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and philosophers have argued for a

kind of teaching that does more than
impart knowledge and teach skills. Knowl-
edge and skills are undoubtedly important.
But true education—real teaching —involves
helping students think, reason, comprehend,
and understand important ideas.

Yet teaching aimed at these important
goals is presently most notable for its absence
from U.S. classrooms. Goodlad (1984), for
example, reports that:

A great deal of what goes on in the classroom is

like painting-by-numbers —fiiling in the colors

called for by numbers on the page....[teachers] ask
specific questions calling essentially for students to
fill in the blanks: “What is the capital city of Can-
ada?” “What are the principal exports of Japan?”

Students rarely tum things around by asking the

questions. Nor do teachers often give students a

chance 10 romp with an open-ended question such

as “What are your views on the quality of televi-

sion?"...(p. 108).

: ; ince fifth-century Greece, educators

If this portrait is true in mainstream
American classrooms, it is even truer in class-
rooms with low-income, minority children.
Because of the perception that these studenis
fundamentally reguire drill, review, and re-
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dundancy in order to progress academically
{Brophy & Good, 1986), their learning oppor-
tunities are likely to be excessively weighted
toward low-level skills and factually oriented
instruction (see e.g., Barrera, 1983; Hiebert,
1983; Knapp & Shields, 1990). As important
as skills and knowledge are, no less important
are more intellectually demanding learning
opportunities that promote, as philosopher
Mortimer Adler (1982) has written, the “en-
larged understanding of ideas and values” (p.
23).

A particular kind of lesson, which we call
“instructional conversation” (Tharp & Galli-
more, 1988, 1989), might help us redress the
imbalance Goodlad and others have noted. In-
structional conversations, or ICs, are discus-
sion-based lessons geared toward creating
richly textured opportunities for students’ con-
ceptual and linguistic development. They sug-
gest a way for educators to reach for the
ambitious goals held by thoughtful teachers
since the time of Socrates—“to bring [stu-
dents’] thoughts to birth, to stimulate them to
think and to criticise themselves, not {simply]
to instruct them” (Rouse, 1936, p. ix).

views of a concept. Photo by Robert Finken

This article describes and illustrates an
instructional conversation model that has been
developed in collaboration with elementary-
grade teachers interested in finding ways to
promote these kinds of learning opportunities
for their students.

What is an instructional
conversation?

In one sense, the idea of instructional
conversations is not new. Generations of edu-
cators have talked about and encouraged
teachers to engage students in interactions to
promote analysis, reflection, and critical
thinking. The great tutors of classical Greece,
of whom Socrates remains the paramount ex-
ample, employed what Gordon (1990) calls a
“conversational form of tutoring...[that] stim-~
ulated thinking and sharpened reason in
...search of ideal truth” (p. 15).

In this century, although the idea of “ideal .

truth” has lost currency and the common

Instructional conversations

Teachers lead students in discussing complex and different
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school has replaced Plato's Academy, educa-
tors still put forth conversation—or in larger
groups, discussion—as an important educa-
tional strategy. In the 1920s, Progressive edu-
cator Vivian Thayer wrote, “The give and take
of class discussion helps...test conclu-
sions...and generates ideas that would other-
wise remain unborn.” Class discussions,
Thayer wrote, are invaluable for “opening up
new lerritories for exploration fand] revealing
the need of more intensive cultivation of
ground already broken™ (1928, p. 320).

Contemporary researchers and scholars
have also advocated more frequent use of dis-
cussion or conversation in the classroom-—
e.g., Au and Scheu (1989), Bridges (1979),
Cazden (1988), Center for the Study of Read-
ing (n.d.), Eeds and Peterson (1991), Perez
and Strickland (1987}, and Wilen (1990).
Thus, the kinds of classroom interactions ICs
promote have a long and active history within
educational thought and practice.

Perhaps most important [in a
discussion], he or she [the teacher]
manages to keep everyone engaged in a
substantive and extended conversation,
weaving individual participants’
comments into a larger tapestry of
meaning.

Although educators have been talking
abourt this type of teaching for millennia, it
seems to be talked about more than done. Un-
fortunately, instructional conversations—or
good classroom discussions —are notable not
only for their desirable attributes, but also for
their rarity. One of the assumptions underly-
ing the work reported here is that the develop-
ment of an explicit instructional conversation
model will help guide teachers in implement-
ing this type of instruction, thereby increasing
the likelihood that students will experience
these sorts of learning opportunities.

