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What has the study of classroom talk told 
us that can improve the quality of 

education?

 



What evidence do we have that:

(a) the quality of talk in classrooms 
matters?

(b) if we change the quality of talk, 
we can improve the quality of 
education?



The amount and quality of the dialogue 
children experience at home is one of best 
predictors of their eventual academic 
attainment 
(Hart & Risley, 1995). 

“Mothers or carers who have an “elaborative” 
conversational style have children with more organised 
and detailed memories...   Mothers who...seldom use 
elaboration and evaluation, have children who recall less 
about the past. Longitudinal studies have shown that it 
is the experience of verbalising events at the time that 
they occur that is critical for long-term retention.”
 (Goswami and Bryant,2007, p. 8)



Two main kinds of classroom dialogue:

1. Talk between a teacher and one or 
more pupils

2. 2.Talk amongst pupils (without an 
teacher)



What can teachers use talk to do?

• Instruct
• Check understanding
• Maintain control
•  Find out more about what their students know and 

think at the start of a topic
• Encourage students’ metacognition: get them to 

articulate their thoughts and reflect on them
• Help students see a learning trajectory
• Model ways of using language for reasoning and arguing



What does teacher-pupil talk usually 
look like?

Initiation 
Teacher: Can anyone just remind us what 

     oxygen is? Colin?
Response

 Colin: It's a gas
Feedback

Teacher: Yes, that’s right.

The IRF exchange



“In the whole class sections of literacy 
and numeracy lessons…most of the 
questions asked were of a low cognitive 
level designed to funnel pupils’ 
responses towards a required answer.”

(Smith, Hardman, Wall & Mroz, 2004)

What does most teacher-student 
interaction look like? 



Year 7: talking about energy (1)
Teacher:  Do you remember the electric bell?
Students:  Yes! [in chorus]
Teacher:  OK!  Did any of you notice, did any of you actually hold onto the bell 

after it had...been working?  What did you notice?
Suzanne:  Vibration
Teacher:  Well, the arm vibrated, yes.  Sound.  What else did you notice?
Tom:  It was loud.
Teacher:  That's not quite what I'm getting at.
Teacher:  Remember the bell.  There's the bell [holding up a bell in front of the 

class].  You did the experiment.  If you held onto this bit here where the wires 
were [indicating], did you notice anything there?

Jason:  There were sparks there.
Teacher:  Heat, did you notice some heat?
Jason:  There were sparks from there.
Teacher:  There were?
Jason:  Sparks.
Teacher:  There were some sparks, yes.  Let's just ignore the sparks a 

minute...some heat.  There was a little bit of heat there with that one.



Teachers’ use of talk is linked to 
good learning outcomes when…

•…teachers use strategies other 
than the usual closed-question 
IRF exchanges
• …and they help pupils appreciate 
the value of dialogue for learning. 

(Kyriacou & Issitt, 2008)



The most effective teachers...

• …use question-and-answer sequences not just to 
test knowledge, but also to guide the development 
of children’s understanding. 

• …teach not just 'subject content', but also how to 
solve problems and make sense of experience. 

• …treat learning as a social, communicative process. 

 (Rojas-Drummond & Mercer, 2004)



Talk about literary texts that promotes 
students’ high-level comprehension has the 

following characteristics:

•teachers reformulate and summarise what 
students say, which provides an opportunity for 
other students to build on these ideas; 
•teachers encourage students to put the main idea 
in their own words; 
•teachers press the students for elaboration of 
their ideas, e.g. ‘How did you know that?’ ‘Why?’.

(Wolf, Crosson & Resnick, 2005)

•teachers ask authentic questions
•students hold the floor for extended periods of time

(Wilkinson & Soter, 2009)



Talk about literary texts that does not 
encourage comprehension has the following 

characteristics:
•teachers explicitly ask students a question but do 
not follow up the question or link their answers to 
the text;

•teachers merely check students’ comprehension 
by seeking yes-no answers, and leave little room 
for students to make sense of the text and select 
appropriate evidence to back up their thoughts;

•teachers frame the question in such a way that 
the students only have to complete the teachers’ 
incomplete sentence.

(Wolf, Crosson & Resnick, 2006)



•  A meta-analysis of research on conceptual change 
in science education found that the effects of 
interventions were greatest when hands on 
activity was combined with some form of relevant 
discussion.

