






 

(Wells 1986, p.86) 

 

Limiting the data to just those conversations in which the adult was interacting with the 

child being observed, all adult utterances were coded as to whether and in what way they 

built upon what had been said in the immediately preceding conversation. In both 

settings, utterances that incorporated matter contributed in previous speaking turns. 

accounted for about 50 per cent of the total.  However, when a comparison was made 

between those adult utterances that picked up and extended matter contributed by the 

child (extending utterances) and those that developed matter previously introduced by the 

adult (developing utterances), a very significant difference was found. Whereas at home 

twice as many adult utterances were extending rather than developing, the ratio was 

reversed in the classroom, with teachers developing matter introduced by themselves 

twice as often as they extend matter contributed by the children. 

 

These findings are particularly ironic in that almost half of the 32 children being studied 

lived in predominantly lower class areas and attended schools that were charged with 

providing a ‘language enrichment program’, since it was a widely held belief that 

children from lower class homes entered school with less advanced mastery of English 



than their middle class peers. However, for every child in this sample, their language 

experience at school was significantly impoverished compared with that at home.
5
 While 

there are few, if any, studies that similarly compare home and school, there is ample 

evidence from other studies of language in the classroom that confirm the limited nature 

of most children’s opportunities to use and extend their language ability to the full in the 

elementary years at school (Tizard and Hughes 1984; Cazden 1988; Edwards and 

Westgate 1994; Nystrand 1997; Galton, Hargreaves et al. 1999). 

 

In the light of the arguments developed in the first part of this chapter and particularly 

those concerning the central role of language in children’s intellectual, social and 

emotional development, as explained by Vygotsky and other sociocultural scholars and 

researchers (Hicks 1995; Mercer 1995; Bruner 1996), these findings point to one of the 

most troubling aspects of most education in the elementary years (and beyond). And, 

unfortunately, the situation has recently deteriorated still further as a result of the growing 

emphasis on ensuring that children perform well on the mandated standardized tests. 

Indeed, in some schools in my vicinity, there is practically no ‘exploratory talk’ (Barnes 

1976) at all, as teachers are obliged to teach to an imposed program in which their every 

activity is prescripted and no deviations are permitted. 

 

At the same time, however, there are classrooms and schools in which serious attempts 

are being made to create more challenging and supportive environments for learning and 

development, where teachers recognize the critical importance of dialogue as the medium 

for learning and teaching. These will form the basis for the concluding sections of this 

chapter. But before turning to them, it is important to consider how literacy fits into the 

overall picture. 

 

Literacy 

First, we should be clear why we believe it important for all young people to become 

literate. Written language, as Donald (1991) reminds us, is first and foremost a form of 

external memory. It allows us to preserve information – ideas, plans, reports and 

instructions – in a permanent form that can be accessed at different times and places, by 



self as well as others, without it having to be commited to individual people’s biological 

memories. Over the course of history, it has enabled kings and governments to keep track 

of people’s assets and to tax them accordingly, to promulgate laws, and to administer 

public services. In more recent times, enhanced by visual media, such as graphs and 

diagrams as well as photos, it has provided the means for the cumulative development of 

science and technology, as a medium for broadcasting news and for political debate, and 

most recently, for advertising of all kinds and for purchasing at a distance. Contemporary 

societies could not survive without a literate population and individual members are at a 

disadvantage if they cannot participate in the various transactions that are mediated by 

written text. These are, in themselves, good reasons for making literacy learning a key 

part of any school curriculum. 

 

However, an equally good reason is what literacy provides by way of enhancement of 

each individual’s unique development. Quite apart from the role of written texts in 

making available the knowledge accumulated in the different academic disciplines that 

provides the foundation of school learning and access to higher education, books, 

magazines, Internet web pages, art media, and instruction manuals allow each of us to 

develop interests and acquire expertise in areas of our own choosing and to share our 

interests with others. But perhaps most importantly, being able to write to communicate 

with ourselves as well as with others provides a means of reflective self-development that 

is unequalled in power and versatility by any other means. And this, in turn, makes us 

each of us better able to contribute to the society to which we belong. There is thus every 

reason to emphasize literacy in children’s development. 

 

What is significant about the various kinds of literacy referred to above is that they are all 

functional in the various spheres of contemporary life in which they are found. When 

people read or write and use other literate modes of communication, they do so for some 

purpose and that purpose determines their choice of genre and style. People rarely read or 

write for the sake of engaging in the activity for its own sake. This should be the first 

guiding principle in planning the activities by means of which we hope to enable young 

people to become literate. In other words, we should assume that the best way to help 



them to learn to read and write is by providing occasions for them to engage in reading 

and writing for some purpose. As Vygotsky wrote, "teaching should be organized in such 

a way that reading and writing are necessary for something … Writing should be 

incorporated into a task that is relevant and necessary for life" (1978, pp.117-118). As he 

fully understood, without the motivation created by purposes of their own, children fail to 

develop the drive to learn to read and write and, as a result, they have considerable 

difficulty in mastering the knowledge, skills and dispositions that enable them to become 

purposeful, fluent, and critical readers and writers. For this reason, literacy in school 

should not be treated as a separate self-contained ‘subject’ in the curriculum but as a 

‘tool-kit’ that can be used as appropriate to contribute to work in theme-based studies of 

various kinds. 

 

Earlier, two examples were presented of how children begin to learn about the functions 

and values of literacy in the home environment. The first illustrated how sharing a story 

can be an enjoyable experience in its own right while, at the same time, developing the 

disposition to actively interact with what is read in order to enlarge one’s understanding 

of possible worlds beyond one’s first-hand experience. The second illustrated the 

practical utility of reading and writing in organizing everyday activities, such as buying 

needed foods and drinks. Many more examples could be given of how children begin to 

learn about the functions and forms of literate activities in family life (Taylor 1998).  

