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classroom dialogue to motivate learning and encourage oracy

development.
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University of Cambridge Primary School, Cambridge, UK

Abstract

Background and purpose: This inquiry was designed to move away from a teacher-led classroom
discussion model and to centre the children, allowing them the opportunity to develop their oracy
and dialogue skills.

Aims: The aim of this inquiry was to accentuate such dialogue while embedding purposeful child-
led learning in different subject areas. Self-assessment was carried out following each discussion
for the children to metacognitively engage with the development of their skills and the impact of
oracy across their learning.

Study design or methodology: | carried out this action research project with my year 3 class. Each
week, | showed the children a statement or question. | sat and observed without participating.
The pre-established talk rules and teacher-created sentence stems applied. The whole class then
completed a self-assessment through further discussion.

Findings: The children leading their discussions with certain scaffolds made the outcomes
purposeful and the children were motivated to carry implications of the discussions to their
learning. The talk was mostly meaningful and diplomatically-organised. In the context of the child-
led discussion, some individual children who previously were less vocal in classroom talk became
talk leaders, while others chose to participate more subtly. The children were more likely to
respond to each other than when the discussion was teacher-led and used the sentence stems
more robustly.

Conclusions, originality, value and implications: The inquiry helped me as a practitioner to shift
from a tightly-managed, adult-led talk model to one that empowers children to respond to and
share ideas with one another and then apply those ideas to different areas of learning. This latter
point is one | have so far seen in limited amounts, but could be developed further with carefully
chosen talk stimuli and the continued embedding of child-led learning. Moving forward, | aim to
embed this child-led discussion seamlessly within classroom learning.

Keywords: T-SEDA; oracy; dialogue; group work; reasoning; metacognition; motivation; agency; child-

led discussion



Context

This inquiry took place in a 3-form entry, state-funded free school situated in a new development
on the outskirts of Cambridge. As the catchment area is still developing, many of the 630 pupils do
not live in the immediate vicinity and come from a range of backgrounds. The demographic of the
school is continuously changing due to the nature of the catchment area. Although a high proportion
of children are EAL, most are competent or fluent in English. Less than 10% of the current cohort are
pupil premium. The school is also inclusive in its SEND practice and has over 20 children with EHCPs.

During the Spring term, the year 3 class | teach participated in a series of whole-class discussions
where the teacher did not input or participate beyond the pre-established talk rules and sentence
stems and stimulus provided. Said talk rules, agreed with the children as a learning routine at the
beginning of the academic year, were as follows:

e Onevoice at a time.
e We respect each other’s opinions.
e Use “because” to explain what you mean.

e Speak in full sentences.

The class comprised of 30 children who were familiar with one another from this academic year,
though the school mixes the cohort in the transition from year 2 to year 3, so many were learning
alongside unfamiliar faces in September. As in the wider school, the children were from a range of
backgrounds and at various stages of academic learning. Several were EAL and several had a
recognised SEND need. While | had always encouraged oracy and dialogue, the classroom discussion
model was previously very traditionally structured, with hands up or lolly sticks chosen to decide who
would speak and when. This inquiry aimed to subvert this model and amplify the children’s voices.

| used the T-SEDA cycle of inquiry to support planning for the oracy sessions and to reflect on the
outcomes of the child-led discussions. Several standard sentence stems were established at the
beginning of the school year and these continued to feature on the classroom working wall
throughout the inquiry, while | introduced subject-specific sentence stems with each discussion
statement or question.

Each week, the statement or question was displayed on the interactive whiteboard and | used a
set of chimes to indicate when the discussion would begin and end, informing the children that with
the first chime |, the teacher, would “disappear” from the classroom and they were free to begin,
organising themselves however they wished.

Motivation, focus and questions

The reason for subverting the teacher-led model and centring the children in class discussions
was the observation that children almost always focussed on and responded to the adult present
throughout classroom dialogue. Sentence stems on the learning wall like “I agree/disagree with...” or
“Building on what _ said...” scaffold the children in forming full sentences and responding to one
another (Millard & Menzies, 2016). However, they were rarely used unless | drew explicit attention to
them. This centring of the teacher in classroom talk ostensibly meant the children were often sharing
what they judged to be the “correct” response to a question or statement rather than sharing an
authentic opinion.