An instructional conversation appears de-
ceptively simple. On the surface, it is simply
an excellent discussion by a teacher and a
group of students. Most people have a reason-
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ably intuitive sense of what this might be like:
Itis, first, interesting and engaging. it is about
an idea or a concept that has meaning and rel-
evance for students. It has a focus that, while
it might shift as the discussion evoives, re-
mains discernible throughout. There is a high
level of participation. without undue domina-
tion by any cne individual. particularly the
teacher. Students engage in extended discus-
sions —conversations - with the teacher and
among themselves.

Teachers and students are responsive w©
what others say, so that each statement or con-
tribution builds upon, challenges. or extends a
previous one. Topics are picked up. devel-
oped. elaborated. Both teacher and students
present provocative ideas or experiences, to
which others respond. Strategically, the
teacher {or discussion leader) questions.
prods, challenges, coaxes —or keeps quiet. He
or she clarifies and instriects when necessary,
but does so efficiently, without wasting time
or words. The teacher assures that the discus-
sion proceeds at an appropriate pace —neither
too fast to prohibit the development of ideas,
nor too slowly to maintain interest and mo-
mentum. The teacher knows when to bear
down to draw out a student’s idea and when to
ease up, allowing thought and reflection to
take over. Perhaps most important, he or she
manages to keep everyone engaged in a sub-
stantive and extended conversation, weaving
individual participants’ comments iato a larger
tapestry of meaning.

But moving beyond such general descrip-
tions, what characterizes good classroom in-
structional conversations? What are their
constituent elements? What must teachers
know and do in order to implement, success-
fully and reliably, these types of learning in-
teractions with their students? Working in a
low-income, language-minority school dis-
trict in Southern California, a collaborative
team composed of teachers and researchers
has atternpted to address these questions over
the past three years. What has gradually em-
erged is a more precise model, or description,
of instructional conversations.

The instructional conversation
modei

The Table shows the list of IC
along with brief descriptions we id
during the course of our work,




Elements of the instructional conversation

Instructional elements
1.

Conversational elements
B,

7.

10.

Thematic focus. The teacher selects a theme or idea to serve as a starting point for focusing the discussion and
has a general plan for how the theme will unfold, including how to “chunk’ the text ta permit optimai exploration
of the theme.

Activation and use of background and relevant schemata. The teacher sither “haoks into" or provides students
with pertinent background knowledge and relevant schemata necessary for understanding a text. Background
knowledge and schemata are then woven into the discussion that foliows.

Direct teaching. Whean necessary, the teacher provides direct teaching of a skill or concept.

Promotion of more complex language and expression. The teacher elicits more extended student contributicns
by using a variety of elicitation techniques—invitations to expand {e.g., “tell me more about that"’), questions
(e.g., “What do you mean?"), restatements {a.g., ""in other words,—"), and pauses.

Elicitation of bases for staternents or positions. The teacher promotes students’ use of text, pictures, and reason-

ing to support an argument or position. Without overwhelming students, the teacher probes for the bases of
students' statements—e.g., “How do you know?™" “What makes you think that?” "Show us where it says

Fewer "known-answer” questions. Much of the discussion centers an questions and answers for which thera
might be mere than one correct answer.

Responsivity to student contributions. While having an initial plan and maintaining the focus and coherence of
the discussion, the teacher is also responsive to students’ statements and the opportunities they provide.
Connected discourse. The discussion is characterized by multiple, interactive, connected turns; succeeding
utterances build upon and extend previous ones.

A challenging, but nonthreatening, atmosphere. The teacher creates a ““zone of proximal development,” where a
challenging atmosphere is balanced by a positive affective climate. The teacher is more collaborator than evalu-
ator and creates an atmosphere that challenges students and allows them to negotiate and construct the mean-
ing of the text.

General participation, including seff-selected turns. The teacher encourages general participation among stu-
dents. The teacher does not hold exclusive right to determine who talks, and students are encouraged o volun-

teer or otherwise influence the selection of speaking turns.

