  

Child: The lion as you did the other day in (.) in the team of the lion.  

(...) 

Teacher: Oh, I made a cute lion. 

Child: Yes. 

The information in Figure 3 shows the percentage of teacher’s utterances catego-
rised according to the function they fulfil when the thematic content of the lesson is 
developed. 

Figure 3. Distribution of utterances by teachers during academic discourse 

 
 
First, as in the development of social discourse, the results showed that the utter-
ances of both teachers were distributed similarly in all the categories that make up 
academic discourse. Both the teacher in the urban school and the teacher in the rural 
school used more utterances to request information from the children (RT: 43% and 
UT: 36%). Second, both teachers produced similar percentages of utterances for 
commenting (RT: 28% and UT: 31%) and evaluating (RT: 24% and UT: 28%) the 
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responses of preschoolers. To a lesser extent, they produced utterances intended to 
signal the beginning or the end of a topically-related set (RT: 5% and UT: 5%).  

The following conversational exchanges exemplify the different pragmatic func-
tions that teachers’ utterances acquire during the development of academic dis-
course. The interactional extract below shows how the teacher requests information 
from the children: 

Maestra: ¿Qué más? 

Maestra: Ya encontramos varias diferencias entre los animales. 

Maestra: ¿Qué otra cosa puede ser? 

 

Teacher: What else? 

Teacher: We have already found several differences between the animals. 

Teacher: What else could it be?  

The following example illustrates how the teacher acknowledges and expands on the 
information provided by the children: 

Maestra: Este nido (.) ¿de qué está hecho? 

Alumno: xxx más grande xxx. 

Alumno: Barro.  

Maestra: Ba:::rro ((Baja el volumen de voz)).  

Maestra: Barro. 

Alumno: Hornero.  

Maestra: Hornero (.) porque se parece a un <horno>. 

((Enfatiza la palabra)) para el pan. 

Maestra: ¿Vieron el horno de pan que hace la mamá?  

Varios alumnos: Sí.  

Profesora: Es muy parecido. 

 

Teacher: This nest (.) what is it made of? 

Child: xxx bigger xxx. 

Child: Mud.  

Teacher: Mu::d ((Lowering voice volume)).  

Teacher: Mud. 

Child: Ovenbird.  

Teacher: Ovenbird (.) because it looks like an <oven> 
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((She emphasizes the word)) for bread.  

Teacher: Have you noticed the bread oven that mom has? 

Children: Yes.  

Teacher: It's very similar. 

The following exchange shows how teachers use transitions to discursively mark the 
beginning or the end of the treatment of a topic:  

Maestra: Le gusta comer carne.  

((Hablan varios alumnos a la vez))  

Maestra: Bueno.  

Maestra: Nada más. 

 

Teacher: It likes eating meat. 

((Several students speak at the same time))  

Teacher: Well.  

Teacher: Nothing else.  

Finally, the last fragment exemplifies how the teacher evaluates the response of a 
child positively: 

Maestra: ¿Los halcones? 

Alumno: Sí.  

Maestra: ¿Qué comen? 

Alumno: E::h (.) animales muertos. 

Maestra: Ajá.  

 

Teacher: Hawks? 

Child: Yes.  

Teacher: What do they eat?  

Child: E::h (.) dead animals.  

Teacher: Aha. 

4. DISCUSSION 

The present work originated in the following research question: How do teachers in 
two different sociocultural environments (rural and urban) organise Science lessons 
discursively in kindergartens in Córdoba (Argentina). In order to answer this ques-
tion, two specific objectives were proposed 1) to categorise and tally teachers’ 
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utterances according to the type of discourse they represent (social or academic), 
and 2) to categorise and tally the pragmatic function that teachers’ utterances serve 
within each discourse. This analysis allowed us to inductively elaborate systems of 
pragmatic categories specific to each discursive modality. 

If the first objective is taken into account, the results presented in Figure 1 
showed that both teachers structured the teaching situations on the basis of the in-
terweaving of two discourses. Social discourse focused on the interactive organiza-
tion of the participants and on behavioral norms. In contrast, academic discourse 
focused on the development of the conceptual contents of the thematic unit. As in 
the studies by Green and her collaborators (Green & Weade, 1987; Green et al., 
1988), it was observed that the type of pragmatic function depends on the type of 
discourse. This means that each discursive modality has specific pragmatic purposes. 
Through social discourse, the use of pragmatic functions that meet the particular 
requirements of the discursive modality appeared in teachers’ utterances. For exam-
ple, social discourse is used for teaching children how to participate and behave in 
class, so, pragmatically, teachers’ utterances’ purpose is to direct attention, organise 
space and classroom activities, and evaluate children’s actions and behaviors. During 
the conceptual development of the thematic unit, teachers’ utterances aim at re-
questing information, expanding the information provided by children and evaluat-
ing their responses positively or negatively. 