This inquiry therefore aimed to scaffold the children to respond to one another by removing the
adult from the dialogue, the idea being that sharing their original ideas and opinions would incentivise
them to act on these in their classroom learning. High-quality classroom talk promotes learning and
progress in core subjects (Alexander, 2012). For example, a discussion with the stimulus “Robots do
not have emotions” held in a guided reading lesson on Peter Brown’s The Wild Robot: in the absence
of a teacher guiding children in the direction of a “correct” answer, children were encouraged to
share freely what they thought and were stimulated by unexpected offerings from members of the
class that did not typically share in whole-class talk. They were then able to expand on their own ideas
independently when responding in books. As the inquiry progressed, | opted to use statements rather
than questions as stimuli, with research showing they can generate more involved responses from
children (Mercer & Dawes, 2018).

Therefore, the inquiry aim became developing meaningful child-led class discussions.

My initial anxiety was that in removing the adult from the discussion, the purpose would be
obfuscated and many of the children would stray from the topic. | anticipated that others would be
motivated to act as leaders and would attempt to direct the dialogue, while those that felt less
confident may pass on the opportunity to speak. | expected that the use of modelling and sentence
stems prior to the discussion beginning would scaffold the children in expressing their ideas and that
an interesting stimulus would be essential to a purposeful discussion.

The success criteria for such a discussion was shared with the children with the following points,
taken from the school’s established aims for collaborative learning:

e Everyoneis involved.

e The group stays on task.

e We have a positive attitude towards being in a group.

e We shared and built on each other’s ideas.

e \We gave reasons for our ideas.

e We reached an agreement.

e \We stayed together as one.

Following each discussion, the children self-assessed as a group against this criteria, scoring
themselves on how they achieved each criterion. This was done through further whole-class dialogue,
but with the teacher “present” again to move the discussion from point to point. This self-assessment
allowed opportunity for metacognition and for the children to consciously trace the development of
their oracy and dialogue skills via the productivity of their discussions.

Inquiry plan and activities

The reflective cycle of inquiry was used to design the project and articulate the research
guestions. These developed as the inquiry continued and new ideas occurred to me based on the
success of the initial class discussions, for example basing stimuli on different areas of the curriculum.



Reflective Cycle of Inquiry: focusing on educational dialogue

Fill in the blank box for each step, describing your plans. Use the statements and questions that appear in the original reflective cycle to guide
your decisions (see pages 17-19 of T-SEDA pack Version8a)

Interest and aims

*  Making class discussions child-centred

to encourage oracy and dialogue.

*  Shifting the focus of classroom talk

from teacher-pupils to pupil-pupil-
pupil-teacher.
*  Motivating children to take the

implications of classroom talk to their

\

e o _ N\
f Revi independent learning. ] | Focus and inquiry questions \
eview / *  How does the use of sentence stems scaffold child-led
. 1 will scaffold the children in carrying over the points —~ talk and encourage children to respond directly to
and ideas shared in classroom discussions to one another?
independent learning. ®  How does pupil motivation impact dialogic
. 1 will gradually alter the format of the discussions so participation?
that the children are still centrad without the teacher *  How can purposeful classroom discussion become
necessarily becoming silent for 3 set period of time; embedded in a KS2 classroom?
this is so that the talk can become more seamlessly . What h h h h P hei
and ot only compar isedintoa ) at. appens'w en_t e tezcher minimises their
\ discreet session. input in class discussions? ),
\_ y,
‘/‘ \V\‘
Action plan Inquiry plan and methods \
®  Centre discussions on specific e Have pupils participate in the creation and
curriculum objectives to prioritise display of stem sentences to facilitate
learning goals. discussion.
. . . e Children to conduct whole-class discussion
* Involve children in the creation of : : N i
o Results, interpretation and without adult direction.
stimuli to promote engagement. .
b - h reflection e Have the children to self-assess the
e Embed child-led discussions more Different children mothaved & . purposefulness and impact of their discussions
\ P i erent children motivated to speal o .
seamlessly in class routines. Discussions are diplomatic and organised despite the absance with regards to learning.
N of adult direction e Teacher to observe and make notes on
Discussions largely stay on-topic, only veering off towards the discussions without participating in them
end of the time limit, with one exception. directh /
A discussion stimulus that is interesting to all the children is '\\ V- /

