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Introduction

How did teachers improve the quality of pupils’ talk and thinking during group work?

Evidence is building of the importance of collaborative talk in groups. The forms of talk in groups that are most effective for learning are exploratory in nature and make higher order demands on participants. Such talk is characterised by pupils asking questions that require other pupils to offer opinions, make hypotheses, give reasons and reflect, and all members of the group working to create a shared understanding. This digest explores how teachers can help pupils to work together in this way and how it impacts on their learning.

The action research study explored the effects of coaching student teachers how to structure and model pupils’ higher-order group talk in English. The teachers used a range of strategies including introducing the pupils to the ground rules of exploratory talk and modelling higher-order questions that probed their thinking and developed their understanding. By the end of the study, the quality and cognitive level of pupils’ group talk had improved. The pupils were more focused when working in groups, participated more equally, asked a greater number of questions, including higher-order questions and engaged in less off-task talk.

The study also revealed how implementing the approach effectively was not an easy task. One of the biggest challenges the teachers felt they faced was being able to guide pupils towards using the kind of talk that would develop their understanding, without dominating the discussion, as this would prevent the pupils from independent talk and thinking. Practitioners seeking to realise the power of group talk to develop pupils’ thinking and understanding will find reflecting on the experiences of the teachers and pupils in this study, together with the examples of their interactions, helpful. 
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How did the teachers structure and model effective group talk?

The strategies the teachers used to promote group work involved precise intervention and also not intervening. When teachers held back from intervening in a group’s discussion, they enabled pupils to be more independent and work with their peers to develop their reasoning.  Precise interventions gave the teachers the opportunity to model ways of asking the kind of questions that would promote pupils’ thinking and develop each other’s ideas. When some of the teachers intervened, they showed the pupils that they were learners too. For example, they commented, “It is a difficult poem isn’t it?” Making the task authentic in this way helped the pupils to develop their understanding with, rather than for their teacher.  

The researchers gave an example of how one teacher effectively played an overt role in a high-ability group’s discussion of the complex poem ‘The Thought-Fox’ (Hughes, 1967). The teacher used a number of strategies in the discussion to encourage a three-way interaction between the text, the reader and the group, rather than with herself. She:

· guided their learning by re-reading key lines to frame their analysis;

· refrained from evaluating the pupils’ contributions, to reduce her authority within the group and encourage pupils to turn to each other for answers; 

· waited until all the pupils had stopped talking purposively before intervening; and

· allowed the pupils to take over the discussion again as they gained in confidence.

Boy 1: It doesn’t make sense.

Teacher: What about the first verse.  What does he mean when he says ‘This blank page’?

Girl 1: I think he’s imagining it and he’s writing it down as he’s imagining it

Girl 2: What, the fox?

Girl 1: No the poet.  He’s imagining.  I think the poet’s imagining being inside the head of a fox.

Teacher: What about this line (reads) ‘And this blank page where my fingers move’. What’s he talking about there? Is this about writing?

Boy 2: It’s weird, I don’t get it

Teacher: What do you think it’s about?

Girl 1: The poet is imagining this fox, the thought-fox

Boy 2: It doesn’t seem like a fox, a real fox.

Girl 1: Yes, but it does say like ‘the fox’s nose touches twig, leaf’. I think he’s explaining it in a complicated way.

Girl 2: I agree with [G1]. I think he’s imagining a fox outside his house and he’s writing down what he’s imagining.

Another teacher monitored a group’s talk, but did not intervene, except to encourage the pupils to continue questioning each other when they seemed to have ground to a halt. The teacher’s non-intervention, even to clarify potential misconceptions, helped the pupils to extend their own thinking. They did this by re-reading the text and considering different interpretations before selecting the one that felt most logical. In this way, the teacher signalled to the pupils that what mattered was the process of analysis, rather than the outcome. 
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How did the pupil’s group talk change?

By the end of the study, the quality and cognitive level of pupils’ group talk had improved. The pupils:

· were more focused;

· participated more equally; 

· asked a greater number of questions;

· used more higher-order talk; and

· decreased the amount of off-task talk they engaged in.