What was emphasized in presenting these examples was the way in which the mothers 

interacted with their children about the text they were reading or writing together. Rather 

than focus on the form – letter-sound relationships – they focused on how the child made 

sense of the text in terms of his or interests and concerns; instead of imposing their own 

understanding and values with respect to the text in question, they supported the 

children’s own quest for understanding (DeBruin-Parecki 1999). This is the second 

guiding principle for organizing literacy instruction in school.  

 

In certain fundamental respects, then, learning to read and write are similar to learning 

the spoken form of language. But putting these principles first does not mean ignoring the 

very real differences between the two modes of language use. Writing is a second-order 



form of language in that it uses patterns of visual symbols to represent the meanings that 

are expressed in speech. In alphabetic languages, such as English and other European 

languages, the written code fairly directly represents the sounds of the spoken word and 

so, at least initially, emphasis needs to be given to mastering the letter-sound 

correspondences that aid in decoding when reading and in spelling when writing. These 

are essential skills and, for many children, learning them may require systematic 

instruction and practice. But unless learning these skills is set in the context of reading 

and writing for purposes meaningful to the learner, there is a danger that children will 

become adept at coding and decoding instructional material but will either have difficulty 

in bringing these skills to bear when attempting to read and write autonomously or will 

become so bored with what for them are purposeless activities that they never discover 

the value to themselves of being able to read and write (Pressley 2001). 

 

The third guiding principle follows from the first two: No large group of children, such as 

make up a typical elementary school class, can be taught effectively by having everyone 

carry out the same program of activities in unison. Instruction needs to be differentiated 

according to individual interests, strengths and needs for assistance. In other words, 

instructional planning should be as concerned to work with each child in his or her zone 

of proximal development as to ensure that externally required curriculum guidelines are 

followed. While this principle applies at any age, it is particularly important in the early 

years.  

 

The work of Marie Clay (2005; Clay 2005) offers a particularly well thought-out and 

principled approach to helping children to master the ‘basics’ of print literacy, in which 

the sequence of instruction is tailored to the particular needs of individual children. In the 

United States, her approach has become known through its application in Reading 

Recovery, but the principles involved should not be thought of as applying only in 

remedial contexts. Using both children’s own writing as well as a wide selection of short 

illustrated books as the basis for talk about texts and how to make meaning with them, 

her approach can be adapted to suit the range of needs for assistance found right across 

the early grades.  



 

Particularly significant about Clay’s work is her emphasis on treating spoken and written 

language as complementary. Because fluent reading and writing are normally carried out 

individually and in silence, the mental processes involved cannot be inferred by a 

preliterate child in the same way that they can for the processes involved in material 

activities, such as cooking, cleaning or doing the laundry. It is essential, therefore, that a 

teacher or some other adult talk with the child about how texts work while actually 

engaged in reading or writing. Encouraging children to write as best they can is 

particularly helpful because, even more than reading, it draws attention to the decisions 

that have to be made in order to represent the meanings that the child first composes in 

speech in the sequential construction of the written text (Clay 1983). 

 

Another good way to have an adult read and write with a child is to encourage them to 

choose a book to take home to share with family members. In my son’s K-1 class, the 

teacher had two large collections of appealing books, some of them in languages other 

than English for the English language learners. The children were regularly encouraged 

to choose two books to take home: the first would be one that they would read to a family 

member and the other, more difficult, would be one that they would ask to be read to 

them. Parents were encouraged to talk with the child about the books they chose in the 

ways described earlier. This scheme proved very popular with children and parents alike 

and was soon being used in other schools in the district. It also inspired quite a number of 

parents to come to the classroom to continue the book sharing there (Wells, J. and Hart-

Hewins 1990). 

 

Mary Ann Van Tassell  decided to take this idea a stage further by asking her six and 

seven-year-olds to talk about their responses to the stories they were reading with their 

parents. In order to have a record of their responses, she asked the parents to write the 

children’s reflective comments on Postit notes and to stick each note on the appropriate 

page of the book. Then, when several children had read the same book, she planned to 

discuss the book with them and create a web in which their notes were spatially related in 

terms of ideas that were connected in some way. 



 

The following episode occurred after three children had read Mrs Katz and Tush (Polacco 

1992), a story about an old woman who lives alone and is befriended by Larnell, a boy 

who gives her a kitten for company. Each of the children had contributed a number of 

‘seeds’ on Post-it notes and, in this extract, two of them are deciding with their teacher 

how to arrange them on a large sheet of paper to show the connections among them. (The 

third child is absent because he is sick.) So far, notes referring to cats have been arranged 

in one group and they have been considering a note that refers to the Jewish custom of 

putting stones on the graves of loved ones who have died. Karla has found two seeds that 

she thinks should go together. 

 

Karla:       (pointing to a 'seed' and reading) It's because it says "It is good  

     that Larnell and Mrs. Katz became friends." 

Teacher:    -"that Larnell and Mrs. Katz became friends" 

Karla:       And this says "That was nice what people do to see and say  

     ‘Hi’ to people that died" 

Teacher:    -"that was nice what people do to see and say ‘Hi’ to the people  

      that died" 

Ashlynn:   -"what people do to see and say ‘Hi’ to the people that died" 

Teacher:    Yes . so what is it that's connected? -that connects them? 

      What is it that connects them? (the two seeds just mentioned) 

Karla:        <That they're both like - they both say what * *> 

Teacher:    How is this- you mean because this (pointing to the first seed) 

      shows that they were friends? 

Karla:        (nods) 

Teacher:    And THIS is saying that they're friends? (pointing to the other) 

Karla:        (nods) 

Ashlynn:   Why don't we put this one before that one <altogether then>? 

Teacher:    Well are these all connected though? (referring to the seeds that 



         Ashlynn indicates, which refer to Passover, friendship, and the  

       graveyard) 

Ashlynn:    No 

Teacher:     They're not - this one (the seed of friendship) is connected to  

       all of those 

       Could we put it kind of in the middle and put these around it? 

