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Chapter Five

Studying Group Talk

We have made it plain that beginning to set up opportunities for
students to learn through collaborative talk is much more than a
change in classroom technique, since it requires of teachers a qual-
itative change in their perception of their own roles and those of
students in the processes of teaching and learning. Thus for most
teachers to change the grouping of students in their classes is only
the first step; they need not only to experience the consequent
events but to reinterpret them through the kinds of reflection that
can lead to delicate changes in their own participation in lessons
and possibly in their attitudes to students and their learning. For
this reason it has been argued by various theorists, especially
Stenhouse (1975), that all teachers should be researchers. That is,
they should habitually consider their own teaching and its effects
in a detached but critical light, if possible collecting evidence that
would support this.

This is why in this chapter we suggest ways for teachers to
study the conditions, processes, and results of enabling students to
engage in collaborative inquiry. We envisage three ways in which
such study can take place: the informal monitoring by a teacher of
her own teaching; collaborative study by a group of teachers as a
contribution to their professional development, and steps in re-
search for a higher degree. The three overlap in some ways, but
there are also differences associated with their different purposes.
In this chapter we will discuss them separately.
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Informal Monitoring

Only those who reflect on their experiences develop competence—
ability to deal with new situations similar to those they have al-
ready experienced. An unreflecting, purely habitual action does

not transcend what has once been learned. (Florin, Géranzon, and
Séllstrém 1991, 23)

Reflection on practice is a powerful means for improving that prac-
tice (Schén, 1983). The practical means to aid reflection need not be
complicated. Rather, its power lies in the nature of the questions a
practitioner asks about her practice; and in the extent to which the
resulting answers are based on a clear-sighted analysis of what she
actually does, day by day, in the classroom.

Informal monitoring helps teachers pose reflective questions
about their everyday use of small group discussions and in doing so
enhance their ability to design collaborative learning that will ex-
tend their students. One of the least formal modes of such reflection
is to work alone, or perhaps with an interested colleague, looking at
what happens in the groups. There are several questions a teacher
working in this way might want to ask. At the outset a teacher may
want simply to check whether a particular task designed for group
discussion worked, whether students are coping with the demands
of small group work and whether the groupings used are causing
difficulties. To do this it may be sufficient to review the group task
with the students and to listen to the recorded discussion of one or
more of the groups in the class, making notes on impressions and
pointers for the future. Even monitoring at this level of informality
is likely to yield some unexpected insights. Teachers hear less of
their students than their students hear of them, so listening to a tape
of group discussion provides a valuable opportunity to get to know
one’s students better. Besides providing evidence about the group

talk itself, listening to tapes of group discussions aids diagnosis of
the range of levels of understanding in the class of an issue that has
been taught and also helps diagnose the state of learning of particu-
lar individuals. These insights, which can be used to redesign fu-

ture teaching, identify the need for remedial work and so on, can be
grouped into the following areas:

1. By listening to recordings a teacher can check whether students
have fully comprehended material presented to them in class
and whether they have grasped essential principles and can
apply them. Recording the students has the obvious advantage
that it constitutes a permanent record of what the students said,
so the teacher may stop it, play it back, check and re-check what
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encourage students to take on the responsibility of problem solving
in groups. The contribution of talk to writing was a common inter-
est, and sequences of drafts as well as recorded discussion were as-
sembled. (The influence of writing upon talk was apparently not
seen as problematic.) Gender roles proved to be a commonly chosen
focus for teachers of older students; one teacher reported setting up
group discussion of male and female stereotypes as a preparation
for reading a novel, The Turbulent Term of Tyke Tyler by Gene
Kemp, which is intended to challenge the reader’s stereotyped ex-
pectations; this work went so well that she went on to have her stu-
dents analyze literature for younger students, including school text-
books, from the point of view of stereotyping. Many teachers of
English carried out informal studies of the way their students dis-
cussed poems.

