
Academic conversations: Developing 
critical speaking and listening skills 



Presented by: 
Laura J. Wright, PhD 

National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition*  
(NCELA) 

 
National Professional Directors’ Meeting 

Washington D.C. 
March 8-10, 2014  

 
*NCELA is supported by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of English Language Acquisition 
(OELA), awarded to Leed Management Consulting, Inc. in Silver Spring, Maryland, in collaboration with 
Synergy Enterprises, Inc. and the Center for Applied Linguistics.   



Overview 

•

•

New national standards provide an 
opportunity to examine the role of speaking 
and listening skills for English Learners (ELs) in 
academic contexts. 
This session will explain the importance of 
two types of conversations in academic 
contexts: whole-class conversations and small 
group conversations. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Speaking and listening are standards for ELA and technical subjects.  



Turn and Talk 
 
 What words come to mind to describe 

“academic conversations”? 
 
 Discuss with a partner. 

 



Academic Language 

•

•

Academic achievement gaps have been 
attributed to ELs’ struggle with “academic 
language” 
Scholars differ in the ways they define 
academic language: 







Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) /Cognitive Academic 
Language Proficiency (CALP) 
Competence 
Systemic Functional Linguistics 
Pragmatics 
New Literacy Studies 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In recent years, there has been a great deal of interest in promoting the development of Academic language because academic achievement gaps between general education students and ELs have been attributed, in part, to ELs’ struggle with the language of school (Anstrom et al., 2010; Capraro et al., 2010; Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011). Broadly speaking, Academic language is defined as the language that is needed for school success.  Beyond that, however, scholars differ in the ways they define it (e.g., Bunch, 2006; Cummins & Mann, 2007). Often times, there is no differentiation of the type of academi language needed for writing vs speaking.  This is an important theoretical consideration.   (Anstrom et al., 2010; Capraro et al., 2010; Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011). (e.g., Bunch, 2006; Cummins & Mann, 2007).(Cummins, 1981)(Scarcella, 2003)(Schleppegrell, 2004)(Gee, 1996; 2008)



The role of talk in classrooms 

•

   
   

Talk is: 
–
–
–
–

commonplace in classrooms 
a central way to construct knowledge 
important for “comprehensible output” 
a complex professional skill for teachers 

 
  Conversation is like a tree that  
  climbs you back (Erickson, 1981) 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In their early research on language use in schools, Shuy and Griffin (1981) observed that on any given day, talk is commonplace in classrooms.  Sociocultural views of education treat talk as a central way to construct knowledge (Gibbons, 2002).  Swain (1995) proposes that providing opportunities to engage in oral discourse is especially important for second language learners because they allow students a chance to process language more deeply.  They also prompt them to produce extended, coherent discourse so that they focus on what they say, and how they say it.  In spite of this, relatively little time is spent preparing teachers to understand the dynamics of conversation in classroom settings.  Talk is a complex professional skill for classroom teachers (O’Connor, 2012).  Erickson (1981) writes that conversation is like a tree that climbs you back, meaning it is impossible to predict how one turn in a conversation will give way to another.   Conversation is emergent.  At times, students give unexpected answers and teachers must know how to respond in productive ways to keep students interested and engaged in learning.  Understanding the dynamics of conversation are key to promoting productive talk.  By and large, research on classroom discourse has shown that teachers tend to control classroom talk; they take more turns, hold the floor for longer periods of time, and determine the topic of conversation (Marshall, 2000; Peled-Elhanan & Blum-Kulka, 2006; Ramirez, Yuen, Ramey, & Pasta, 1991).  Furthermore, they determine who can take turns, how long turns can be, and when to close conversations.  This places teachers in a position of power in the classroom.  While these discursive characteristics of classroom talk do not necessarily have a negative impact on classroom interaction, they do have consequences on student participation.  It is therefore important to think about interactional dynamics of classroom talk and their ramifications.  Teachers tend to give students from low-income backgrounds fewer opportunities to talk about content and engage in critical thinking activities than teachers of high SES students (Cotton, 1989, Lingard, Hayes & Mills, 2003,; Weber et al, 2008). Els spend 4% of day engaged in school talk (Arreaga-Mayer & Perdomo-Rivera, 1996)Nystrand et al found almost no effective dialog in low track 8th and 9th grade classes.  There is  a need for increased chances to talk and develop oral langauge skills with diverse students.  (Adger & Wright, 2013; Shuy & Griffin, 1981)(Gibbons, 2002)(Swain, 1995)(O’Connor, n.d.)(Erickson, 1981)