Ashlynn:    Yes 

Karla:         Yeah 

 

It must be unusual for six-year-olds to be engaged, as they are here, in considering the 

relationship between the different themes of a story and providing justifications for their 

opinions. But what is particularly interesting about the procedure that the teacher has 

invented is that, by having the children’s comments on different aspects of the story 

written on small Post-it notes, their ideas do indeed become objects that can be compared, 

and physically placed in different relationships to each other. As the teacher suggests: 

 

Throughout the conversation, both girls struggle to explain their reasons for 

connecting seeds. This is the meta-cognitive talk. They are not used to making 

these thoughts explicit, and it is exactly this type of talk that moves the 

conversation beyond discussion of the literal into the more abstract themes of the 

story. At this point, both students needed help in making these connections 

explicit. (Van Tassell and Galbraith 1998) 

 

As she also tells the children at another point, there is nothing final about the first way in 

which they decide to arrange them, as they can always move them later, if necessary, 

when they see a better way of relating them. As they arrange the seeds in the web, 

therefore, the children are learning a very important feature of composing in writing: that 

ideas can be revised, as can the way in which they are put together in the text as a whole. 

And, although they are probably not fully aware of it, they are also learning that when 



ideas are arranged in different combinations, new meanings emerge from these 

alternative juxtapositions. As Karla added when they had completed the task, "We never 

knew things could fit together like that." 

 

Following the use of the web in Mary Ann’s class, her colleague, Barbara Galbraith, 

extended the idea of a web to investigate story elements, such as plot, key events, and 

characterization, in the novels that her grade three students were reading. Here, too, the 

web served as a form of synoptic text, enabling the students to make connections at a 

meta level that they were less able to see as they simply read through the story, page by 

page. And, once again, it was through talking together about the "seeds" they had 

identified that they were able to build larger patterns of meaning. 

 

Reading and Writing with Peers 

 

So far, the emphasis has been on tailoring instruction to the needs of individuals. But the 

differences between children in their degree of understanding about how written language 

works can be turned into an asset through children helping each other and sharing what 

they know. One way of doing so can be seen in the next example. 

 

In Karla Poremba’s kindergarten class (Richgels, Poremba and McGee, 1996), children 

often find a new text on display as they enter the classroom in the morning and they are 

encouraged to make time to take a careful look at it. Poremba selects texts, such as a 

poem, a recipe or a story, that relate to what they are doing in class and uses them for 

shared reading with the whole class. However, before she reads the text, she engages the 

children in an activity that she calls "What can you show us?" She invites individual 

children to come and point to something they know about the text. 

 

One day in early October, the children found the following letter from Uncle Wally (one 

of the large dolls in the book corner): 



 

Dear Kindergarteners, 

 

It is fall! 

Fall is apple time. 

We picked an apple 

On a tree. 

Yum! Yum! 

 

Love 

Uncle Wally. 

 

Poremba had drawn an apple over each occurrence of the word ‘apple’ and a tree over the 

word ‘tree’ and these were what the first child drew attention to. Next, Nathan pointed to 

the’K’ in ‘Kindergarteners’ and then to the ‘KP’ written on his name collar so that other 

teachers could identify him as a child in Karla Poremba’s class. He did not know the 

name of the letter but other children were able to inform him. Once the ‘K’ in the long 

word at the beginning of the letter had been located, Erin called out ‘Kindergarteners’ 

and Jason then went to the easel and, pointing to the words, read ‘Dear Kindergarteners. 

After Jason, with help from others had read some individual words and then the phrase 

‘on a tree, Eric offered what he knew, associating individual letters with classmates 

names: "The Y for Freddy (pointing to the ‘Y’ in ‘Yum’ .. and he has an ‘F’ (pointing to 

the ‘F’ in ‘fall’) .. and an ‘I’ for Ian (pointing to the ‘I’ in ‘It’) .. There’s an ‘E’ for me 

(pointing to the end of ‘tree’)." Elise next told what she thought the letter was about: 

"They got in an apple tree." Finally, Kaitlynn returned to the letter ‘K’, which she 

identified in the middle of ‘picked’ as well as the first letter in her name. 

 

In these exchanges, each child is recognized for what he or she knows; at the same time, 

there is an opportunity for collaboration as one child builds on what another has 



contributed. Between them, the children draw attention to many aspects of the written 

code and the teacher is able to see what sort of individual assistance to give to each child. 

 

The next example involves a different kind of talk about a text, which occurred in a class 

of eight-year-old students, many of whom were still mastering English as their second 

language. Here, a group of five Portuguese-Canadian children are working together 

collaboratively to create a text to share with the rest of the class. The task the teacher had 

set was to base what they wrote on the research they had been doing on dinosaurs, and 

they embarked on the task with enthusiasm. In the following extract, we see them not 

only generating an amusing "story", but also helping each other with all aspects of the 

writing process. The transcript below contains a small number of extracts from a 

conversation that remained focused on the task for about 40 minutes. 

 

Tanya:    Think of the title .. Dinosaur Time. 

Tony:      Back in the dinosaur time? 

    [Children sit in silence thinking for a while] 

Tanya:    Dinosaur school? 

Tony and Barb: (simultaneously) Yeah 

   [The group agrees eagerly; several laugh] 

Barb:     It will be fun then 

Tony:     How do you spell dinosaur? 

   [Several look round the classroom to find the word displayed] 

 

Having fairly quickly decided to write about "Dinosaur schools", they begin to negotiate 

the opening of their text. The exact location of dinosaur schools is discussed over the next 

several turns and the inside of volcanoes is decided to be a suitable location. Together 

they generate the first sentence and Tony begins to write. 

 

Tony:     Baby- (as he writes) 



Many:    Baby dinosaurs . dinosaurs (group members chime in) 

Tanya:    Hm you put dinosaur ..DinoSAURS (emphasizing the plural form) 

Tony:     I can't do anything now (refers to erasing) 

Eric:      What did he do wrong? dinosaur school? 