crucial for the success criteria to be purposefully met by all. -
. Children use the sentence stems effectively and respond
directly to one another far more robustly than in a teacher-

\ led discussion. /

N 4

When observing, | did not use an established template, but made notes in my teaching
responsive journal and kept the self-assessment documents the children created post-discussion for
further use and reflection by the class; these documents served as stimuli for the post-discussion talk,
where the class evaluated their progress and reflected in-depth on the discussion they had just had
and compared it to the previous ones, verbalising their ideas for improvement and aims for future
discussions. This post-discussion time was valuable as it saw the children discussing specific
components of the talk, for example, on the use of sentence stems: “When Alice used building on
what [I] said, she took my idea and developed it more, and that made me think about what | said and

gave me new ideas.”

Ethical considerations and relationships

The project was integrated into general classroom teaching and as such there was not a need to
communicate its design to parents. The ideas and design were shared with the children at the
beginning and | explained to them that | wanted to hear their voices and opinions. No child was
implored to participate, but none opted to sit out. All data and recordings were collected internally
and no names or details of participants were shared. All names referred to in this report are aliases.

Findings

Despite my anxieties around the purposefulness and organisation of the talk, the initial
discussions went very smoothly. The children were very quickly able to organise themselves
autonomously, adhering to the teacher scaffolds and pre-established ground rules afforded them by



their prior experience; for example, they immediately sat in a circle and used an object to denote who
was speaking, reminding each other that there should only ever be one voice at a time. Alice, a pupil
premium child who did not ordinarily contribute a lot in class, immediately took the lead in the first
discussion, shepherding the group into place by saying “Guys, one voice on the carpet remember?
Then we can pass something around to show who's speaking...”. This was one of the ways in which
the teacher’s presence could be felt even in the absence of explicit instruction; silent and incorporeal,
but foundationally necessary for the purposefulness of the dialogue.

Each week, different children led the discussion. Interestingly, they were not always those that
typically contribute significantly to classroom dialogue when it is teacher-led. There would sometimes
be a few minutes of discussing who would begin and who should facilitate before the discussion
began, but only once did this significantly delay discussion of the stimulus; the children opined that
this was because the stimulus that week was not as interesting as the others had been. This had been
anticipated and made it clear that the accessibility and quality of the discussion topic was crucial to
the productivity of the child-led dialogue; when the stimulus was clearly applicable to the children’s
everyday learning, they were motivated to share their ideas and respond to one another. In the post-
discussion of the less successful session, Rhian shared her thoughts: “The thing is, last week was really
good because it was about the book corner and everyone is interested in that. This week it’s about
strengths and weaknesses and | think not everyone knows about that.” The children were adept at
recognising the purposefulness of the stimulus (a quote from the responsive journal regarding a
discussion on a literacy topic reads “this is about the learning we did earlier and | think | understand it
better now”); when they could metacognitively identify the relevance of the content and the benefits
of discussing it, they were engaged and on-task, and in this case, when the topic was more abstract
and less relatable to some of the class, the discussion lacked direction.

Both the sentence stems on the working wall and the subject-specific ones displayed on the
interactive whiteboard were incorporated numerous times into the discussion, scaffolding the
children in sharing an original thought and in responding to one another. The latter point was a key
development in the oracy skills of the children; instead of looking at and responding to the guiding
adult, they began to look at and meaningfully engage with the points made by each other. This was
not always done in agreement, but when disagreeing they were able to do so tactfully and with clear
reasons provided, meaning that those being disagreed with did not disengage from the discussion.
For example, in one discussion on reading for pleasure environments a child we shall call Emily said: “I
do sort of agree with Kieran, but | also disagree because it is a good idea to have plants in the book
corner, they would look nice, but they could be knocked over. Sometimes people do that by accident
and then there would be dirt in the book corner.”