Model of Discourse Coherence 

Information state 

Act sequence 

Ideational structure 

Exchange structure 

Participation framework 

• New vs. known facts and 
information 

• Speech acts 

• Topics 

• Turn taking 
• Opening and closing 

• Student identity 
• Classroom identity 

From Schiffrin, 1988 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To illustrate that talk is a complex professional skill for teachers, consider the complexity of talk in an every day classroom.  Schiffrin’s model of discourse provides a way to illustrate this… [lw go through planes of discourse]– teachers are trying to juggle a lot of things in any one conversation!  No wonder it’s a complex skill.  



Academic Conversations 

•

•

Academic conversations are: 
–
–
–

Sustained 
Purposeful 
Content-rich 

Core skills: 
–
–
–
–
–

Elaborate and clarify 
Support ideas with examples 
Build on or challenge a partner’s ideas 
Paraphrase 
Synthesize 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition, when we add on to this the need to have “academic” conversations, there is even more to juggle. We not only want the conversation to work (the mechanics of it), we want students to learn.  Zwiers and Crawford say that academic conversations are sustained, purposeful conversations about school topics.  Contrast this with “doing school” (Bloome)Five core skills (Zwiers & Crawford): elaborate and clarify, support ideas with examples, build on or challenge a parnter’s ideas, paraphrase, synthesize conversation points.  So, we are going to focus on two kinds of participant structures common for classroom interaction: whole class conversations led and facilitated by the teacher, and small group interactions among students and we are going to look at two videos of classroom interaction.  



Observing Academic Conversations 

• Eighth Grade Science Classroom 








What are the rules for the interaction? 
Who can speak and when? 
What do you notice about “sentences” and 
words? 
Does the teacher support development of 
any core skills?  If yes, which ones?   

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the first video, we are going to focus on a teacher-led conversation.  In clip, you will see a science teacher leading her class in a discussion.  The students have been doing an experiment with steel wool; they removed the protective coating, exposed it to air (oxygen) and let it sit overnight.  The steel wool rusted.  The teacher is leading a classroom discussion asking students to make good observations of the phenomena.  As you watch the first video, please focus on these questions. (LW go through questions) Think about these questions to yourself… we’ll give you a few minutes to think about the answers after you watch.  You will be discussing your answers when you get into small groups after the presentation.  



• [video] 



Observing Academic Conversations 

• Eighth Grade Science Classroom 








 

What are the rules for the interaction? 
Who can speak and when? 
What do you notice about “sentences” and 
words? 
Does the teacher support development of 
any core skills?  If yes, which ones?   



Veronica:  A color change? 
Teacher:  Color change. Okay, so a reaction would be a color 
change. What else did you see? Ben? 
Ben: Part was red and part was black. 
Teacher: Okay so our ending substance part was black part 
red. Okay what else? Philip? 
Philip: It rusted. 
Teacher: So our, obser—observation of the reaction would be 
that it rusted. Okay. Mmhmm. 
Student:  The string X or whatever it was.   The metal stuff 
kind of looked thinner.   
Teacher:  You think metal looked thinner.  Okay.  What do you 
see in the paper towel  underneath of the steel wool?   
Student:  A lot of fuzzy— 
Teacher:  Pick it up! 
Student:  Ew.  It’s shedding.   
Teacher: It’s shedding?  Okay so does the rust hold together as 
well as the steel wool did? 
Did the rust hold together-as well as the steel wool did? 
Student:  no 
Teacher:  So where should we put that? 
Student:  Ending substance 
Student:  Common name. 
Teacher:  Common name, that it didn’t hold together as well? 
Is that an ending appearance  or observation of reaction?  