(Murphy, 2007)

Discussion helps conceptual 
change in science education



So what could teacher-
student talk look like? 



In dialogic teaching the teacher…
• asks questions which encourage students to take 

extended turns to express their thoughts, reveal 
their misunderstandings and make relevant 
comments

• uses talk to create continuity and coherence in 
children’s learning

• helps students understand that talk is useful for 
learning

• balances authoritative talk with dialogue
(Alexander, 2007)

• Dialogic education means teaching for dialogue as 
well as teaching through dialogue

• (Wegerif, in press)



Year 7:Talking about energy (2)
Teacher: Right, let me repeat what Kevin said. Hands down for a minute, you'll get arm 

ache. Kevin said the person in a hot place would have more energy than 
somebody in a cold place, because the sun makes Vitamin D. All right that's 
one idea. Let’s hold that idea in our heads.  Josh?

Josh: Um I actually think its the opposite of what Kevin said, because the sun’s rays 
um, its just um that its colder, um so they'd be getting the same energy from the 
sun, but they wouldn't feel the same effect.

Teacher: That's a good point, so they'll get the same energy from the sun but they 
won’t feel the same effect.  Yes?

Emma:  I'm not sure if this is right but um, say in a place like Africa, they have quite a 
few trees, and they kind of give us energy; but in this place like the Arctic, they 
don't have any trees.

Teacher: They don't have any trees, we've got lots of ideas coming out. 

Cameron: It’s to do with the atmosphere, in a hotter country there's a more dense 
atmosphere which takes up some of the um, energy, so they get as much as a 
thinner atmosphere in Antarctica or in the Artic.

Teacher: OK so the atmosphere makes a difference. Right, let’s see if we can take some 
of those ideas, and try and come up with an explanation?  



Some whole-class dialogue 
strategies that work

• Ask ‘why’ questions (rather than only ‘what’ questions)

• Ask not just one, but several students for reasons and 
justifications for their views before going into a topic

• Ask students to comment on each others’ views

• Hold back demonstrations or explanations until the 
existing ideas of at least some students have been 
heard (and then, where possible, link what you say to 
issues they have raised).

(Dawes, 2007)



But...
• This do not mean teachers shouldn’t ask 

questions
• It does not mean teachers should avoid 

lecturing or instructing
• It is the strategic balance of 

authoritative  and dialogic discourse that 
matters
(Mortimer & Scott; Scott, 2008)



Collaborative learning activities have 
been shown to benefit learning and 

conceptual development (especially for 
complex tasks)

(Johnson & Johnson 1997: review 
of 378 studies)



Most classroom talk amongst peers is 
not usually productive

Many observational studies have 
confirmed this: there is usually 

very little Exploratory Talk

(e.g. Bennett & Cass 1989; Galton, 
Hargreaves, Comber, Wall, & Pell 1999; 
Blatchford & Kutnick 2003; Wegerif & 
Scrimshaw 1997).  



Why is children’s talk in groups often 
not creative and productive?

1. Many children may not know how to talk 
and think together effectively

2. Their teachers assume they do



What features of peer dialogue are 
useful for learning?

In the dialogue of children aged 10 to 12 years, 
working together on science activities, the best 
predictors of learning gain were:

•groups being asked by the teacher to seek 
agreement
•the expression of contrasting opinions
•teachers not intervening very often in the group

(Howe et al., 2007; Tolmie et al., 2007; Howe, 2009)



● …in which partners engage critically but constructively with 
each other's ideas; 

● everyone participates; 
● tentative ideas are treated with respect;
● ideas may be challenged;
● challenges are justified, reasons are given and alternative 

ideas or understandings are offered;
● opinions are considered before decisions are made and 

agreement is sought. 
● Knowledge is made publicly accountable and so reasoning is 

visible in the talk.
(Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Dawes, Mercer & Wegerif, 

2000)

 Exploratory Talk…

Cf. ‘Accountable talk’ and ‘critical discussion’
(Keefer et al. 2006)



Suzie: D9 now, that's a bit complicated it's got to be
Graham: A line like that, a line like that and it ain't got a line 

with that
Tess: It's got to be that one
Graham: It's going to be that don't you think? Because look 

all the rest have got a line like that and like that, I 
think it's going to be that because ...