Every child was always given multiple opportunities to speak, but their peers never attempted to
force them to contribute if they passed on the opportunity. This was exemplified by children that
volunteered themselves as leaders of discussions regularly asking variations of “Is there anyone who
hasn’t spoken that wants to?” or “[Child’s name], do you want a turn?”, as recorded in the teacher
responsive journal. Over the course of several weeks of discussions, it transpired that quieter
individuals were choosing their windows of input thoughtfully. They passed on topics they felt they
had less to contribute in, sharing that they chose to speak on other occasions because someone else
had said something they wanted to build on or disagree with or they had an idea they wanted to
express; for example, a child we shall call Joe said “I didn’t speak earlier because | didn’t have ideas,



but then Aaron said about the team saying positive things to each other for encouragement and that
made me think of what the football coach told us and it was kind of similar to what Mr Connolly said.
It worked in football and | think it could work in rounders too.” Sentence stems scaffolded these
children in interjecting into the conversation.

Changes to practice

While initially the discussion questions and statements were predominantly P4C and PSHE-
based, the purposefulness of the dialogue encouraged me to diversify the stimulus and include
prompts based on other curriculum areas or needs. For example, following a P.E lesson where the
children struggled to work together positively, the statement read “You win a game of rounders by
working as a team. Discuss.”. Several points were made about how to work together proactively and
encouragingly and in the subsequent P.E lesson, the children’s collaborative practice had significantly
developed.

Diversifying the stimulus was also part of my response to the one discussion that the children
had considered unsuccessful. Targeting the stimulus on specific learning goals that the children were
working towards had the double significance of developing oracy around a given topic and engaging
the children in familiar subject matter. | also asked them to share their opinions on what made for a
good discussion topic and we used some of these as stimuli, prompting further engagement and
allowing opportunity for self-assessment and metacognition, for example children choosing a topic
because they felt they needed to further develop their learning in that area.

Reflective evaluation on the process and next steps

Removing myself as the teacher from the classroom discussion was the sparking off point for the
children in this inquiry and it served to subvert their expectations and engage them in the discussion
by its sheer novelty as well as the opportunity to share ideas freely. | was very happily surprised by
the children’s swift organisation and adherence to the discussion topic; while there were frequent
occurrences of a speaker going off topic, these were contained and the discussion returned to its
purpose smoothly and swiftly (with the one aforementioned exception of the discussion the children
considered unsuccessful).

A notable improvement in the children’s discussion skills in comparison to a teacher-led
discussion was their ability to respond directly to one another, using the sentence stems to
agree/disagree with or build on each other’s ideas. The sentence stems also scaffolded them in
articulating their thoughts in complete sentences. Both of these developments may have been
impacted by the increase in time allowed for the children to think about what their peers had said
and how to respond appropriately; in a teacher-led discussion, the talk moves quickly.

Despite the teacher not directly inputting during the discussions, the supportive conditions
provided in the form of sentence stems, ground rules and a classroom environment with high
expectations of behaviour and conduct were essential to the success of the dialogue. A significant
challenge now comes in the question of how much to reduce the teacher input; adults can scaffold
children’s behaviours in playful, child-led activities to develop learning potential (Fisher et al., 2011;
Vygotsky, 1978). Stepping back allowed children to step forward and further their own learning and
that of their peers, but incorporating a degree of teacher direction could arguably emphasise the
purposefulness of the learning intended in the oracy sessions.



The next step is to consider this further and use it to embed this child-led talk in the children’s
day-to-day curriculum learning, as opposed to it being compartmentalised in a discreet session. If the
children can respond to one another and build on each other’s ideas without the teacher’s direction, |
would now like them to do it autonomously and for myself as a teacher to be able to engage in their

discussions to promote further dialogue, oracy and learning progression.
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