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How can talk support pupil learning?

Do we provide and encourage the right kind of talk in our lessons?  How might we strengthen the power of talk to help children think and learn better? This study, funded by the ESRC, was designed to investigate exactly how teachers use talk during the whole class teaching element of literacy and numeracy lessons to support pupils’ learning and develop their understanding.

With the guidance of the project director, three head teachers who acted as teacher-researchers, gathered and analysed video, teacher reflection and observational data from Year 2 and Year 6 classrooms in six schools to capture teacher talk and pupil responses during whole class teaching episodes. 

The researchers found that the teachers asked mostly factual questions and dominated whole class teaching episodes because they felt under pressure to cover curriculum objectives. The researchers also reported on a number of ‘critical moments’ when opportunities arose for teachers to hand over responsibility for learning to the children. 

This study’s findings will help teachers understand how they might improve their questioning skills, involve their pupils more in lessons and use talk to develop their pupils’ thinking and understanding. Practitioners will find the researchers’ examples of interactions with pupils particularly helpful.
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How did the teachers and pupils interact with each other during whole class teaching episodes?

The researchers found that the dominant interaction pattern during whole class teaching episodes was teacher-child-teacher-child. Teachers tended to initiate the interaction sequence with a question, ask for volunteers through raised hands, and then select a pupil to answer the question. Most of the questions the teachers asked (over 60%) were factual closed questions to which they already knew the acceptable answer. Pupils rarely initiated interaction sequences and their responses to teachers’ questions were usually brief – four words on average. 

For example:

Teacher: … as a writer, how did he [Roald Dahl] get across the significance of that [the event]? [The children put their hands up and the teacher pointed to different children to answer].

Child 1: He said he was hungry and went to the sweet shop.

Teacher: Yes [though really meaning no], so what was he using?

Child 2: Similes.

Teacher: Yes [though really meaning no], and?

Child 3: Metaphors.

Teacher: [Gives the kind of answer she was looking for] Well he was really building up a description …

Relatively few of the questions (less than a third) asked by the teachers were higher order questions designed to develop pupils’ understanding. The researchers defined higher order questions as speculative questions which invited opinions, hypotheses and imaginings (for example, ’Anyone got any ideas what that could mean?) and process questions which invited children to explain their thinking, (for example ‘How did you work that out?’)

Asking mostly factual questions with pre-determined answers meant the teachers often missed opportunities for supporting learning through helping pupils to make connections between what they already knew and new ideas.
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What factors affected the kind of questioning the teachers used? 

The study revealed a discrepancy between the value teachers placed on higher order questions that promoted thinking and problem-solving and the extent they actually made use of such questions.

Teachers commented, for example:

 ‘I build on their ideas by saying, ‘What would that mean? What does it do?’  

‘… by questioning how or why things work, children can develop their thinking and are not just trying to give the right answer’.

The researchers’ detailed analysis of the teachers’ questions revealed that the teachers did try to structure questions and sequences of questions which built on thinking, but they were often framed as factual questions. For example, questions such as ‘Why does this sort of writing need to be concise?’ were attempts to support children’s thinking, but the questions simply required pupils to recall ideas and principles covered in previous lessons.

The researchers suggested that the teachers may have asked mainly factual questions because they made teaching (delivery and content) a priority over learning (understanding). The teachers reported how they felt under pressure to cover teaching objectives and to achieve pre-specified goals. The researchers suggested that speculative and process questions gave more ‘air time’ to learners and noticed how the teachers were reluctant to hand over control to the children for fear of covering curriculum objectives insufficiently.  
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What happened when teachers let their pupils take control of the classroom talk?
The researchers gave examples of ‘critical moments’ that showed how some teachers temporarily handed over control to pupils to give them the opportunity to explore their emerging thinking and understanding.

One of the critical moments was recorded in a Year 6 literacy lesson. The teacher was leading a discussion on capital punishment prior to asking the pupils to write a discursive essay. She realised that the information she was giving them about capital punishment was provoking a strong response, so she switched from leading the discussion to giving them ‘time out’ in pairs to share their thoughts and responses. During this time the pupils held animated conversations with each other. The teacher then resumed the whole class discussion and retook control.

In another critical moment, the teacher relaxed control by allowing a dialogue to develop between several pupils when a child’s answer to the mathematical problem posed by the teacher showed a misunderstanding of how to express answers in pounds and pence. In the sequence below (taken from a Year 6 numeracy lesson) the teacher asked a follow-up question that probed the child to think whether the response offered was accurate. When the child responded ‘No’, another child offered an alternative solution involving the correct use of pounds and pence. This response then prompted another child to offer a correction, even though the correction was incorrect.

Teacher: What if the bill is £46.25, what is the bill each?

Child: £23, 12.5

Teacher: But if I said £23 12.5, does that look right?

Child: No.

Child: Can you say 23 pounds 12p remainder 1?

Child: Remainder 2 actually.
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How did teachers use talk to extend the children’s thinking?

The researchers suggested that generating and extending pupil thinking requires sensitive shaping of the classroom dialogue and sensitive listening to pupils’ responses. They considered it important that teachers not only plan the first question in a sequence carefully, but consider how subsequent questioning might extend and support learning and understanding. The researchers gave examples of two critical moments as illustrations.  