While many teachers inclined toward the study of practical as-
pects of their teaching, groups led by project coordinators—teachers
seconded to lead the local project’s activities—were more inclined
to consider theoretical issues. One group asked itself what would
constitute evidence of progression and development in speaking
and listening in group work and went on to make this the basis for
an approach to the assessment now required by the UK government.
Other groups identified a range of different functions of talk and set
out to illustrate and discuss possible markers of development in
each of them. Several investigated older students’ attitudes to group
inquiry, provoking discussion by giving students a set of statements
about talk to put into an agreed order of validity. (A common con-
cern of project members was how to change other teachers’ attitudes
to students’ talk; one cited an occasion when a colleague said to a
student, “Don’t talk. Mr.[a visitor] has come to see your best work.”)
Three of these working parties wrote papers that eventually ap-
peared in a project publication (Norman 1992). One group began by
discussing examples of teachers and students asking questions and
were persuaded by these particular examples to move on to a gen-
eral discussion of the role of questioning in lessons (Brierley et al.
1992). Basing their analysis on five cases, Des-Fountain and Howe

(1992) identified systematically the conditions that enable students
to “work on understanding” in groups. One group began by consid-
ering the dictum that teachers should “present to the child a variety
of appropriate audiences,” but went far beyond that framework by
identifying eight modes of contribution open to a teacher who de-
cides to enter an ongoing group discussion (Corden 1992).
Whether one is working alone or sharing examples with other
interested colleagues will make a difference in decisions about such
issues as whether it is necessary to transcribe recordings of the dis-
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cussions. A teacher working alone may feel it is sufficient to listen
to such recordings once or twice, maybe returning to give more at-
tention to certain sections that seem especially interesting, for what-
ever reason. After listening, pondering and making notes if that
seems helpful, the teacher may wipe the tape for reuse—although
some teachers may wish to keep taped examples of group discus-
sions for future reference, perhaps accumulating examples of group
tasks and group discussions into an ongoing portfolio record of
teaching. If she is working alone and will be listening to the tape
soon after the recording was made, the quality of the recording is
not too important—knowledge of the context and immediacy of
memory will help make sense of it. But this memory soon fades so
any teacher who views informal monitoring of group discussions as
a long-term project will want to ensure recording quality and a level
of documentation that will mean the recording is still intelligible at
some point in the future. It can be helpful to listen to some extracts
with the students and to keep a note of the points they raise. This is
a way of enhancing the students’ confidence in their ability to col-
laborate in groups. By listening to recordings with the students the
teacher shows how important she considers this independent work
to be. She can also point out to the students what it is she considers
valuable about what they are doing.

Where teachers are working together in interest groups, it will
be more important to make sure that the quality of the recording is
good enough for outsiders to understand and to keep explanatory
notes about the context. We wouldn’t recommend that teachers at-
tempt to make written transcriptions of discussions as a whole, nor
is it necessary to make detailed and highly accurate transcriptions
showing pauses, lengths of silences, and so on. Rather, we would
suggest identifying, during one or two listenings, those sections of
the dialogue that seem to be significant for the learning process.
Two or three teachers listening together are likely to produce a var-
ied set of comments on what the students were doing in their group
talk and out of discussion among the group of teachers, a more com-
plex understanding of the students’ learning may be formed than if
a teacher listens alone. Whether working individually or in a group,
one of the features of informal monitoring is its flexibility. It can be
initiated or stopped at will as the demands of social, personal and
professional life vary. A teacher can sample group discussions as
and when it seems interesting—but also when it seems possible.
There is no purpose other than those the teacher decides for herself
and no external timetable or outsiders’ requirements to meet.

What might one look for when listening to recordings? Teachers’
interests are likely to be rather different from those of researchers so
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programs to support teachers in new ways of teaching. We can give

two examples to which one of the authors has contributed. In the

first, the teaching advisor in a UK local education authority brought

together deputy heads and senior subject specialists from a number

of schools within the authority’s area to develop policies and prac-

tices on language across the curriculum in each of the participating

schools. A number of residential professional development work-

shops were held over a period of about three years to support this
school-based curriculum development process. Another local edu-
cation authority in a different part of the United Kingdom sup-
ported small teams of teachers—two or three from each of a number
of schools—to participate in a university-based in-service education
program in which the teams of teachers conducted action research
on linked facets of a curriculum development preject chosen for its
relevance to their school. Issues relating to small group teaching
and the promotion of pupil talk in learning were pursued by one
member of such a team and the outcomes were not only imple-
mented in that school but also were disseminated to teams of teach-
ers from other schools participating in the in-service curriculum de-
velopment scheme.

Whether at the whole school or subject level, major curriculum
development will probably be accompanied by an evaluation study,
perhaps conducted informally within the school or perhaps involv-
ing external evaluators. At any of these levels of formality of pro-
fessional and school development, it may be appropriate for groups
of teachers to work together, perhaps with outsiders, to study stu-
dents’ talk in small groups. Most of what is recommended in this
section refers to all such groups, whether they are led by a tutor or
whether a group of teachers is working together as action re-
searchers.