For example, at the start of the study, the two boys in one low-ability group of four spent around a fifth of the time off-task, whilst the girls’ talk was mainly ‘cumulative’ rather than exploratory. They tended to agree with, rather than question, each other. By the end of the study, the group’s talk was sustained, with the pupils consciously applying the ground rules (asking questions and involving each other etc) to deepen their analysis of a poem (‘The Sea’ Reeves, 1994). One girl in particular encouraged other members of the group to participate in the discussion through guiding and structuring their talk, asking questions that required the other pupils to give their opinions, initiating ideas and critically encouraging a personal response, substantiated with evidence.  In this way, the girls successfully triggered the boys’ interest and developed the group’s analysis of the poem.

Girl 1: Shall we pick stuff out like in the first verse? 

(The boys talked off-task, distracting a nearby group).

Girl 2: Yeah my personal feelings would be that um ah he the poet’s talking about um a dog and he’s um comparing it to the sea.

Girl 1: What did you think of the poem? (Looks at the two boys).

Girl 2: What did you think of the poem?

Boy 1: What? (Loud, mock indignation).

Girl 1: Do you think it’s a happy or sad poem? Do you think it’s a happy or sad?

Boy 2: It’s a sad poem.

Girl 1: Why do you think it’s a sad poem?

Boy 2: I just think it’s a sad poem. It’s about a dog.

Girl 1: But why is it sad? Why do you think it’s a sad poem?

Girl 2: Come on Nick. Why do you think it’s sad? (Encouraging)

Boy 2: Because it’s about a dog … and he’s hungry and he can’t get any food and he’s asleep on the beach.

In another group, (a high ability group), the pupils were asked to critique each other’s poems personifying a season. As well as giving extended answers to precise higher-order questions, the pupils discussed nuances in each other’s poems, and enhanced the writer’s explanations with their personal interpretations. 

For example: 

Girl 1: You say ‘their eyes glisten’ how […] do you mean that?

Girl 2: because the sun’s out, the sun reflects on their eyes when they look at the sun. 
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What did the pupils feel they gained from working in structured groups?

All pupils reported that they either spoke more and/or were more on task in group talk after the intervention. Many also commented on feeling more confident.  Two shy pupils of differing abilities felt more integrated with their group and spoke more “because the others let me now”. One of the pupils commented “this is the really the first time I’ve talked in English all year”.

The pupils also felt that their questioning had improved. There were many occasions when pupils not only asked questions, but showed they were aware of their function.  For example, a middle-ability group devising questions for another group on Heaney’s Blackberry Picking (1975) said, “that’s too obvious … we need to challenge them more”. And, rather than simply ask, “What do you think the people are doing?” They posed a higher-order question:

Look at the simile ‘his hands were sticky as Bluebeard’s.  What do you think he is suggesting?

A low ability girl showed how she had realised the power of talk to help thinking when she said “OK, I’ll write and you think”.  This comment contrasted with the concern for correct spelling shown by pupils at the start of the study.

All pupils commented on how they preferred group talk to class talk. They said that being excluded from class talk made them feel frustrated or bored, whilst the no-hands up rule and being forced to join in made them feel embarrassed or afraid.  One boy said that he found group talk better than class talk “because you don’t have to hide your thoughts”. 
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What challenges did the teachers face when promoting group talk?

The teachers felt the “key challenge” with group work was helping pupils develop the necessary “implicit skills”. They commented how reiterating the ground rules of group talk (involving each other, and asking for reasons and explanations) helped because “they’re not in the habit of asking questions or including everyone”. 

The teachers felt that pupils’ oral skills were the hardest of all the literacy skills to develop because:

Speaking and listening is something that [pupils] are doing all the time, informally, and for very different contexts so … practising it as an academic skill is difficult because they have a different relationship with it already.

The teachers also recognised the complexity of their role. For example, they needed to:

· set challenging tasks appropriate for collaborative problem solving in groups;

· encourage pupils’ independence through being non-controlling – “it’s difficult to stand back and not be a teacher;

· avoid distorting the natural flow of the talk – learning “to hover about a metre away”; 

· “be a bit invisible” because they observed how often the richest talk occurred in the teacher’s absence; and

·  “know when and how to intervene”, without making the pupils talk “to you, then you go away and they fall silent again”.
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How was the study designed?