The elements are divided into two
groups —instructional (#1-5) and conversa-
tional (#6-10)~reflecting the two major di-
mensions of the IC. As Tharp and Gallimore
(1988, 1989) have noted, ICs involve some-
thing of a paradox. On the one hand, they are
instructional in intent, that is, they are de-
signed to promote learning. Teaching through
conversation requires a deliberate and self-
controlled agenda in the mind of the teacher,
which the first five elements reflect. On the
other hand, ICs are conversational in qual-
ity —they appear to be natural and spontane-
ous interactions, free from the didactic
characteristics normally associated with for-
mal teaching. While having specific curricu-
lar, cognitive, and conceptual goals, the
teacher tries to maintain a high degree of re-
sponsiveness and dynamic interaction with
students, as the second group of elements sug-
gests.

The metaphor of “weaving” perhaps best
captures the spirit of instructional conversa-
tions (cf. Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, 1989}.

The weaving takes place on many levels.
First, a skilled teacher weaves together the
comments and contributions made by differ-
ent students with the ideas and concepts she or
he wishes to explore with them. Second, a
teacher weaves students’ prior knowledge and
experiences with new knowledge and experi-
ences, thereby broadening the scope of their
understanding while building upon under-
standings they already possess. Finally, dur-
ing the course of conversation, a skilled
teacher weaves together, in appropriate pro-
portions and shadings, the 10 IC elements.
While particular elements can be picked out
and identified —just as threads of different
color can be picked out and identified on a
cloth—instruction and conversation are woven
into a seamless whole: The conversation is in-
structional, and the instruction is conversa-
tionai,

In developing the IC model shown in the
Table, we have drawn upon the classroom ex-
periences of practicing teachers. The model
evolved as teachers attempted to implement

Instructional conversations
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ICs in their classroom, then reviewed and ana-
lyzed videotapes of the lessons. We have also
drawn upon several currents in educational
theory and research —for example, promoting
reading comprehension among at-risk minor-
ity students (Au, 1979; Tharp & Gallimore,
1988), schema theory (Glaser, 1984; Hacker,
1980), and research on reading comprehen-
sion instruction (Dole, Duffy, Roehler, &
Pearson, 1991).

Instructional conversation:
An illustration

To illustrate an instructional conversa-
tion, we have chosen an excerpt from a lesson
conducted by a fourth-grade teacher, most of
whose students were making the transition
from Spanish to English reading. (See Author
Notes.) These students were in a bilingual ed-
ucation program, but since they were in tran-
sition from Spanish to English instruction, all
academic work was conducted in English.

The class had just read a story in an En-
glish basal reader about two friends, one of
whom deviously convinces the other to buy
bubble gum with the money his mother had
given him for a haircut. The teacher uses the
story as an opportunity to engage the children
in a discussion about the various facets of
friendship —that friends are not aiways per-
fect, that they can have problems and get mad
at each other, and that sometimes they can re-
solve their difficulties through talking.

In previous discussions with the class, the
teacher realized that siudents had fairly sim-
plistic and exclusively positive constructions
of “friends” and “friendship”—for example,
friends always get along, they never fight, and
they do thing together. Her theme for this les-
son, therefore, was the more problematic as-
pects of friendship—friendship does not
always constitute a perfect or idealized rela-
tionship between two people. Although she
was not trying to impart a particular lesson or
moral, the teacher wanted to encourage her
students to consider and weigh various facets
of friendship. Her goal was to help students
see friendship in a more complex and differ-
entiated light.

In the early part of the discussion, the
teacher writes on a chart students’ comments
and contributions about the characteristics of
friends. At one point, a student (Ca) says that
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friends must demonstrate patience:

Ca: yep, patience because, he didn't get
mad when they cut the hair.,.
Teacher: Who didn't get mad when they cur the

hatr?
Ca: Rob
S: Robert.

Teacher: Rob didn't get mad so you think he fits
in here? {points 10 friendship chart)

This exchange provided the teacher with the
opportunity to pursue the theme she wanted to
explore with her students —the more problem-
atic aspects of friends and friendship.

The ensuing discussion (illustrated in the
following segment) demonstrates various IC
features. There is a clear thematic focus (ele-
ment #1, Table), that of friendship, more spe-
cifically, some problematic aspects of
friendship. Phrases in beld show the theme of
the discussion threading its way threugh the
segment.