Tess: I think it's number 6
Suzie: No I think it's number 1
Graham: Wait no, we've got number 6, wait stop, do you 

agree that it's number 1? Because look that one there 
is blank, that one there has got them, that one there 
has to be number 1, because that is the one like that. 
Yes. Do you agree?

(Tess nods in agreement) 
Suzie: D9 number 1 

(Suzie writes '1', which is the correct answer)

Three Children doing the Raven's test



Teachers rarely encourage students to verbalize their 
thinking or to ask questions.

Student behaviour in small groups largely mirrors the 
discourse modelled by, and the expectations 
communicated by, their teachers.

(Webb et al. 2006)

•Most teachers do not help students learn how to 
collaborate effectively.

•Most teachers do not ‘model’ Exploratory Talk



One way of preparing children for dialogue
T: Right.  Don't talk.  

(Teacher is at her desk preparing to start the lesson. She drops a paper.)

T: Can you pick it up Sylvia and Gina?  That will be so helpful, instead of just sitting 
there and going ‘yeah right’.  

(Students help the teacher pick up paper from the floor)

T: Whose mess is all that? Get it into a neat pile, and two, there should be Helen, a 
box of compasses in the bottom cupboard, can you get them out for me please?   
Right this table, Fran's table can we straighten up and move down a bit?  This 
table can to the right a bit.

(Students are helping set up the classroom. 

T: Ok, right.  Books away please, let’s have a look at you today.   Steven we're 
going to be doing lots of talking today, but we need to be talking about the right 
things.  Everything away.  Come on it’s a nice sunny day, and we've got stuff to 
do.  OK.  You're there so Michael and and David can give you a nudge, when you 
need to focus.  Sit next to Helen please Robby.  Alright now, today we're moving 
on a little bit…



..and another way
• T: You all have to co-operate, so it’s a group responsibility for completing the 

task.  It's not up to one person, it is a group responsibility.  What about if you 
can't make your mind up?  If two people, if things aren't quite going, going as 
they should be?

S1:  Write down both ideas.

T: Write down both ideas, if that's part of the [problem].  And if you've got a 
real problem?

S1: You could vote.

T: You could vote, good way of sorting it out.

(Various students raising their hands)

T: You still might want to write down this is the majority.  Anything else we 
could do, Alvie?

S1: Explain why you think your answer is right.

T: Right explain, take your time to - don't just say well I think this.

S1: Ask ‘Why?’.

T: Which is a word you guys often use. 



The Thinking Together 
intervention studies

• Approx 700 children, 6-14
• 12 lesson programme
• Lessons 1-5: teacher-led 

discussion
• raising children’s awareness of 

how talk can be used for working 
together and establishing a set of 
‘ground-rules’ for discussion which 
would facilitate Exploratory Talk

• Lessons 6-12: peer group activity
• Children collaborate in their study 

of the curriculum.. 

www.thinking-together.org.uk



Compared with control classes, children who 
followed the Thinking Together programme…

• Began to use much more Exploratory Talk

• Pursued group activities more cooperatively and in more 
depth

• Became better at solving problems together 

• Became better at solving problems alone
(As assessed by scores on Raven’s Progressive Matrices)

• Achieved significantly better scores in tests of science 
and maths

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007)



How can we explain the beneficial 
effects of Exploratory Talk on 

children’s learning and reasoning?
• Such talk amongst peers generates socio-

cognitive conflict, which motivates enquiry and 
conceptual change 

(Perret-Clermont , 1980)
• Talk can prime learners to think constructively 

about  events they experience after group 
task is completed

• Unresolved contradiction  during conversation 
particularly primes metacognition

(Howe, McWilliam & Cross, 2005)



How can we explain the effects of 
Exploratory Talk?

• Participants appropriate successful problem-
solving strategies and explanatory accounts 
from each other (appropriation)

• Participants jointly construct new, robust, 
generalizable explanations  (co-construction)

• Participation in external dialogue promotes 
internal dialogue (transformation)

(Mercer & Littleton 2007)



If we want to improve classroom 
education we could:

1. Train teachers in strategies for using talk 
effectively

2. Teach children how to use talk for 
reasoning

3. Integrate teacher-led and peer group 
discussion 



For more information…

nmm31@cam.ac.uk
www.thinking-together.org.uk
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