Tanya:   Dinosaurs, he must put dinoSAURS (again emphasizing the plural) 

   like thousands of them, more than one 

Tony:     So, so that's what the school is 

Tanya:    A school with one kid? (laughs) 

Barb:      Dinosaur school, school of one kid 

Tanya:    Baby dinosaurs must go to school inside a volcano (laughs) .. once  

    every five years, a fire alarm will go on as an eruption. 

Barb:     Ya, that's funny (everyone laughs) 

 

Tony continues to scribe what the group has composed while the others monitor and 

comment on what he is writing. 

 

Tony:      (reading as he writes) Baby dinosaurs schools are in- are in .  

   volcanoes 

Tanya:    WERE in 

Eric:     Were in- 

Tanya:    They are not right now, are dinosaurs living right now? 

   WERE (repeating as Tony writes) 

   [Tony continues to write, vocalizing each word as he writes it] 

Tony:     - were in volcanoes, in a volcano 

Tanya:    In volcano . S (emphasizing plural) 

Tony:     V O K - V O K (invents spelling) .. V O K - K A 

Eric:     Tony, I think you've got it wrong ..it's V O L - volcanoes 

Tony:     (continuing to vocalize as he writes) Every five hundred years - ' 

Eric:     I know ***** (his utterance is unclear but seems to be raising an  



   objection) 

Tony:     Okay 

Tanya:    Yeah, five years because they won't be alive in five hundred years 

Eric :     Yes, they would 

Tanya:    But they wouldn't be babies anymore 

Tony:     (agreeing) Yeah 

Barb:     They'll be five 

Eric:     So they'll be in grade six ** 

Tanya:    They are in grade six .. they'll be in school, they'll be teenagers,  

   not babies anymore 

Tony:     I made a mistake 

Barb:     Who cares? 

Tanya:    They'll .. they'll be in high school 

 

These extracts, which involved only the first few lines of their final text, show very 

clearly the complexity of the challenges facing novice writers. First there is the search for 

what to write. Here the decision was somewhat assisted by the teacher's specification of 

the general topic and by the knowledge that the rest of the class was the intended 

audience. But even when the general idea has been decided on, as it was fairly early in 

this writing episode, writers have to generate specific detail and ensure that there is 

coherence in the emerging structure of meaning. Then there is the problem of ‘wording’ - 

the choice both of appropriate words and of their correct morphological structure for their 

role in the context of the sentence. Finally there are the conventions of spelling and 

punctuation to grapple with as the spoken version of the text is encoded in graphological 

form. Not surprisingly, managing all these levels simultaneously can seem an 

overwhelming task, particularly when the physical formation of the letters is still also 

very time-consuming. 

 

For this group of writers, all of whom were still mastering English as their second 



language, there were obvious benefits in undertaking this task collaboratively. Not only 

were they able to draw on the diverse range of relevant expertise that was distributed 

among the group, but together they were able to overcome the problems of short-term 

memory involved in retaining the intended meaning that had been composed while 

dealing with the difficulties of accurately representing it on the page. And, most 

important, their shared commitment to the task sustained their motivation to continue. 

 

Here is the text that they had produced at the end of the forty minute activity. Probably 

because of its witty inventiveness, the class judged it to be the best produced by any 

group. 

DINOSAURS SCHOOL… 

Baby DINOSAURS Schools were in VOCKANOS. 

Every 5 Years The Fire Drial would Go On as an ERUPTION 

THEY WriHT About People. THE Paper was 10 mters long. And 

The Pencil is 5 mters long. There Close is poka Doted. And THERE 

Poget is about THE Fugter. THE Librery is called Home read stone. 

And The books or made of saled. Rock. THEY live in haya rock. 

THERE Brians or as small as marbells. THERE LUnCH is Brontobrgers. 

THERE TOYS ARE all With batreries, THERE HOUES is MADE OF Pebulls. 

by Tony, Tanya, Barbara, Margaret and Eric. 

 

The practice of writing collaboratively is also helpful for older students, particularly for 

second language learners or students with learning difficulties who lack confidence in 

their ability to compose extended texts on their own. Not only does the social nature of 

the enterprise increase their interest in and enjoyment of the task, but where they might 

be reluctant to review and revise their text when writing individually, they are more 

willing to do so when their contributions are challenged by peers whose opinion they 

value. Of course, the ultimate aim is that they should take responsibility for the texts that 

they produce in solo mode, but for many students the support of collaborative peers is an 



excellent way of assisting them to reach this stage. 

 

Creating a Classroom Where Reading, Writing and Talking Are Valued 

 

As emphasized earlier, speaking, listening, reading and writing are modes of 

communication about matters that are of personal and social significance to those 

involved. In Vygotskian terms, they mediate various forms of joint activity. Spoken and 

written interaction are thus the principal means of “thinking together” (Mercer 2002) and, 

as the various genres of communication are appropriated from participation in dialogue 

with others, they become the means for individual thinking in the dialogue of  “inner 

speech” (Vygotsky 1987) and reflective writing. 

 

These may seem rather advanced forms of language use for children in the early years, 

but this need not be the case. Under appropriate conditions, even first graders are able to 

talk constructively about matters that they think are important, as Gallas found when her 

children engaged in ‘science talks’ (Gallas 1995). Similarly, when they write with and for 

each other, instead of for the teacher, they are able to use the emerging text as a means of 

thinking together, as was seen in the case of the authors of ‘Dinosaurs School’ (cf. also 

Dyson 1993). But whether in speech or writing, for sustained dialogue to develop, certain 

conditions must be met. 

 

• The topic must be of interest to the participants; 

• Individual students must have relevant ideas, opinions, or experiences that they 

want to share;  

• Others must be willing to listen or read attentively and critically; 

• The teacher must share control and the right to evaluate with students.    