The teacher clearly uses siudent back-
ground knowledge as she asks students to
draw upon their knowledge and experiences
about friendship (element #2). She also elicits
more speaking, for example, in turns 11 and
36, when she asks students to elaborate (“tel}
me more”) on comments they have made (ele-
ment #4). The teacher also asks questions for
which different answers are acceptable (ele-
ment #6), for example, if friends don’t share
“does that keep you from being friends?” (turn
15).

Teacher and students are responsive to
what others say (element #7); in fact, the en-
tire segment was in response to Ca’s observa-
tion that friends must be patient. There are
multiple and connected student turns (element
#8), all of which are related to the topic at
hand. Overall, the tone of the lesson is posi-
tive, yet challenging (element #9), as the
teacher identifies points of disagreement
among the group and challenges students to
justify their statements (element #5; e.g.,
turns 18, 29).

Note: In the following segment, these
transcribing conventions are used: Single pa-
rentheses denote words are unclear, and tran-
scriber has written best guess. Double
parentheses denote actions by participants.
Pairs of brackets stacked vertically denote
speakers speaking simultanecusly.
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Turn Speaker
Teacher:

00 Ca

01 Teacher:

Q2 Ca:

03 Teacher:

o Ss:

05 Ca:

06 Teacher:

o7 Ca:

08 Teacher:

0% Ml

10 Ca:

il Teacher:

12 MI:

13 Teacher:

14 Mi:

15 TFeacher:

16 S:

17 S:

18 Teacher:

i9 Ja:

20 ML

21 Ce:

22 Teacher:

23 S:

24 Teacher:

25 Ss:

26 S:

27 Ss:

28 S:

29 Teacher:

30 Ca:

3t v

why should Rob get mad,
because, because he cut his
hair wrong. awful,

[crooked, and

{oh. weil, do we sometimes,
[get mad at our friends?

{you have o forgive them, too,
but.

do we sometimes get mad at
our friends?

ves

yes, course,

when do we get mad at our
friends, (why d’you) say
“course” (like) of course, what
happens when you get mad at
your friends.

they get mad at you,

oh, you get mad back at each
other, ((laughter))

they de something

[that you don’t like or.

[{they bounce the ball around)
okay. tell me a litle bit more
about that.

they do something that you
don’t like or. they'll. not tatk
to you or. not, share or. not,
be a good friend.

okay, so, friendship, I'm gonna
add. this time I'm gonna put it
in capital letters the new ideas
we got. {({writes an chart))
friendship, friends CAN get
mad art each other. right? what
else did you say, they,

they, they can not talk to you
or don’t share with yom or
nothing,

okay. so sometimes they,
DON'T share with you. does
that keep you from being
friends?

lyes

[no

okay, | heard different answers.
who said “yes” it keeps, if they
don't share it keeps you from
being friends.

because if you talk to them.
you have problems,

you have problems with them
and,

okay, friends have problems?
((immediately)} oh ves.

and I even heard (a word bigger
than) problems, fighting, can
friends fight?

yes.

no

YES!

yes. so0.

[okay someone that said yes,
tell me (how friends can fight)
[my friend my friend one day,
we were out of order and uh.
like, umm, yesterday, I was
playing with my sister, and [
toid her, let me see that for a
second and she said “no you al-
ways get it,” and we started

33
34

35
36

37

38

39
40
41
42

43

45
45

46

47
48

Teacher:

V¢

Tt;acl'ser:

S.

Téachf:r:

MI:

Teacher:

Teacher:

Co:
Co:

Ss:

fighting, and then we weat
with my mom and then, we said
she doesn't wanna give me that,
she doesn't wanna give me this,
and I started crying, and um,
we got in preblems because my
mom spanked us.

okay but if that hadn't been
your sister, would you still have
been a friend?

nope. {(laughter))

(inaudible)} do you agree with
Melissa?

yes

okay Melissa, you got someone
who agrees with you. So {inau-
dible} tell the rest of they all
said, that true friends (can}
fight you say no. tell me more
about it.

if, true friends fight then,
that’s not true friends. it just,
it just doesn't work out, it's not
true friends.

so. if you are a true friends
you wouid never fight. but
how would true friends solve
problems?

[talking.