In agreement with previous studies carried out in sociocultural environments dif-
ferent from ours (Harris et al., 2017; Vrikki et al., 2019), it was observed that the 
teachers in our study devoted most of their utterances to developing the thematic 
content of the lesson rather than regulating, reporting or evaluating actions, atti-
tudes or behaviors during the teaching situation.  

As regards the second objective, the data in Figures 2 and 3 reveal both similari-
ties and differences with the studies reviewed. If the categories that make up social 
discourse are considered, the data showed that most of the teachers’ utterances 
were directives oriented to control the behavior or attention of the kindergarteners. 
These results are in line with those obtained by Dalton-Puffer and Nikula (2006), who 
analysed classes of English as a second language. They observed different teaching 
situations during the development of three subjects in primary and secondary class-
rooms located in Austria and Finland. In other words, they analysed subjects and 
levels of schooling different from those registered in our corpus. Despite these dif-
ferences, the results of both studies showed that teachers used more than 70% of 
their utterances to control children’s behavior or attention. 

If the categories that make up academic discourse are considered, our findings 
showed that the teachers who participated in our study used, on average, the same 
percentage of utterances to request information as the teachers of kindergartens in 
the United States (39%) (Harris et al., 2017). 

Likewise, the kindergarten teachers in our research devoted average percentages 
of their utterances to making comments to daycare assistants which are similar to 
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those reported in the study carried out by Ibañez et al. (2018) (29 % vs. 27 %, respec-
tively). 

When considering the teachers’ evaluations, it is important to highlight that the 
studies reviewed analysed only teachers’ positive feedback. In our study, both posi-
tive (21%) and negative (5.5%) evaluations were included. Beyond these differences, 
the teachers observed in this study used, on average, more utterances for the pur-
pose of positively evaluating children’s responses than their counterparts in the 
United States (15%) (Harris et al., 2017) as well as primary school teachers in England 
(14%) (Vrikki et al., 2019).  

From the observation of the video recordings, we noticed that the two teaching 
situations analysed took place in different sociocultural contexts and with different 
dynamics. Thus, for example, the teacher at the rural school taught the first class in 
the schoolyard and the other did so in the classroom. The theme of their classes 
focused on birds that they observed directly in the context of the situation. In con-
trast, the urban teacher developed the entire teaching situation inside the class-
room. The thematic content was supported by information on different animals that 
the children did research on at home with their families’ help and brought to the 
classroom as homework. It is important to highlight that, even though both teaching 
situations took place in different environments and with different methodologies, 
the results showed that the two teachers generated similar discursive contexts. 

A possible interpretation of these results could be that both teachers have ter-
tiary professional training, without specialization in Science teaching or training re-
lated to the importance classroom interactions during the teaching and learning pro-
cesses. As suggested by Vrikki et al. (2019), the use of specific pragmatic functions 
present in academic discourse would be related to individual teachers’ experience. 
Thus, these authors propose that those pragmatic functions which seek to promote 
scientific reasoning in students depend on having received training in the relevance 
of dialogue in the classroom or not. On the other hand, pragmatic functions, such as 
expansions and evaluations, would not depend on teacher training but on the con-
tingency requirements of the interaction. 

In that sense, it is important to highlight that the curricula by the Ministry of Ed-
ucation of Córdoba province establish the general themes teachers have to teach to 
their students during Science lessons but do not give them pedagogical tools to apply 
that knowledge or preparation as regards how teachers’ discourse shapes classroom 
interactions with preschoolers. Harris et al. (2017), for instance, collected the data 
during the implementation of a specific programme for Science teaching in kinder-
garten classrooms, but, in our study, the teachers developed Science lessons without 
any specific training related to how to teach Science in kindergarten.  