 

Over a period of almost ten years, I worked with a group of elementary teachers to 

explore ways in which these conditions could be created in regular classrooms in Metro 

Toronto. As the title of our project, ‘Developing Inquiring Communities in Education” 

(DICEP) suggests, we believed that the best way to proceed would be to approach the 



curriculum through theme-based inquiries, in which children worked in self-chosen 

groups on aspects of the theme in which they were particularly interested. 

 

Vygotskian theory was one source of inspiration for our work; another was educational 

philosophy of Dewey. Of one thing Dewey was quite sure: in order for students to engage 

with a topic, it must be of interest to them. But it must also be one that poses problems or 

raises doubts that will motivate the students to explore further. This led him to place great 

emphasis on inquiry, both as the motivation for engaging in, and as the organizing 

principle for the selection of, learning activities. These, he believed, should grow out of 

first-hand experience and be largely determined by the students themselves, with the 

teacher acting more as facilitator than as director. While more recent writers in this 

tradition have placed less emphasis on individual choice of topic for inquiry, they agree 

with Dewey in emphasizing that the key characteristic of  investigatory activities should 

be that they take as their object significant and often problematic features of the students' 

experience and environment and have as their intended outcome a growth in the students' 

understanding, where this is taken to mean, not simply factual knowledge, but knowledge 

growing out of, and oriented to, socially relevant and productive action (Cohen, 

McLaughlin et al. 1993). 

 

Vygotsky, on the other hand, while agreeing on the importance of interest and the 

motivational value of inquiry, placed much greater emphasis on collaborative group 

investigation. This was in part because he saw the social group, in this case the classroom 

community, as the source from which the individual appropriated the language-mediated 

practices that are the foundation of higher mental functions. But equally important was 

the much more active role he attributed to the teacher in selecting the topics for students’ 

inquiries and in providing guidance as they engaged in the problem solving to which 

these inquiries were intended to give rise. It was in such situations, he believed, that the 

teacher was able to work most effectively with students in their ‘zones of proximal 

development (Vygotsky1987). 

 

However, for both Dewey and Vygotsky, despite their different emphases, one of the 



most important functions of inquiry was to generate occasions for purposeful dialogue. 

When students pursue investigations, they develop ideas and acquire information that 

they want to share and debate; at the same time, the problems they encounter call for the 

joint consideration of alternative possible solutions. In these circumstances, students have 

reason to learn the skills necessary for using reference materials, taking notes, and 

engaging in productive dialogue, Over time, they also develop the disposition to approach 

problem solving of all kinds in this way, which will be of value both to them in their 

futures and to the larger society of which they are becoming members. 

 

Over the years of the project, we constructed a general model of ‘dialogic inquiry’ that 

we found helpful as a tool for thinking about the key components of a theme-based 

curriculum unit (see Figure 1).  The overall aim is to engage children in collaborative 

knowledge building through action, talk, and use of written text. Key is the choice of 

theme and the way it is launched. The theme should allow multiple approaches, which 

both enable connections to be made to curricular guidelines and suggest a variety of 

student inquiries. Students choose the topics they wish to investigate and small groups are 

formed around these topics. In their groups, students engage in three components: 

research to gather relevant evidence; interpretation of the evidence in the light of their 

questions (these two components are repeated as necessary until the group considers it 

has made answers to the questions or changed their questions in the light of the evidence 

they have collected); and presentation of the results of their investigation to the whole 

class, either orally or through poster presentations. Each of these components involves 

the students in: practical investigation (experiment, observation, survey, etc.) as well as 

library research; dialogue in planning and carrying out investigations, interpretation of 

the evidence, and preparation for presentation; written notes in a log or journal and, 

where appropriate, the creation of a written report. In some ways, however, it is the final 

component, Reflection, that is the most important. In a whole class discussion, the 

students consider the relationships between the different groups’ results, exploring 

discrepancies and alternative interpretations, and decide what they now understand about 

the theme and what further questions have arisen as a result. At the same time they also 

discuss the processes in which they have engaged and consider ways in which they could 



improve in the future (Wells 2001; Wells 2002). 

 

 

Figure 1. Model of Dialogic Inquiry  

 

The preceding description of the model is obviously very schematic and should not be 

taken as blueprint to be followed in a mechanical manner. What is important is the 

identification of the key components and the relationships among them. A further point to 

note is that some themes may well develop into sub-themes corresponding to curricular 

subjects. For example, a theme on Monarch butterflies might include a sub-theme on the 

mathematics of the measurement of distance, time and speed, another on the 

metamorphosis of caterpillars into butterflies, and another on color in relation to painting 

pictures of the butterflies’ wings (Gamberg, Kwak et al. 1988; Harste 1994).   

 

The value of the model to us, as teachers, is that it gives a central place to the 

investigation of students’ questions, allowing them to bring their interests, skills and 

knowledge to bear in genuine inquiry and the dialogue that this requires while, at the 

same time, pushing them “to go beyond themselves” (Vygotsky, 1987) in developing new 

interests, skills and understanding and in making connections between the new 

information and what they already know. Moreover, the overarching theme enables the 



students to benefit from each others’ newfound expertise and to learn about the 

relationships among the different questions they have addressed (Brown and Campione 

1994). Finally, working together in this way creates a classroom ethos of inquiry, 

collaboration and dialogue, which encourages each member to learn from and with each 

other. 

 

Space allows the inclusion of only one example of the application of this model.  It took 

place in a grade three class in a school in the heart of Chinatown where, not surprisingly, 

the majority of children spoke English as a second or subsequent language. For two 

weeks in February the whole school adopted the theme of ‘Winter’ and Ann Maher, the 

teacher of this particular class, decided to launch the theme by reading The Cremation of 

Sam McGee (Service and Harrison 2006). Following the first reading of this gruesome 

but intriguing poem with its marvelously evocative illustrations, the children worked in 

groups to create a representation of some aspect of the poem that had really impressed 

them. One group obtained a large cardboard carton from the school janitor and made it 

into a model of a bookstore, with cut out windows in which tiny books were displayed 

and a poster advertising the illustrated version of the book was posted on the bookstore 

door. 