[by talking, not fighting.

by talking not fighting.

[aha. Ms. Fuller, so many
times. like friends when, when
they want to talk to you, they
make friends again, unless
they fight.

okay so you're telling me that
you can have a FRIEND, that
can (keep it COOL) because of
the problem, maybe even fight
each other, real fighting up
there, Melissa said no. you,

I said yes,

changed your mind,

I say yes, because, my friend,
she always plays with us and.
we were playing and. she gets
mad because she wants to be
this or she wants to be that and
they don’t let her, so then I told
her, umm, you don’t if you
dont want to be that you don't
have to. And she screamed and
then said ves! I wanna be that,
but you can change. if you
WANT to she said, [ can
change if [ want to and you be
something you are gonna have
to umm, do that! then okay, cause
we were both doing the same
thing and then, she, she started,
winning the others my friends
{and D) fighting with and, she
said that she wasn’t gonna be
her friend again and then she
was her friend again! was
talking to her later,

okay se, shail I put fighting
up here? ((points to board))
veah

veah

Instructional conversaiions
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In this segment, beginning with the teach-
er’s follow-up question (“Do we sometimes get
mad at our friends?”) to Ca’s comment that
Rob did not get mad, the teacher has
prompted her students to consider aspects of
friendship that previously had not formed a
part of their discussions. The teacher led the
students in discussing a more complex and
differentiated view of the concept, while fram-
ing an important context for the story they
have read and will discuss. Notice the pro-
gression of ideas in this segment—from the
suggestion that friends need to be patient, to
the idea that sometimes friends get mad at
each other because they do things the other
does not like (turn #12 and following), to the
idea that friends sometimes have problems or
can even fight with each other (turns #22-23
and following). On this last point there was
some disagreement, as one of the students
{MI) insisted that if friends fight, they are no
longer friends (e.g., wrns #36, 37, and 43).
The rest of the students, however, argued that
friends can fight, then talk over or otherwise
resolve their difficulties.

Perhaps because they require balancing
or juggling a number of potentially
conflicting elements...successful ICS
seem to require considerable time and
effort from teachers.
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We have found that when students partici-
pate in discussions such as this, their writing
about a complex concept such as friendship
demonstrates greater sophistication and depth
of understanding without sacrificing literal
comprehension of the story they have read
(Saunders & Goldenberg, 1992).

Planning and implementing
instructional conversations
Conducting ICs is more challenging than
at first appears. Many teachers seem to as-
sume that they do ICs naturally, as a matter of
course, in their classrooms. Our experience in
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southern California (Goldenberg & Galli-
more, 1991), in addition to earlier experi-
ences in Hawaii (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988,
1989), suggests otherwise—that instructional
conversations are professionally and intellec-
tually demanding teaching/learning events
that come neither easily nor naturally.

Perhaps because they require balancing
or juggling a number of potentially conflicting
elements—e.g., maintaining a clear thematic
focus while being responsive to unanticipated
opportunities offered by students — successful
ICs seem to require considerable time and ef-
fort from teachers. Learning to manage such
inherent tensions requires repeated attemnpts to
implement ICs, coupled with videotapings,
discussion, and analysis of lessons.

In our ongoing work in Los Angeles, we
have found it productive to have teachers meet
weekly in a small group to discuss, plan, and
evaluate IC lessons. At the beginning of the
year, teachers read and discuss relevant papers
and articles. They also identify aspects of
their classroom programs that they feel could
benefit from the use of instructional conversa-
tions. Teachers see videotaped examples of
ICs and are encouraged to try them out on
their own. Teachers are also encouraged to fo-
cus on no more than one or two IC elements at
first before attempting to incorporate all 10
into any one lesson. As teachers become more
comfortable, they volunteer to bring in stories
or books they plan to use when teaching an IC
lesson. The entire group then discusses possi-
ble approaches that can be taken. Teachers are
videotaped conducting the lessons in their
classrooms, and the tapes are viewed and ana-
lyzed at the next meeting.

In planning for an instructional conversa-
tion around a story or a book, the following
steps seem helpful:

1. Select a story or book that is appropri-
ate for your students. We have found that suit-
able texts can be found in many
places —anthologies, basal readers, and trade
or literature books.