One of the example critical moments took place during a Year 6 literacy lesson.  The children were discussing naughty things they had done.  One boy recalled how he had once hit his brother over the head.  When the teacher asked him why he did it, his first response was brief. The researchers pointed out that in many of the classroom interactions they observed, the boy’s answer would have closed the interaction.  But, using the simple strategy of suggesting a possible reason in a follow-up question, the teacher evoked a more extended response from the pupil:  

Teacher: 
Why did you do it?

Child: 

I don’t know

Teacher: 
Did you do it to hurt him, had he made you cross?

Child: 
No, he kept bugging me so he was walking along the garden and I lobbed it and it just bounced off the top of his head.
In another example drawn from a Year 2 numeracy lesson, the teacher used follow-up questions to co-construct understanding of the pattern in the five times table. She opened the sequence by asking a process question which required the children to reflect upon their own thinking and understanding. She followed up a pupil’s answer with another question specifically directed at the same pupil, drawing on their shared knowledge of what they had been working on in the classroom. She then built on the pupil’s improved answer by opening it up to others to build upon further still:  

Teacher: 
 Would anyone like to explain to me how they know their number is in the five times table?

Rosie:

 If it’s in the five times table it means it’s like the number.

Teacher: 
Come on Rosie, we were just doing it together just then.

Rosie:

 If it’s in the five times table, it always has a five in it.

Teacher:
Right, Rosie was almost there when she said it’s always got a five on the end … Who can add just that little bit that she needs to make it quite right?
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Which pupils were involved most during whole class teaching episodes?

The teachers were aware that despite their intention to ensure all children were involved during whole class interactions, some pupils’ interacted more than others:

‘... there are a few who do not contribute unless they are prompted and many would dominate the entire lesson with their responses’.

The teachers’ recognition of these varying levels of participation was confirmed by the researchers’ video evidence. High achievers tended to participate more than low achieving pupils: they voluntarily involved themselves in positive learning interactions, putting their hands up and joining in collective responses. High achieving girls were particularly keen to participate. Low achievers and boys were more likely to be off task.  

The researchers pointed out that the consequence of differential participation may be that the learning gains are also experienced differentially. In particular, they warned that pupils’ lack of involvement in positive learning interactions may lead to them underachieving. To help counteract this problem, they recommended teachers adopt strategies to maximise the participation of all pupils in whole class teaching, such as using a ‘no hands up’ policy and inviting children to draw and reflect on personal experiences. 
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How was the study designed?

This action research project involved a spiral of planning, action, investigation and evaluation. Three head teachers from a family of schools acted as key teacher researchers. They undertook a large proportion of the research with the support of a research assistant and the project director. Twelve participant teacher-researchers were involved in discussion of the findings.

The study involved Year 2 pupils from three first schools and Year 6 pupils from three primary/middle schools. Eighteen whole class teaching episodes of approximately a quarter of an hour were videoed, capturing teaching during literacy and numeracy lessons and another curriculum area. The episodes were recorded in sequences of three (54 teaching episodes in total) to help the researchers analyse how the teacher built and developed understanding. The video recordings captured the teacher’s talk, and the pupils’ responses and non-verbal interactions. All the researchers coded the same video data to ensure consistency, before analysing it. 

A variety of other data were also collected, including:

· observations of sample pupils using structured schedules to capture verbal and non-verbal responses;

· post hoc stimulated recall teacher reflections, using the video recordings as a prompt; and

· notes made by the researchers recording contextual factors such as friendships and classroom interruptions etc.
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Implications

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:

· would you find it helpful to frame speculative and process questions as well as curriculum objectives when planning lessons? 

· could you ask a colleague to observe your whole class teaching sessions to note how often the children give more elaborate and extended explanations or identify examples of critical moments?

· would you find it helpful to experiment with different ways of encouraging children to participate more fully in whole class teaching sessions, such as encouraging pupils to build on each other’s answers or giving pupils ‘time out’ to discuss ideas with a partner? 

School leaders may find the following implications helpful in acting on the messages in this study:

· could you do more to help your colleagues develop their questioning skills? Would they benefit for instance from practising their questioning skills by taking part in role-plays with each other or discussing and reflecting on video recordings of classroom episodes?
· would your colleagues find it helpful to have the opportunity to share with each other ways they have successfully involved all children in whole class teaching sessions, and examples of children’s extended explanations or critical moments?
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Where can I find out more? 

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

Alexander, R. (2004) Towards dialogic teaching: Rethinking classroom talk Cambridge: Dialogos

A more detailed account of the study reported in this paper can be found at: http://www.ex.ac.uk/~damyhill/downloads/TALKReport.doc(Accessed 18 May 2006)

Guidance materials for supporting pupil learning through talk, produced as part of the TALK project can be downloaded from: http://www.ex.ac.uk/~damyhill/downloads/GuidelineMaterials.doc (Accessed 18 May 2006)

The Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky believed that social interaction was essential if children’s thinking was to develop.  Practitioners can find out about his theory on the GTC’s Research of the Month website at:http://www.gtce.org.uk/policyandresearch/research/ROMtopics/vygotsky1/ (Accessed 18 May 2006)