 

Two days later, the teacher read the poem and asked the children to come up with 

questions about the story and its location in the Yukon that they would like to investigate. 

One group chose to find out about the animals that live in the Yukon, and one boy made a 

model of a wolf out of wire and papier mache and then, to make it more realistic, (being 

unaware of the irony) covered it with a sheepskin rug brought in from home. A second 

group found out about the history of the Yukon and the Canadian Gold Rush, while a 

third made a model of Dawson City, based on photographs they found in a book that the 

teacher had borrowed from the library. Marilda and her friend Jacinta decided to 

investigate the weather in the Yukon and conducted a variety of practical investigations. 

Marilda was fascinated by the wind and, following instructions found in a publication for 

schools from the Ontario Science Centre, constructed a small weather vane, which she 

took into the school yard during recess to demonstrate its working to any of her friends 



she could buttonhole. 

 

When she came back into the classroom, Marilda approached the teacher as soon as she 

was free in order to show off her ‘windfinder’. Here is a transcript of the discussion that 

took place when the teacher gathered a group of students to listen to Marilda’s 

explanation of how the windfinder worked.  

 

Marilda: It's here, my windfinder  

Teacher: OK, so here's your windfinder   

  That's a good name for it, isn’t it?   

Marilda: (demonstrates by blowing to make her windfinder work)   

Eric:  Oh Miss-  

Teacher: Eric, have you seen this windfinder?  

Eric:  Yes, last year we were studying about it   

Teacher: Mm   

(to Marilda) Can you-  can you explain-  like . can you explain  

how it works?   

Eric:  Yes I know how it works   

Teacher: (to Eric) Oh excuse me . I was really speaking .. to Marilda .. 

(to Marilda) Can you explain it?  

(to Maria) Maybe you'd be interested in this . do you want to come 

over here? (putting her arm round her to bring her closer)  

  (Jacinta and Maggie also join the group)  

Marilda: When you-  when the wind blows . it's trying to find the wind 

When the wind blows this points to which direction it's coming 

from (pointing to the pointer on her wind finder)  

Jacinta: Yeah like- (she takes the windfinder and demonstrates) 

Marilda: See, it's pointing round to you 

Teacher:  Why's it pointing to you? (referring to Jacinta, but addressing the  

question to the whole group)  

Eric:  Because she's the one who blew   



Marilda: And if you keep on-  (takes back windfinder from Jacinta)  

  (Maggie tries to blow)   

Jacinta: You have to blow hard   

(Maggie blows hard)  

Marilda:  OK now blow again (Maggie blows again)  

It stays in the same spot cos- cos the wind's- 

Teacher: Why? 

Jacinta: Cos it needs a big surface to blow on . to push it  

Teacher: Come on (encouraging Marilda to continue) 

Marilda:  Cos the- cos the wind's blowing that direction and it- 

Maggie: No . why did it go? 

Marilda: - it's not coming in a different way  

Eric:  Because it doesn't have a piece of paper over here (pointing to  

the end of the straw with the paperclip)   

Teacher:  What would happen if you had a piece of paper over there?  

Marilda:  It'd turn around? 

Jacinta:  Because it needs a big surface to blow on to push it  .  

Teacher: So it's- 

Eric:  And that's a big surface  

Teacher: So it's got something to do with the surface of the paper  

Children: Yeah  

Teacher: And the air?  

Eric:  Mm  

Marilda: And the- this thing. maybe (pointing to the bead)  

Teacher: Oh and- 

Eric:  It's the needle  

Jacinta: No I think it's got to turn-  

Eric:  It's the needle it's the needle that- well not the needle but the . 

the straw . it's the straw has the hole  

Marilda: This makes it- 

Eric:  The straw has the hole and the hole like causes it to . to make a  



wiggly turn  

Teacher: Yes (somewhat doubtfully)  

Marilda: No it's this that makes it- 

Teacher: Which? The bead?  

Marilda: Yeah  

Teacher: The bead . you think the bead is very important?  

Marilda: Yeah  

Teacher: Why? Why do you think that's important?  

Jacinta: Let's try it without the bead  

Marilda: Cos the- 

Teacher: (to Jacinta) That's a good idea . that- that would . be a way of  

finding out if it's really important  

(to Marilda) First, why do you think the bead's important?  

Marilda: Well .., some machines they have a- 

Eric:  It's a nuisance (referring to the bead) 

Marilda: - the little round things  

Eric:  Yes but some machines don't have them  

Teacher: Ballbearings? You mean ballbearings  

Marilda: Yeah . so maybe like it might make it – might help by  

spinning it . like spinning  

Teacher: It's got something to do with the spinning and then making  

it easier to spin  

I like your idea, Jacinta . that's a very interesting idea,  

taking the bead out . I don't know whether Marilda would .  

want to do that now or not  

Jacinta: - want to- 

Marilda: OK I'll try it  

 

I have quoted this episode in full because it illustrates so well many of the points made 

earlier in the chapter. First, the teacher gathers other children to form an interested 

audience for Marilda’s explanation, thus giving recognition to her achievement. This is 



particularly important as Marilda, a Portuguese Canadian, had been retained in grade 

three because her previous teacher had considered her to be making inadequate progress; 

valuing her invention as she does, the teacher does much to boost her self-confidence. 

Second, the teacher encourages Marilda to say more about what she is interested in rather 

than taking over and speaking for her. In this respect, it is noticeable how the teacher’s 

moves focus the discussion by summarizing the various children’s contributions toward 

constructing an explanation while ensuring that Marilda’s more tentative proposal is 

given full consideration. It seems clear that, while initially Marilda did not seem sure how 

to respond appropriately to the teacher’s request, she learned through her participation in 

this collaborative attempt what it means to give an explanation of “how [the windfinder] 

works.” In other words, she received support in her zone of proximal development from 

the other children as well as the teacher. 