The first step for such a group is to settle either upon an initial
focus to get the study under way, or (more ambitiously) to choose
an overall topic to be investigated. For example, a group of teachers
working within the Children as Readers project decided at their first
meeting that they wanted to understand why it was that older ado-
lescents sometimes declined to take an active part in discussions of
literature led by the teacher, even when the topic was a novel they
had enjoyed. Ignoring other possible explanations, the members of
the group decided to find out how their students talked about books
when alone in small groups to see whether it would throw light on
this lack of participation. (It did!) This issue gave shape to the col-

lection of recorded material and to a series of meetings that lasted
for more than a year and culminated in a report written by three
members of the group and published in a national journal for
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English teachers. However, if a common interest cannot be found at
the first meeting, it is possible to work from meeting to meeting, at
the end of each choosing a focus for the next. &

If an overall topic has been chosen by the group or by the tutor
(or by both in consultation) it is possible for all members of a grou
to .oo:moﬁ parallel material at the outset. Even if the same issue mm
,Umﬁm addressed by all members of the group, useful contrasts will
be introduced if the recordings are made with students of different
ages, or in different curricular areas, or in the course of different ac-
tivities. When this work is being done as part of a short course—per-
haps a residential week—it will be essential for all recordings to be
done in advance, which means preplanning by the tutor to ensure
:.z: productive contrasts are built in to the material. On one occa-
sion all the US teachers planning to attend a short vacation course
at an English university were asked to bring recordings made in

their own classrooms. Th imi i i

. The preliminary instructions for th
. e
included: e
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need to complete the task. g as they feel they

For the second stage you yourself should join the group, and
m:o.:_m. endeavour (a) to elicit from the students the mccmﬁmz,om of
mrm:. discussion, and (b) to improve and extend their understand-
ing by your own contributions and questions.

(The remainder of the instructions referred to the ages of students
and to recording and transcription.) The purpose of making the
amooa.Emm was to institute among members of the course informed
reflection on the relationship of small group talk to other kinds of
talk led by the teacher. The issue selected by the tutor (one of the
present writers) was the difficulty experienced even by the most
skillful teacher of tuning in to the individual learning needs of stu-
mmbwm. It usually turns out that comparing the two recordings shows
a wide gap between the issues the students discuss and those the
teacher had expected to be relevant. The teacher is not, of course, in
some way wrong; she will have important curricular priorities wcﬁ
M%wm may not match w._m immediate needs of some of the students
are important i i i .
loaaing off %?m@. the classroom discussions are to support
Inioéﬁ though such prerecording of similar material may be
essential for short courses, there are strong arguments mmmgwﬁ it
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when teachers are meeting occasionally over a long period. (We are
envisaging a group that meets perhaps every three or four weeks.
This gives enough time for preparing new material but not enough
to lose continuity of interest.) The discussion during the first one or
two meetings generates new understanding of the issues involved
that will shape and give focus to subsequent recordings, so that in-
sights become cumulative. For this reason, it is better not to plan all
the collection of material at the outset. We recommend that when-
ever possible every meeting should end by devoting time to plan-
ning the next. A useful pattern is for two or three members in turn
to undertake to collect material that will take the discussion further,
throwing light on issues raised but not so far sufficiently discussed.
(We suggest that the responsibility should not be given to one per-
son alone, since if she is unable for some reason to complete the
recording and attend the next meeting, this may threaten the sur-
vival of the group, unless there is other material held in reserve.)
The two or three presenters would take responsibility not only for
producing recordings and partial transcripts, but also for leading
discussion. By leading discussion we do not mean that they should
present a paper but that they should give preliminary thought to the
issues raised by their recordings which they can then present in
question form to the group in order to provoke discussion. A pre-
prepared paper would bring the danger of closing down the think-
ing of other members of the group, rather than bringing their diverse
experience and values into the group’s discussion. It is best, but not
essential, that the presenters meet before the following meeting to
discuss how they will organise their material.

Let us take an imaginary example. Several teachers have agreed
on a series of meetings to discuss the teaching of a topic in science,
perhaps light. They want to use small group discussion (1) to find
what are their students’ existing preconceptions about how we see,
what reflection and refraction are, and how cameras work, and (2)
to find out whether a series of practical tasks which one of them has
devised for student groups will indeed improve understanding of
these matters. At the first meeting they discuss their own experi-
ences of teaching about light and decide that since their students’
existing preconceptions seem at times to provide a barrier to under-
standing they will begin by discovering more about what these are.
Three members offer to make recordings of their own students talk-
ing in groups and present them at the next meeting.

