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ABSTRACT

Contrary to what one expects from the literature, this study shows that
referential questions does not necessarily elicit longer or syntactically more
complex answers from ESL students in Hong Kong. If teachers of English want
to help their students produce more spoken output, they need to consider
questioning strategies, and also students' attitudes towards questioning and
answering behaviour in the classroom.

INTRODUCTION

It is now generally agreed
that questioning is an important
method of teaching. Aschner
(1961) , for example, calls the
teacher "a professional question
maker" and suggests that question
asking is "one of the basic ways by
which the teacher stimulates
student thinking and learning"
(quoted in Gall 1970: 707) . Gall
regards the belief that questions
play a significant role in teaching
as "a truism" (1970:707).

Given their importance to
education, it is not surprising
that questions "have been the focus
of research attention in both
content classrooms and language
classrooms for many years" (Nunan
1990:187). In the content
classroom, cognitive levels of
questions have been studied in
relation to student achievement
(Winne 1979; Redfield & Rousseau
1981). In the language classroom,
questions have tended to be
examined as a means of elici ting
more or less linguistic output and
involving students in interaction.
(See review of the literature
below. )

While these studies have shed
much light on the relationships
between teacher questions and
student performance, they have not

exhausted the subject. Indeed, in
his review of teacher questions in
the language classroom, Nunan
(1989:30) claims that research into
the relative effects of display and
referential questions is still in
its initial stages. He further
points out that previous studies
have not taken into account a few
factors that may have an effect on
student responses - factors like
"the topic area, the learner's
background knowledge, and
contextual and interpersonal
variables" (1989:31).

It was against this context
that the present study was
conceived. Its purpose is twofold.
First, it aims to investigate the
relationships among these four
variables in the ESL classroom in
Hong Kong: (1) question types, (2)
questioning strategies, (3) student
attitudes, and (4) patterns of
interaction. Second, it attempts
to explain how this classroom-based
research can inform and guide
classroom practices.

The sections that follow
consist of six main parts. Section
2 defines some key terms used in
this paper. It is followed, in
Section 3, by a review of three
related studies on teacher
questions in the language
classroom. Section 4 describes the
sample of data on which this study
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