This action research study involved six PGCE Secondary English students at five schools in Sussex who received training in ways of managing group talk and promoting higher-order thinking in pupils from three experienced English mentors. During their 10-week final block school placement, the trainee teachers taught a Y7 English class (11-12 year olds) the genre of ‘exploratory’ talk – using explicit ground rules created by the pupils (e.g. ‘include everyone’, ‘give reasons’, ‘ask for explanations’).  The trainee teachers were active participants in the research. They evaluated the classroom talk regularly with their mentor, who gave feedback on observations, planning and reflection. The pupils were involved in a similar process of reflection in plenaries.

Three groups of three to four pupils from each class were audio taped at the start and end of the study. The groups were mixed-sex ability groups (high, middle and low). The evaluation was based on:

· field notes of the 30 observations made by the mentors;

· 28 semi-structured interviews with the trainees, mentors and groups of pupils at the start and end of the project;

· a selection of lesson evaluations written by the trainee teachers; and

· transcripts of the first 15 minutes of the tapes.

The researchers used four indicators to compare the level of higher-order thinking in the first and second tapes: analysis, evaluation, synthesis and hypothesis:

· the main indicator of analytical thinking was exploration of language, image or form, including implied meanings and using textual evidence. For example, ‘There the poet is suggesting’;

· the indicators of evaluative thinking included phrases such as ‘I think’, using textual evidence from the text and giving reasons;

· synthesis was shown by pupils extrapolating from their knowledge of the whole text or other texts to assess the extract they were studying; and

· hypothetical thinking was shown by words such as ‘if’ and ‘may’ and by longer utterances associated with more complex clauses and elaborated ideas.

The researchers assessed quality of talk by identifying and comparing passages of exploratory talk that were not necessarily evidence of higher-order thinking, such as participation by all of the group, attempts at reaching a group consensus, sustained focus and use of questioning.
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What are the implications of the study?

In completing this digest, the authors began to ask questions about implications of the findings for practitioners.  
Teachers may wish to consider the following implications of this study:
· the study found that teachers who positioned themselves as fellow learners when they intervened in group discussions were effective at developing group talk. They achieved this by asking authentic questions designed to find out the thoughts of everyone in the group and modelling their own experience as learners. Would you find it helpful to work with a colleague to devise and practise asking authentic questions and modelling learning that will trigger such higher-order thinking amongst your pupils?

· the teachers in the study felt one of the main challenges with promoting effective group talk was refraining from dominating the group discussion. Would making and transcribing audiotapes of group discussions that take place in your classes help you to analyse and reflect on the extent to which you stand back and relinquish control?

School leaders may find the following implications helpful in acting on the messages in this study:
· the study showed the importance of developing teachers’ skills in managing group work through coaching in how to promote exploratory talk. How might you set up a professional development programme for managing group work for your colleagues?
· do you have a good picture of the kinds of talk that take place in classes in your school? Would involving some of your colleagues in action research help to build a detailed picture of the value of group talk for learning and highlight possible next steps?
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Where can I find out more?

Wragg, E.C. & Brown, G. (2001) Questioning in the primary school  London: RoutledgeFalmer

The Thinking Together approach for promoting exploratory talk is explored in the GTC’s Research of the Month (RoM) summary ‘Raising achievement through collaborative group work’, available at: www.gtce.org.uk/ResearchOfTheMonth (Accessed 22nd August 2006)

The NERF Bulletin ‘Evidence for teaching and learning’ has featured a number of articles about structured group work, including: 

· Using small-group discussions in science teaching (Issue 2); 

· Learning in small groups.  It’s not just talking – it’s what you say and how you say it that matters (Issue 3); 

· Why group pupils and when does grouping work best? (Issue 5); 

· Co-operative group learning.  Supporting students to promote effective learning behaviour (Issue 6). 

All issues are available at: http://www.nerf-uk.org/bulletin/?version=1 (Accessed 22nd August 2006)

Guidance materials for supporting pupil learning through talk are available at: http://www.ex.ac.uk/~damyhill/downloads/GuidelineMaterials.doc (Accessed 22nd August 2006)

Leicestershire County Council’s English and literacy website outlines practical strategies for promoting effective talk at: http://www.leics.gov.uk/index/education/support_for_schools/lgfl/lgfl_primary/lgfl_literacy/lgfl_literacy_ks4/ks4_speaking_listening.htm (Accessed 22nd August 2006)