 

At the end of the unit, the class held an open evening for parents and other visitors, at 

which they displayed the outcomes of their investigations and answered visitors’ 

questions. Marilda  had two artifacts to show: her windfinder and a demonstration of 

convection currents. She also had written texts to describe and explain what she had done 

and learned. But, most significant as evidence of her increased self-esteem was the audio 

recording she added to her display so that interested visitors could hear her account if she 

happened to be away from her display and unable to answer their questions directly.
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The Teacher’s Roles 

 

Teachers of young children have many roles to play: maintaining productive relationships 

with parents; monitoring children’s physical health and emotional wellbeing; promoting 

positive social relationships, self-discipline, and concern for others; amassing or 

borrowing additional resources for the units they plan to teach, including building a 

classroom library; and many more. Here, I wish to focus on the teacher’s roles in relation 

to the curriculum and children’s academic progress. 

 

I have found it helpful to think of the teacher’s role as operating at two levels. At the first 



level, the teacher is responsible for choosing themes that both incorporate learning goals 

from the grade level curriculum standards and take account of the children’s interests and 

out-of-school experiences, and then of devising a range of activities through which the 

chosen theme can be explored. To a considerable degree, this role concerns planning and 

organization in order to provide the conditions in which his or her charges can learn new 

knowledge and skills and develop self-confidence as inquirers and problem posers and 

solvers. This role also includes presenting new information and procedures through 

exposition by self or other experts (either in person or through their writings), and the use 

of various forms of direct instruction, when appropriate. 

 

At the level of individual students or small groups, however,. the teacher has the rather 

different  role of faciltator, as she or he works with the children in their zones of proximal 

development to support and guide their endeavors. In this role, the teacher acts more as 

respondent to the students’ implicit as well as explicit requests for help than as instructor. 

There are many forms in which help can be given, such as prompting, inviting the child 

to talk about what he or she is trying to do and what strategies he or she has available that 

may be useful, asking specific questions that may help the child to see what to do next, 

drawing attention to some aspect of the task that he or she seems to have ignored, and so 

on (cf. (Tharp and Gallimore 1988). There is also a place for direct instruction, but now 

not broadcast to the class as a whole but, instead, what might be termed “just in time 

teaching” to enable the child to proceed with success. The important point about such 

scaffolding is that the aim is to enable the child to manage the task without help in the 

future. This has been called the “handover principle”, the aim of which is to foster 

children’s confidence and autonomy and to wean them away from dependence on the 

teacher or other props (Maybin, Mercer et al. 1992) 

 

[Insert figure 2 about here] 

 

Cutting across these two levels is the activity of assessment. This is an essential aspect of 

effective teaching at each of the two levels. At the Facilitation level, formative 

assessment should be constantly ongoing, as this is how the teacher can adjust the 



assistance she or he provides when interacting with individual students or groups. This 

form of assessment requires no formal instruments; rather, it is achieved by observing 

what students are doing and saying in order to monitor what and how well they are 

understanding (or misunderstanding); this enables appropriate adjustments to be made to 

the task conditions in the moment as well as decisions to be made about whether or not to 

intervene when individuals or groups encounter difficulties and, if so, the best way to do 

so (Drummond 1997). As far as maximizing children’s progress is concerned, this kind of 

formative assessment is much more useful than summative assessment. 

 

 

Figure 2. The Roles of the Teacher 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the Managerial level, some form of summative assessment is also important in order 

to find out whether the learning opportunities that were planned and put into effect in 

collaboration with the students were effective in achieving the intended outcomes. 

However, what was planned is rarely enacted as originally anticipated just because the 

enactment is a joint process that is affected by all manner of factors, and particularly by 

the students’ uptake of the opportunities made available and by their contributions to 

ongoing activities. In this sense, the curriculum is always emerging from moment to 

moment and is inevitably experienced differently by individual participants. For this 

reason, summative assessment should not be thought of as an evaluation of the students 

alone; the teacher’s part in keeping the ship afloat and attempting to navigate it should 

also be evaluated. The students should also be involved in the summative evaluation of 

what was helpful to them and what was not. 

 

Finally, at least for some subject areas, an annual assessment is often mandated by the 

state. This is, of course, a justifiable instrument of accountability – at least in principle. 

However, as such tests take no account of the differences between schools and 

classrooms in terms of their demographic makeup, their level of funding, or, most 

importantly, what topics and issues have actually been studied and to what depth, the 

results should not be used to evaluate students or teachers against each other. 

Furthermore, because such tests frequently make use of multiple choice items that have 

just one correct answer, they can only test knowledge of ‘factual’ material since they give 



students no opportunity to provide justifications for the answers that they select. The 

results of these tests thus provide little information to the teacher as to how they might be 

more effective in enabling students to gain a deeper understanding of the topics that are 

selected for testing.
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Teachers as Researchers 

 

There is one further role that teachers are increasingly taking on, and that is the role of 

‘teacher researcher’. When teachers are already reflective about their own classroom 

practice, there are several excellent reasons for taking this additional step. First, if they 

systematically document the two kinds of assessment discussed above, they already have 

useful data for answering a variety of questions about the degree of match between their 

intentions and their practice. It is then worthwhile, having reflected on the results of this 

first level of investigation, to decide on what changes they wish to make and to collect 

further evidence to investigate the success of their attempts. This process can be even 

more illuminating and rewarding if a group of teachers work together, as the DICEP 

group did, to share their findings and their ideas for further improvement. Not only do 

members provide mutual support and encouragement but, when they tackle a common 

issue, their findings are likely to carry more weight and be more useful to other teachers. 

And when they embark on preparing to present their work at conferences and to publish it 

for other teachers, the opportunity for collaborative knowledge building that the group 

provides is a further benefit (Wells 2001). 