The three teachers agree to make their own recordings and then
listen to them together before the next meeting of the whole group.
Separately each teacher records a discussion by a group of students
(perhaps based upon a common set of questions about light) and
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then listens to the recording, which perhaps lasts for fifteen minutes
or more. Transcribing all of this would take two hours or even
yocm.ma, and they are busy teachers, so each listens to her recording
making an inventory of what it contains, adding numbers from Em
ﬁm@w-amooamim counting device to make it easy to find any part
again. In listening and making the inventory the teacher is looking
mmu_. examples that will show the students’ preconceptions about
light and especially any idiosyncratic ways of thinking that may im-
pede future learning. (The inventory can be annotated to indicate
the issue for discussion that might arise from different sections of
the students’ talk.) Either at this point or after sharing with the other
two, each of the teacher-presenters will transcribe several short sec-
tions which seem most likely to provoke useful discussion when
shared with other teachers. Sometimes three well-chosen passages

vmw_.rmﬁm. of no more than twenty utterances each, support mbocmm
m.wmo:mﬂob for a two hour meeting, so the transcription of long sec-
tions is not necessary. However, it is wise to have extra material in
hand, in case some sections are not so successful in provoking dis-
cussion as had been expected.

_ For the purposes of a group such as this, more care is needed
M\SE transcription than for the more informal monitoring discussed
in the last section. Uncertain passages may need to be listened to
.mm<m_.m~ times: our experience is that even after dozens of hearings it
is still possible for an uncertain passage suddenly to become com-
Embmbmmzm. However, when initially transcribing, any passage that
remains uncertain should be marked, for example by enclosure in
square brackets []. It is useful also to adopt some convention for rep-
resenting pauses within one person’s speech; for example, the
length of a row of dots can show longer or shorter pauses. It m.m im-
portant to represent exactly what is said, including repetitions
grammatical and other confusions, and changes of direction in EE..
sentence, since any of these may provide evidence about the ebb
and flow of the speakers’ thoughts. Two opinions are possible about
the representation of dialect forms by adopting unconventional
spelling: this can be seen either as an honest attempt to record ex-
actly what occurred or as a patronizing device to show other peo-
ple’s speech as strange (with the flattering implication that one’s
own speech is normal). We return to this issue in the next section.

If possible the presenters will next meet to hear parts of one an-
oﬁ.wﬁ.,m tapes, particularly those which seem likely to be useful and
will decide which pieces they will share with other members of the
group. They will also give preliminary thought to what issues might
be discussed, perhaps framing questions as a way of posing the is-
sues that seem implicit in the chosen examples, though the group of
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teachers may choose to pursue alternative lines of thought that may
prove equally valuable.

If time is available, perhaps because the group is led by an ad-
visory teacher or a course tutor, it is extremely helpful to send out
reminders about meetings, including with them a set of notes on the
previous meeting. These can either be written by the group leader
or by a series of volunteers from the group. Such notes help to re-
mind participating teachers of the point reached in the discussion,
and help absentees remain part of the group. The reports make it
more likely that the discussions will be cumulative rather than
repetitive. If they are collected later they may provide an informal
archive of the ideas put forward during the life of the group.

While the primary purpose of the kind of activities we have de-
scribed is for the teachers to educate themselves in understanding
the role of talk in learning, there may be occasions when a suc-
cessful group is invited, or even required, to make a report to other
teachers. A school which has made time and resources available for
in-service study may expect feedback to be given to other members
of the teaching staff. A curriculum development project may
arrange a conference for representatives of its working parties, ask-
ing some of them to present work in progress to inform other
groups and perhaps provide a model of how to go about inquiry.
Slots may be made available at the conference of a professional as-
sociation for members engaged in informal inquiries to share their
insights and experiences. To respond to such an invitation requires
not only a higher technical standard of recording and transcription,
but—more importantly—requires members of the group to make far
more explicit to themselves what they have learned from the activ-
ity. Preparation of a report, however informal, necessarily requires
a critical survey of the examples collected and discussed, and fur-
ther clarification of what each of them can reasonably be held to
show as a basis for deciding which can be presented to a wider au-

dience. Indeed, the presentation and discussion of examples (per-
haps in a manner similar to that adopted in Chapters 2 and 3)
would probably be the most important element in a report. Though
making a report of this kind may provide a disturbing challenge to
some teachers not used to public presentations, it often lifts the
level of discussion in the group of teachers and makes the whole
inquiry even more worthwhile. At the end of taught in-service pro-
fessional development courses, the requirement to write a paper
about what has been learned from the exercise can similarly raise
the level of thinking.