2. Read the story (or book} several times
until you feel you understand it thoroughly. It
is also helpful to have colleagues, friends, or
family members read the story and discuss it
with you, since there are often dimensions of
meaning not immediately apparent to a single
reader. Although this can be time consuming,
we have found this sort of teacher scholarship
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to be indispensable; it provides the intellectual
foundation for discussing a text with students
and for being prepared to respond to their
contributions (Fuller & Gallimore, 1992).

3., Select a theme to focus the discussion,
at least initially. Any good story will have a
number of possible themes; choose one that is
meaningful and interesting to you. But also
consider what will be meaningful and inferest-
ing to students. Remember that the theme you
select will be a starting point. During the
course of the discussion, a better or more
compelling theme might emerge.

4. Identify and provide, as needed, back-
ground knowledge students must have in order
to make sense of what they will be reading.
Students sometimes need factual information,
for example, if they are reading a story that
requires an understanding of native peoples’
cosmology and religious beliefs. Sometimes
students do not need factual information as
much as they need an opportunity to bring into
conscious awareness things they might al-
ready know but have not consciously consid-
ered, such as the attributes of friendship. In
either case, teachers need to be sure that rele-
vant background knowledge and schemata are
activated and accessible. This can often be ac-
complished in lessons or activities (¢.2., a
writing or research assignment) that precede
the actual IC.

5. Decide on a starting point for the dis-
cussion to provide an initial focus. This might
be a key word (e.g., “friendship”} or a key
question, either of which can be written on the
board or a chart to help focus students’ and the
teacher’s attention. It is often very effective
then to write student contributions on the
board or chart as the discussion proceeds.
This can be done as a simple list or organized
semanticaily, using one of many semantic
mapping techniques (e.g., Alvermann, 1991;
Pehrsson, 1985).

6. Plan and think through the lesson men-
tally. Think about possible ways the discus-
sion might proceed, how the initial focus
might eventually lead to an exploration of the
theme and, ultimately, how the theme will tie
into the story students are reading. Consider,
for example: How might students respond to
the initial focal point you have chosen? What
will you do if they do not respond? Do you
have a story, illustration, or anecdote you can
share that will help the discussion begin? How

will you “chunk” the text, that is, what por-
tions will you read, before stopping for dis-
cussion? What meanings and interpretations
might students bring to this theme or text?

7. Finally, consider some suitable foliow-
up activities, particularly ones that will help
you gauge what students have learned from
the IC. We have used writing as one way to
determine whether students have actually
learned something from the discussion. De-
pending upon the age and abilities of students,
we would expect that student writing will re-
flect a more sophisticated understanding of the
topics discussed (Saunders & Goldenberg,
1662). Other follow-up activities might
include projects or reports or simply answer-
ing questions designed to probe student
comprehension.

Clearly, all of the above is time- and la-
bor-intensive; indeed we have found that time
is an absolute requirement. particularly to al-
low for adequate planning. Teachers have
found they cannot conduct satisfactory ICs if
they attempt to glance at a story hurriedly and
attempt to teach it “cold” One of the major
lessons of our first year's work was precisely
this — teachers had to prepare themselves intel-
lectually by reading the story several times,
analyzing it, and thinking about possible ways
to approach it with a group of students. The
intellectual, as opposed to procedural, side of
lesson planning is rarely mentioned, yet we
found it to be critical. One teacher, for exam-
ple, commented at year’s end,

...if you read it [the story}, and if you think about

it, and you think about the kind of ways that you

can present it and what you're gonna do with it, 1t
makes all the difference in the world.

This sort of analysis is so important that
we have made it a regular feature of our
weekly meetings; the entire group discusses
possible themes, meanings, and approaches to
stories. Invariably, teachers comment that as a
result of these discussions (which themselves
resemble ICs, see Saunders, Goldenberg, &
Hamann, 1992), they make new discoveries
about the texts they have brought in.

Selecting an appropriate theme is espe-
cially important, since the theme becomes the
focal point of successful ICs. In the words of
one teacher, a good theme provides the glue
that gives an instructional conversation coher-
ence. Selection of a good theme and its suc-
cessful elaboration in the lesson requires
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planning and preparation in order to search
out important ideas that might be brought to
bear in discussing texts with students. Plan-
ning carefully and selecting a good theme also
make it more likely that the teacher will take
advantage of unanticipated opportunities stu-
dents provide for extending the discussion.
For example, when Ca observed in the earlier
example that friends often need patience, the
teacher was able to use her comment as the
entry-point for a discussion on problematic
aspects of friendship.

