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Puppet-masters

During student – student output stages, why do 

teachers sometimes intervene?

After output stages, what do feedback sessions 

usually consist of?

outcomes



Puzzle solvers

For students, what are the puzzles?

 They can’t find a word or phrase.

 They don’t understand one another.

 They can’t choose the right form.

 Communication breaks down.

 A learner speaks to themselves.

events

How can we use feedback stages to respond to these events?





background

 Val, Marcela and Marta are English 
teachers from Brazil in a closed group. This 
exchange occurred during a task to decide 
which famous Brazilian could be used as a 
role model to encourage their students to 
learn English. 

 What is the puzzle and do the students 
solve it?

 Does the teacher need to intervene?



The case of the Brazilian astronaut

 Marta: Umm …. I think we can use him with the 

students as he had (….) a difficult, eh (…..) criação

 (long pause)

 Val:             criação …… mmm?

 Marcela:     background?

 Val:             (shrugs) …. is possible

 Marcela:     (shrugs and nods in agreement)

 Marta:         ok background … I think he’s ….. good 

because he have a difficult background with no money 

and a .. poor place …. but he got apprenticeship.



The puzzle 

‘Equivalence’ code-switches are ones that seem to 

be triggered by the absence of lexical items and 

account for over a third of all switches recorded. 

There is also evidence to suggest that this is the 

only use of code-switching that learners are truly 

aware of.

(Samson,  A. 2012)



What we did
 The group described the problem.

 I wrote the Portuguese word on the board.

 Students brainstormed options before discussing the 
suitability of each one.

- background

- past 

- childhood

During tasks, the students noted down occasions when 
they had had to resort to L1. These were then raised in 
feedback and solved/discussed as a class.





What my students said

“I worry about my mistakes” (Asuko)

“If I can’t do it I give up” (Kenta)

“I can’t relax until I understand” (Kenta)

“My teacher doesn’t correct me enough”





Background

Amado, Nuhan and Kubra are students 

in a pre-intermediate class talking about 

food in their country. 

 What is the puzzle and do the students 

solve it?

 Does the teacher need to intervene?



The jonger incident
 Amado: we eat lamb (pronounced /læmb/)

 Nuhan: lamb?

 Amado: yes… it’s meat

 kubra: (to Nuhan) is sheep ….

 Amado: …. but / ‘dʒɒŋgə /

 Kubra: (to Amado) no.  it’s sheep

 Amado: yes. Yes. Sheep

 Nuhan: koyun (to self)

 Kubra: (to Amado) lamb is …..meat of sheep

 Amado: yes, yes …… baby sheep

 Kubra: baby sheep?

 Amado: yes…….. / ‘dʒɒŋə / 

 Kubra: /’yʌŋə/ 

 Amado: yes … /yʌŋə/ sheep ….. /yʌŋə/ sheep (repeated to self)

 Kubra: /yʌŋə/ 

 (……..)

 Nuhan: we eat lamb too (pronounced /lʌm/)



The puzzle

When learners are aware that their interlocutors 

cannot understand they notice the limits of their 

performance. When communication breaks down, 

the necessity to find better ways to express 

meaning pushes the learners’ development and 

creates the need to consider language more 

deeply.

Lightbown and Spada (2006)



What we did

 Simply, I asked Amado’s group to describe what 

happened and how they solved the problem.

 During output stage, each group was given a card which 

any of them could hold up when their peers didn’t 

understand them. This brings me into play.

 Remembering the Brazilian astronaut, we extended this 

to occasions when the learners felt they needed a word 

or phrase. 



What we did

Highlighting Amado’s use of private talk, I started to 

incorporate more repetition-to-self in my feedback slots.

Kubra: /’yʌŋə/ 

Amado: yes … /yʌŋə/ sheep ….. /yʌŋə/ (repeated to self)





Background

Kenta and Sorour are students in a mid-

intermediate class talking about how they 

think their lives will be different in 10 years’ 

time.

 What was the puzzle and did the students 

solve it?

 Did the teacher need to intervene?



Kenta and Sorour
 Sorour: I’ll be quitting smoking (…) no

 Kenta: no?

 Sorour:      no

 Kenta: no what?

 Sorour: not I’ll be quitting smoking

 Kenta: no

 Sorour: will be….

 Kenta: ….will be quit….

 Sorour: ….will be quitted

 (long pause)

 Kenta: you will be quit (nodding)

 (long pause)

 Sorour: you understand?

 Kenta: yeah you will be quit

 Sorour: I will be quit

 (long pause)

 Kenta: (to self) ………is not that



The puzzle

while attempting to produce the target language, 
learners may notice that they do not know how to 
say precisely the meaning they wish to convey. In 
other words, under some circumstances, the activity 
of producing the target language may prompt second 
language learners to recognize consciously some of 
their linguistic problems: It may bring their attention 
to something they need to discover about their 
second language.

(Swain, M. 2005, p. 474)



What we did

 As simple as asking Kenta and Sorour what they were 

trying to say and building from the problem.

 This led to some fairly standard rule/pattern discovery 

work.  

The students can now also hold up their card if they don’t 

know how to do something.  Again, this brings me into 

play.



Intervention cards

3 new things I was able to do in feedback

 We could openly discuss ‘events’

 Discuss why students used their cards

 Discuss why they didn’t

They had solved the puzzle or worked a way 

round it without me.



What my students said

“I worry about my mistakes” (Asuko)

“If I can’t do it I give up” (Kenta)

“I can’t relax until I understand” (Kenta)

“My teacher doesn’t correct me enough”



Comments from students

 “I think now almost my mistakes don’t 

matter” (Asuko)

 “I understand when I need to do more” 

(Chin)

 “I can learn more with my friends but I 

can call you when I want” (Kenta)



Conclusions and suggestions

 By focusing only on outcomes or trying to ‘control’ output 
we sometimes miss the event.

 Yet the event can often provide interesting raw material for 
teaching and learning or lead to tweaks to your techniques. 

 By focusing on events, my learners were made aware not 
only of gaps in their language but also the impact of that gap.

 We were able to discuss what they had done to close that 
gap.

 We were also able to discuss strategy use more.



Conclusions and suggestions

 The students seemed to be quite effective in 
choosing good moments for me to intervene…

 …. but we were also able to discuss the fact I 
hadn’t.

 I still have ‘emancipatory authority’ (Morita   
2004)

 I can still be the puppet-master.



Using learner transcripts

Using learner extracts and transcripts “increases the 

chances of learners’ noticing, remembering, and 

producing reprocessed forms highlighted in feedback 

on the transcripts” (Lynch 2007). 

 They can also be used to make learners aware of 

issues that arose.

 The same applies to whatever you can get up on 

the board, so although it’s difficult to do, it’s worth 

trying.
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