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[insights into video]



Recommendations for teacher talk 

•

•  

 

Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) discourse 
often dominates classroom interaction 
Need to:  
–

–

Move from IRE (evaluation) to IRF (Initiation-
Response-Feedback) to offer students alternative 
interactional moves (e.g., repetition, recasting, 
reformulation, prompting) 
Provide greater independence to students and 
opportunities for greater output 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we’ve seen in the example, talk is a central means of knowledge construction in the classroom and leading classroom conversations is certainly a complex skill for teachers.  Teacher led- discourse is a needed part of classrooms– teachers are more knowledgeable others and can lead students to develop understandings through the way they lead conversations.  Early research on classroom discourse showed that IRE discourse was common.  In this example, we see some other possible ways to respond to students– repeating their answers, asking for elaboration, and asking for reasons.  This kind of discourse moves beyond IRE to what we call IRF.  It is important for teachers to remember that they tend to control classroom talk; they take more turns, hold the floor for longer periods of time, and determine the topic of conversation (Marshall, 2000; Peled-Elhanan & Blum-Kulka, 2006; Ramirez, Yuen, Ramey, & Pasta, 1991).  Furthermore, they determine who can take turns, how long turns can be, and when to close conversations.  This places teachers in a position of power in the classroom. In addition to teacher-led conversations, student conversations are also very important.  Now let’s think about how we can provide opportunities for students to lead their own conversations… we’re going to watch an interaction with a bilingual student.  Think about the same questions



Observing Academic Conversations 

• Eighth Grade Science Classroom 








 

What are the rules for the interaction? 
Who can speak and when? 
What do you notice about “sentences” and 
words? 
Do the students show development of any 
core skills?  If yes, which ones?   



• [video] 



Frank: Ready? 
Christine: No, read the directions stupid! 
Frank. It said put in the two tips. The leads 
should not touch each other. 
Ana:  Esa cosa como el agua X bien… 
This thing is like the water X good 
Christine:  Okay. Go. 
Frank. Ah look at the salt. 
Christine:  Bubbles 
Ben: No, it’s separating the salt from the water.  
Teacher: Ana you’ve got to get closer. You’re 
going to miss it. Guys bring it over here so Ana 
can see it better.  
Christine:  It’s making bubbles.  
Ben: You disconnected the battery. 
Frank:  I did? 
Ben: Look at it.  
Frank: That was not my fault. 
Ben: Yeah it was.  
Christine: And now it’s wet! 
Frank: Shut up! 
Ana:  Poquito draga 
It dragged a little 
Ben:  Don’t get shocked! 
Christine: Bzzz. 
Frank: Stop playing like that. 
 

Ana:  X ponerlo X… 
Put it 
Christine: Bzzz 
Ben: Why don’t you just break it? 
Christine: Get that away from my face.  
Frank: Nothing’s happened.  
Ana: Un poquito X… 
a little X… 
Ben: Yeah, look at mine! Look at that 
Christine: Put it back in. You’ll break the circuit. 
Touch the two together.  
Ben: Listen. Wham, you can hear it. It’s sizzling. 
Christine: I heard it. It’s bubbling. Bubbling death! 
Ben: Touch the pencil. 
Christine: No, don’t. Oh my god, if you do the 
battery will explode. 
Ana: Se esta saliendo del agua. 
It’s coming out of the water.  
Ben: It will? 
Christine: It will just shard itself. 
Frank: Get it away from me first of all. 
Ben: Aahhh! 
Christine: There might be a spark or two. 
… 
 



Observing Academic Conversations 

• Eighth Grade Science Classroom 








 

What are the rules for the interaction? 
Who can speak and when? 
What do you notice about “sentences” and 
words? 
Do the students show development of any 
core skill?  If yes, which ones?   



Recommendations for student talk 
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

Provide clear and explicit instructions 
Make talk necessary for assigned task 
Assign a clear outcome for the group work 
Determine if a task is appropriate to students’ cognitive and linguistic 
ability 
Integrate the task with the broader curriculum topic 
Involve all students in the group 
Allow students ample time to complete the tasks and talk 
Teach students how to work in groups together (provide explicit rules 
and expectations) 
Create expectations about exploratory vs. performative oral language 
use 



Conclusion 

•
•
•

Classroom talk is ubiquitous  
Talk is a complex professional skill for teachers 
Talk is a complex academic skill for students 
–

–

Opportunities for talk are important for ELs’ 
conceptual and linguistic development  
Supporting talk is important for ELs’ academic and 
linguistic success  
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•

•

Questions? 
 
Contact: Laura Wright (lwright@cal.org) 
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