 

But there is a further reason to become a teacher researcher and that is both to experience 

first hand and to model for students the same processes of inquiry that, it has been 

suggested, should be central to the way in which they organize their students’ learning. 

As the DICEP teachers found, it is a natural next step to include the students as co-

investigators about the work they are doing together (see Networks 6(1) for accounts of 

their joint projects).
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Conclusion 



 

In opening this chapter, I rejected the notion that human beings live their lives as solitary 

individuals surrounded and influenced by a ‘social context.’ To the contrary, I have 

argued that all of us live our lives in constant interaction with others – family members 

close to us, friends, neighbors, workmates and even casual acquaintances – in which the 

outcomes of our jointly undertaken activities bring about our mutual transformation as 

well as transformations of our shared environment. Infancy and childhood are the periods 

of most rapid and consequential transformation, as it is during these periods that the 

individual is apprenticed into the local culture, its historically developed ways of acting, 

thinking and valuing, and forms the dispositions that will strongly influence how she or 

he will take up opportunities for further development throughout his or her life. 

 

Understood in this way, the parts played by the significant others – parents, caregivers, 

teachers – in the child’s early life are key to his or her future and, less directly, to that of 

all the other people with whom he or she will interact. How they engage with the child in 

the activities they undertake together not only facilitates – or impedes – his or her active 

and interested participation but also models what activities are worth undertaking and 

how they should be approached. In particular, the ways in which they talk about what 

they are doing together enables the young child both to appropriate the resources of the 

spoken language and also, in the process, to take over the cultural knowledge that is 

encoded in that language. 

 

Cultures and families differ in the ways in which they make sense of experience and in 

their images of the ideal course and endpoint of development and these differences affect 

the ways in which parents interact with their children. Clearly, the resulting differences in 

children’s early experiences must be taken into account by those who plan and organize 

the learning experiences that are made available in daycare and school settings. But in the 

increasingly global environment in which all cultures are now involved, there is a need 

for all children to develop the dispositions and knowledgeable skills to become resilient, 

adaptable and resourceful learners, who are able to be interdependent as well as 

independent agents, to take the lead as well as to follow, and selectively to draw upon and 



extend the knowledge that they inherit from previous generations in order to contribute to 

solving the problems that they will undoubtedly encounter in their lives beyond school. 

 

The best way to assist children in their development, I have suggested, is by approaching 

learning and teaching through dialogic inquiry, in which spoken and written language, 

together with action and reflection, provide the principal mediational means. Since the 

appropriate themes and the manner in which they are approached will need to be different 

for children of different ages and with different previous experiences, there can be no 

single blueprint that will be universally applicable. It is for this reason that I have 

recommended that teachers, too, engage in dialogic inquiry with their colleagues to create 

and improve learning opportunities that are most appropriate for the children in their care. 

 

Almost a century ago, Dewey put forward similar arguments in Democracy and 

Education.  

 

In directing the activities of the young, society determines its own future ... Since 

the young at a given time will at some later date compose the society of that 

period, the latter's nature will largely turn upon the direction children's 

activities were given at an earlier period. (Dewey 1966) 

 

In the intervening years, the world has changed in ways that make the future for today’s 

children more uncertain and more challenging than it was when Dewey wrote those 

words. It is therefore all the more important that the activities we design for their 

education are such as to enable them to meet those challenges with relevant knowledge 

and the disposition to use it in collaboration with others with a concern for the interests 

of others as well as themselves and for the wellbeing of the planet on which we all live.
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Notes 

1
 In this and all the following extracts, the following transcription conventions apply: 

[  ] enclose interpretations and contextual information; < > enclose segments where the 

transcription is in doubt; * indicates an unintelligible word; CAPS indicate a segment 

spoken with emphasis; underline indicates segments spoken simultaneously; .  a period 

marks approximately one second of pause. 

 

2 
This finding is supported by many studies conducted in Western societies. In less 

technologically developed societies, on the other hand, parents are often too involved in 

adult work to have time to talk with their children, nor do they consider such interaction 

to be important for their children’s development. In these societies, child-rearing is 

largely the responsibility of older siblings (Rogoff, 2003; (Schieffelin and Ochs 1986; 

Rogoff 2003)
3 
In the Bristol Study, we compared all 128 children at the age of three-and-



a-half years. While some were already functioning in advance of the average five-year-

old, others were still at the average level of a two-year-old. Nevertheless, by five, all of 

them had mastered the basic grammar of English and had a vocabulary of several 

thousand words (Wells, 1986, chapter 5). 

 

4
 The following are also useful contemporary interpretations of Vygotsky’s work: 

(Daniels 1996; Wells and Claxton 2002; Rogoff 2003) 

5
 It is worth pointing out that, when the relationship between children’s scores on a scale 

of language development were correlated with their scores on a scale of family 

background, the relationship was found to be statistically non-significant. The sample for 

this comparison included all 128 children in the Bristol Sudy, who had been selected to 

be representative of the total preschool population of the city.  While the extremely high 

and extremely low scorers on the language scale (12 in total) were found to be from the 

high and low ends, respectively, on the family background scale, the distribution of the 

remaining116 children showed no evidence of a relationship between the two variables 

(Wells, 1986). 

 

6
 For a fuller account of this inquiry unit, see Wells and Chang-Wells (1992) 

7
 Despite the arguments against treating state mandated tests as providing useful feedback 

on the quality of the learning and teaching that is taking place in particular classrooms, 

teachers may nevertheless want to ensure that their students perform as well as possible 

on these tests. In this case, it may be useful to spend time helping them to become ‘test 

wise ’by teaching helpful strategies that they may use to achieve the best performance 

they can. 

 

8
 Several collections of teacher researchers’ work have now been published (e.g. 

Donoahue, Van Tassell et al. 1996) and suggestions for setting up a group  can be 

found in Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999). 