In contrast to the research mentioned above, in the present study, we catego-
rised transitional utterances that teachers used to indicate the beginning or the end 
of a topically-related set (Mehan, 1979). Teachers used this type of utterance to or-
ganise the thematic structure of the lesson. As observed by Mehan (1979), the inter-
actions between the teacher and the students were organised in interactional 
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sequences that were more extensive than the tripartite IRF format. That is, teachers 
tended to initiate interactions by asking questions with the purpose of requesting 
information from children. Then, several comments were exchanged, followed by 
feedback, either positive or negative. This dialogic organization showed that evalua-
tions do not always occur immediately after the first response from the child. Once 
the teacher notices that the development of a particular aspect of the topic has fin-
ished, she makes an utterance indicating the end of that topically-related set. Gen-
erally, these utterances occur after the feedback. 

Furthermore, background research demonstrates that both the questions asked 
and the comments made by teachers promote children’s linguistic and cognitive de-
velopment (Ard & Beverly, 2004). It is also important to analyse the utterances that 
make up social discourse because, through them, preschoolers learn when and how 
to participate in the lesson. As Mehan (1979) argues, in the framework of interac-
tions, children learn to participate with their teacher, with their peers and with the 
group in general. These results are particularly relevant in our context given that 
most of the children observed were beginning their second year of formal schooling 
at the time of recording. In addition, these children had not previously attended day-
care centers or nurseries.  

These results could have important pedagogical implications that inform teach-
ing practices. First, they reveal the need to incorporate theoretical content and prac-
tice opportunities that help teachers in teacher training institutions organise the de-
velopment of their Science lessons. Second, these findings show that it is necessary 
to train teachers in the value that dialogue acquires in the classroom. In this sense, 
it is important to learn and implement discourse strategies that promote children’s 
scientific thinking at this level.  

As regards future lines of research, this study points to the need for forthcoming 
research to expand our analysis and address children’s interventions as a comple-
ment for the analysis of teachers’ utterances. Another area for further research 
could address what happens when a teacher is moving between academic and social 
utterances for various reasons in order to analyse how they fit together. It would be 
interesting to explore the reasons for doing that and how that affects the teaching 
situation.  

It should be emphasised that these results should not be generalised as they do 
not statistically represent the urban and rural environments of schools in Córdoba, 
Argentina. These findings, however, may be taken into account in future research 
with the aim of establishing comparisons with other kindergarten classrooms or with 
different grades of elementary school. It may also be vital to consider other aspects 
that were not considered in this work, such as utterances that teachers used to de-
velop vocabulary, which could eventually have an impact on the teaching and learn-
ing processes. 

In conclusion, the two objectives proposed at the beginning of this study have 
been met. The inductive elaboration of the two systems of categories enabled us to 
identify and describe the pragmatic function that teachers’ utterances performed 
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during the development of each discourse modality: social or academic. Likewise, 
this study enabled us to ponder the characteristics of the discourse environments 
that children who are speakers of Rioplatense Spanish are exposed to during the de-
velopment of the same thematic unit related to Science in an urban and a rural kin-
dergarten. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The authors would like to thank the teachers and preschoolers who participated in 
this study. 

FUNDING 

This work was supported by the Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Científicas y 
Técnicas; Secretaría de Ciencia y Técnica, Universidad Nacional de Córdoba 
[33620180100148CB].  

REFERENCES 

Ard, L. M., & Beverly, B. L. (2004). Preschool word learning during joint book reading: effect of adult ques-
tions and comments. Communication Disorders Quarterly, 26(1), 17-28. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177%2F15257401040260010101 

Baumann, J., & Graves, M. (2010). What is academic vocabulary? Journal of Adolescent and Adult literacy 
54(10), 4-12.  

Carranza, I. (2015). Conversación y deixis de discurso [Conversation and speech deixis]. Universidad 
Nacional de Córdoba. 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing 
grounded theory (4th Ed.). Sage. 

Dalton-Puffer, C., & Nikula, T. (2006). Pragmatics of Content-based Instruction: Teacher and Student Di-
rectives in Finnish and Austrian Classrooms. Applied Linguistics, 27(2), 241-267. https://doi.org/ 
10.1093/applin/aml007 

Dickinson, D. K., & Smith, M. W. (1994). Long-term effects of preschool teachers' book readings on low-
income children's vocabulary and story comprehension. Reading Research Quarterly, 29(2), 104–122. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/747807 

Girolametto, L., Weitzman, E., van Lieshout, R., & Duff, D. (2000). Directiveness in teachers' language input 
to toddlers and preschoolers in day care. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 43(5), 
1101–1114. http://dx.doi.org/10.1044/jslhr.4305.1101 

