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Fact Sheet 19 - Analysing dialogue to improve your practice with IRF 

TAs and teachers support learning and behaviour by verbally communicating with 

students. We are constantly engaged in some form of verbal communication with 

students and the role of educator is almost 100% verbal. Given how much time you 

will spend verbally interacting with your students, it’s worth considering how these 

conversations unfold and what best practice looks like.  

Instructional interactions generally begin with some type of invitation (such as a 

question). The student then provides a response of some kind and finally the instructor 

gives feedback. This 3-step process is known as ‘IRF’ (which stands for ‘initiation, 

response and feedback’). TAs and teachers verbally use this IRF sequence hundreds 

of times each day. It therefore stands to reason that we should examine it in more 

detail. Most importantly, we need to ensure that we integrate the basic instructional 

strategies into this simple IRF interaction. 

 

Here is a typical example of this sequence in action. The student is trying to solve the 

problem ‘4 + 4 x 4’ using BIMDAS: 

TA: What answer did you get? (Initiation) 

Student: 32 (Response) 

TA. I think it’s 20, don’t you? (Feedback) 

Initiation

• Invite the student to respond (such as by asking a question, 
prompting, modelling, hinting or providing an instruction).

Response

•The student provides a response (which can be correct, 
partially correct or incorrect).

Feedback

•Provide feedback (such as praise, a prompt or hint, an 
example, a think-aloud, a correction or a follow-up 
question). 
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How do you think the TA performed in the example above? Here are 5 things the TA 

did wrong: 

1. Concept understanding. The TA started by asking the student for the correct 

answer. This is not that important because it doesn’t tell us about the student’s 

level of conceptual understanding. A better approach is to ask the student to 

explain his/her process (such as by asking, ‘how did you come to that 

answer?’). 

2. When the student responded with an incorrect answer, the TA should have 

withheld the answer. As a general rule, never give a student an outright 

answer in situations such as this. 

3. The TA should have used least-to-most prompting to encourage the student 

to figure out where he or she went wrong. For example, the TA could have said, 

‘tell me why you think that?’ instead of providing the answer. A prompt would 

have forced the student to self-repair which is when learning happens. Note 

that the TA could use this approach even for a correct answer because the 

student may have guessed or copied it.  

4. As the student didn’t have the opportunity to self-repair, there was no praise. 

5. The TA started with a closed question. 

A common trap that TAs fall into is asking students to ‘have another guess’. This is not 

a good approach because guessing the correct answer doesn’t help the student to 

learn the concept. Be on the lookout for students who get the correct answer by 

guessing and treat a correct guess as if it were an incorrect answer. 

A better approach in this situation might have looked like the following: 

TA: How did you work that out? (open question)  

Student: Well I added these 2 and then multiplied by 4 – so 32! 

TA: Raises eyebrow and pauses (low-level, non-verbal prompts) 

Student: Oh wait, I did it in the wrong order (TA nods) …20, it’s 20! 

TA: Excellent (praise), always check your working even if you think you’re 

correct (metacognitive training). 
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Notice how the TA used an open question, asked about the method as opposed to the 

answer, used least-to-most prompting, withheld the answer, used simultaneous 

prompting (the nod) and praise to build confidence, and even suggested a 

metacognitive skill (the student checking his/her own work) to build independence.  

In a small group situation, using open questions is preferred as they suggest that more 

than one correct answer exists while encouraging every student to participate. Be 

careful not to follow an open question with a second question or a comment that 

narrows the number of possible responses. Doing that turns your open question into 

a direct question. For example, do say, ‘which country has the biggest land mass?’, 

but don’t then say, ‘is it Russia?’. 

The student self-repaired with a minimal prompt in the previous example. If the student 

was still confused however, the following exchange might take place: 

TA: How did you work that out? 

Student: Well I added the first 2 and then ‘timesed’ them together. 

TA: [Pauses, raises eyebrow]. What do you think Sarah (another student)?. 

Sarah: [Both check their working] I did the same thing. 

TA: Did you follow the process? 

Student: [Thinks for a moment] I think so. 

TA: [Pauses for 10 seconds] Which is? [Another 10-second pause] What’s the 

rule when there are additions and multiplications?  

Student: BIMDAS? 

TA: Yes, explain it to me. 

Student: [Explains BIMDAS correctly.] 

TA: Good, so you understand the concept, now apply it one step at a time. 

Student: OHHH, I get it now…so it’s 20! 

TA: Excellent. Always think about how the concept applies before jumping in. 
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Notice the following in the above interaction: 

• The TA provided multiple OTRs and not a single one was a closed (yes or no) 

question. Each OTR prompted the student towards conceptual understanding 

by having him or her self-assess each decision. This means that the student 

identified and fixed their mistakes (self-repaired), which significantly improved 

their chances of not making the same mistake again. Research recommends 

3.5 OTRs per minute for maximum engagement. The TA achieved that in this 

example.  

 

• The TA praised the student multiple times and there were no corrections. 

Research shows that TAs should use more positive praise statements than 

corrections in order to boost student self-confidence and engagement. 

 

• The TA used least-to-most prompting. A minimum amount of support was 

initially provided (i.e. a raised eyebrow and pause) in the hopes that this would 

prompt the student to self-repair without further intervention. As this didn’t work, 

the TA provided a higher level of support and asked a series of questions which 

encouraged the student to recall and apply the concept. The TA stopped short 

of modelling or shared learning as this higher level of support was not required 

in this case (but it might have been the next step if the students were still 

confused). 

 

• The TA used chunking to divide the problem into several steps and then began 

asking questions at each step. The student realised where he/she had gone 

wrong straight away, however that’s not always the case. A simple 4-step 

approach to learning BIMDAS may be: 

Step 1: Recall the concept. 

Hint 
Use pauses to not only encourage students to self-repair, but for you to think 

about what to say next. 
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Step 2: Identify the multiplication calculation: 4 + 4 x 4 

Step 3: Do the multiplication calculation and write down the answer (16) 

Step 4: Now do the whole calculation (left to right) to find the answer (4 + 16 = 

20) 

In our example, the TA actually combined steps 2, 3 and 4 into a single question (‘what 

does that mean for this question?’). This was done because the TA realised that the 

student understood the concept well enough but was not applying it properly. If the 

student really struggled at this point, the TA might have taken the time to go through 

each of the 4 steps a few times but with different inputs. 

If the student was still completely lost, the TA may need to reteach the concept (e.g., 

by modelling an example). This is a last resort but may be necessary now and then. 

Don’t be afraid to stop a student and to go back to modelling or re-teaching a concept 

even if it’s been some time since it was first introduced. 

 