The place of instructional
conversations in the school
curriculum

Instructional conversations stand in con-
trast to many relatively “traditional” forms of
teaching (e.g.. lectures, recitation, direct in-
struction), which are based upon the assump-
tion that the teacher’s role is to help students
learn what the teacher already knows and can
do. ICs represent an approach to teaching that
is more in keeping with the contemporary
shift toward a “constructivist” curricuium. Ac-
cording to constructivist views, students are
expected actively to construct their own
knowledge and understanding-e.g., making
connections, building mental schemata, and
developing new concepts from previous un-
derstandings —rather than to receive knowl-
edge transmitted by their teachers (see, e.g.,
California State Department of Education,
1987; Resnick, 1987; Resnick & Klopfer,
1989; Shuell, 1986). In this sense, ICs can be
seen as consistent with perhaps this most im-
portant shift in mainstreamn educational think-
ing since the “back to basics” movement of the
1970s.

Nevertheless, even when expertly done,
instructional conversations do not constitute
an all-encompassing instructional method;
nor, much less, do they offer educational pan-
aceas. Rather, we suspect that ICs might be
particularly suited to certain educational
goals, such as helping students comprehend
texts, learn complex concepts, and consider
various perspectives on issues. Other forms of
teaching, such as direct or explicit instruction,
are probably more suited to different, but no
less important, purposes,

Rosenshine (Rosenshine, 1986; Rosen-
shine & Stevens, 1986), for example, has ar-
gued that explicit teaching is highly effecuve
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for “well-structured” skill and knowledge do-
mains. Well-structured domains, as the name
suggests, are well-defined knowledge or skill
areas—e.g., mathematical computations, ex-
plicit reading comprehension strategies, map
reading, reading decoding, and conventions of
punctuation and grammar. In these areas, the
procedures and criteria for successful per-
formance can be made explicit. Explicit, or
direct, teaching —which comprises teacher
functions such as stating an objective, provid-
ing step-by-step instruction, modeling, guid-
ing practice, and giving feedback —has been
shown to be highly effective for these goals
and objectives {(e.g., Gage, 1978;
Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986; Walberg, 1990).

{nstructional conversations, in contrast,
will be more suitable for domains of learning
that are relatively less clearly or hierarchically
organized. In these so-called “ill-structured”
domains, concents are fuzzier and, therefore,
explicit steps toward sueccessful performance
cannot be followed. Examples of such areas of
learning include analysis of literary or histori-
cal themes, learning and understanding com-
plex concepts, mathematical reasoning,
applying quantitative understandings, and oral
or written composition (Rosenshine, 1986;
Simon, 1973; Spiro & Myers, 1984). It is in
these domains that we expect instructional
conversations to be powerful instructional
tools.

{n the work described here, ICs have been
used primarily to guide reading comprehen-
sion lessons and activities with small groups
of elementary-age students. However, the gen-
eral model is probably applicable for promot-
ing comprehension of ideas and concepts in a
wide range of situations. Schneider, Hyland,
and Gallimore (1985) provide examples of a
similar approach in junior high social studies
classes. Other educators have explored the
utility of discussions for high school social
studies and English (Wilen, 1990), and for
learning science vocabulary (Stahl & Clark,
1987) and mathematical reasoning (Lampert,
1991, April). In our own work, we are also
investigating the use of ICs to guide teacher-
student interactions that contribute to chil-
dren’s development as writers.

As educators, we are responsible for stu-
dent growth and learning in many areas, and it
seems unlikely that any one approach or strat-
egy will be sufficient. We would therefore ex-
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pect professional teachers to have at their
disposal a wide range of skills and knowledge
suited to particular goals they have for stu-
dents’ learning. Improving our educational
system—and more specifically, improving
teaching itself—depends upon achieving a
successful synthesis of instructional strategies
that will enable educators to accomplish im-
portant educational goals. To this extent, in-
structional conversations suggest a way to
expand teachers’ instructional repertoires
while fulfilling the visions of generations of
educators.
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