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Aldine Press. 
Green, J. L., & Weade, R. (1987). In Search of meaning: A sociolinguistic perspective. In D. Bloome (Ed.), 

Literacy and Schooling (pp. 3-34). Ablex. 
Green, J. L., Weade, R., & Graham, K. (1988). Lesson construction and student participation. In J. Green, 

& J. Harker (Eds.), Multiple Perspective Analyses of Classroom Discourse (pp. 11-48). Ablex. 
Harris, K., Crabbe, J. J., & Harris, C. (2017). Teacher discourse strategies used in kindergarten inquiry-based 

science learning. Asia-Pacific Forum on Science Learning and Teaching, 18(2), 1-30. 
Ibañez, M. I., Ramírez, M. L., & Rosemberg, C. R. (2018). “Salga de acá, vaya para allá”: las características 

léxicas y pragmáticas del discurso docente en el jardín maternal [“Get out of here, go there": the 
lexical and pragmatic characteristics of the teaching discourse in the maternal garden]. Revista de 
Psicología, 14(27), 111-123. 



 TEACHERS’ DISCOURSE IN KINDERGARTEN 23 

Jefferson, G. (1984). Transcription notation. InJ. Maxwell Atkinson, & J. Heritage (Eds.), Structures of Social 
Interaction (pp. 9-16). Cambridge University Press. 

Lee, S. C., & Irving, K. E. (2018). Development of Two-Dimensional Classroom Discourse Analysis Tool 
(CDAT): scientific reasoning and dialog patterns in the secondary science classes. IJ STEM Ed 5, 5. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-018-0100-0 

Lemke, J. L. (1990). Talking science: Language, learning, and values. Ablex Publishing Corporation. 
Macbeth, D. (2004). The relevance of repair for classroom correction. Language in Society, 33(5), 703-736. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404504045038 
MacWhinney, B. (1991). The CHILDES Project. Erlbaum. 
MacWhinney, B. (2000). The CHILDES Project: Tools for analyzing talk. 3rd Edition. Lawrence Erlbaum As-

sociates. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F026565909200800211 
Mehan, H. (1979). Learning Lessons. Harvard University Press. 
Menti, A., Rosemberg, C., & Montivero, M. C. (2015-2018). Oportunidades para el aprendizaje de 

vocabulario en contextos de interacción en el nivel inicial y primario de la provincia de Córdoba. [Op-
portunities for learning vocabulary in interaction contexts at kindergarten and primary school level in 
primary grades in the province of Córdoba] (CONICET-CIFAL-UNC).  

Miller, J. F., & Chapman, R. S. (1992). Systematic analysis of language transcripts. University of Wisconsin–
Madison. 

Ong, J. (2019). A case study of classroom discourse analysis of teacher’s fronted reading comprehension 
lessons for vocabulary learning opportunities. RELC Journal, 50(1), 118-135. 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0033688217730138 

Resolución 2857 de 2006. CONICET, Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Científicas y Técnicas. 
Lineamientos para el comportamiento ético en las Ciencias Sociales y Humanidades [Guidelines for 
ethical behavior in the Social Sciences and Humanities]. 11 de diciembre de 2006. 
https://www.conicet.gov.ar/wp-content/uploads/RD-20061211-2857.pdf 

Sinclair, J. M., & Coulthard, R. M. (1975). Towards an analysis of discourse: The English used by teachers 
and pupils. Oxford University Press. 

Snow, C. E., Arlman-Rupp A., Hassing, Y., Jobse, J., Joosten, J., & Vorster, J. (1975). Mothers’ speech in 
three social classes. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 5, 1-20. 

Vrikki, M., Wheathley, L., Howe, C., Hennessy, S., & Mercer, N. (2019). Dialogic practices in primary school 
classrooms. Language and Education, 33(1), 85-100. https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782. 
2018.1509988 

  



24 A. MENTI ET AL 

APPENDIX: TRANSCRIPTION GUIDELINES 

::    vowel lengthening 
/   rising intonation 
\    falling intonation 
(())   no lexical phenomena  
()    comments of authors  
CAPITAL LETTER  emphasis 
= =   overlap 
(.)   brief pause, less than 0.1 second 
<0.5>   long pause (in seconds)  
(www)   inaudible 
(doubtful)  doubtful fragment 
 ¿ ?   interrogative intonation 
 -    interruption 
[ ]   start and end of the gesture, respectively 
[*]    error 