However, it is important to emphasize that what we have in
mind is not necessarily anything that could be described as findings
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in the sense that some scientific researchers use the word. What wo
recommend is critical reflection on material from classroom events
reflection deepened and extended by sharing with other teachers _.:.
the quickly changing world of the classroom, it is seldom vOmmm.Eo
Fn long to be an observer as well as a central participant; observa-
tion and reflection are luxuries that teachers usually have to forego
But audio and video recorders have now made it possible to mwﬁ.
teach and then observe the same class, and what we are Eovo&mm
are ways of enhancing the professional learning that this technology
makes available to all teachers. The aim of these activities is for
Smmrmnm to achieve principled understanding, supported by illus-
trations and explanations, not proof, which even in formal educa-
tional research is frequently a chimera.

.3.5 questions put for discussion at a meeting would usually be
a few informal invitations to colleagues to listen to the extracts and
reflect aloud on what could be gained from them. The tutor of a
course, on the other hand, may wish to focus adult students’ atten-
Jou more sharply. The teachers who made the recordings men-
tioned above, first of groups of students and then of themselves in-
teracting with them, were asked to record the two contexts in the
expectation that the contrast between them would throw light both
on student talk for learning and the influence of teaching upon it.
The .acmmmouum given to the teachers in this case were much more
detailed, since they were intended to enable the teachers, who had
not yet met their tutor, to work on their recordings before the
course began.

Two sets of questions for discussing your tape recordings are
suggested here—one for students alone and one for students with

the teacher.
Students Alone
1. Did the students seem to learn from talking together?

2. What strategies did they use in a i i
pproaching the task? Wh
were profitable? Which were not? 5 b

3. Were they able to work together? What signs of collaboration

were there? Was there anything you might do in future to im-
prove this?

4. Was their B:n. predominantly exploratory or presentational?
[See p. 85 of this book for an explanation of these terms.]

5. Was the task a useful one for group discussion? How could it
have been improved?

6. What problems did they experience? Were these inevitable?
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Students with Teacher

1. How did the students’ account of their discussion match with
the discussion itself (i.e., in the recording)?

2. Did they talk to you as fully and explicitly as to one another? If
not, why not?

3. Did the questions you asked prove to be appropriate and help-
ful? What problems did you find in eliciting the substance of
their discussion?

4. What strategies did you use to improve and extend their under-
standing? Which were more successful and which less? Are
there other strategies that you might have used?

5. What is there to be learned from comparing the student-led dis-
cussion with the discussion that you led?

Of course, it is not necessary to compare student-led talk with
teacher-led talk; that had merely been chosen as a focus for that par-
ticular course. The above questions were for private consideration
by the teachers concerned, whereas (as we have indicated) when
teachers are to discuss material together rather different questions
would be chosen to provoke discussion.

It has already been suggested that the sampling of classroom talk,
including the talk of students in small groups, can be a valuable part
of school-based curriculum evaluation. In the evaluation of any cur-
riculum that has a required element of group discussion by students,
valuable information could be gained by following a few groups
throughout their experience of the new curriculum or by sampling
their discussions at different stages of it. The possession of such ma-
terial would eventually give substance and focus to staff discussions
about the progress and value of the innovation. Many of the proce-
dures outlined above would be appropriate to an evaluation of this
kind, but an outside evaluator would need to anticipate and avoid
difficulties that might arise if teachers came to feel that they were
being criticized. Some teachers would be happy to take on the role of
detached observer of their own classes, but others might feel under
pressure to present only good work, thus changing radically the na-
ture of their participation and making it unlikely that they would join
in reflective discussion of the kind we have recommended. The con-
trol of an eventual report, spoken or written, might take high priority
in participants’ thoughts, and their relationships with any outside
visitor playing the role of unbiased expert observer could become
problematic. Though it is potentially highly valuable to record talk
for the purposes of curriculum evaluation, anyone planning this
would need to consider in advance how such issues could be met.
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An interesting variation on the modes of working we have been
describing comes when researchers team up with teachers to design
and monitor new teaching practices. Brown et al. (1993), working
from the School of Education at the University of California,
Berkeley, attempted to foster and study the development of teach-
ing practices in fifth through seventh grade classrooms in inner-city
schools. These researchers drew on collaborative learning in two
forms—reciprocal teaching (see p. 125) and the jigsaw method
(which we discussed in Chapter 4)—to foster classroom communi-
ties of learning. Researchers and teachers developed a series of “de-
sign experiments” (204) centred primarily on ten week “research
cycles” (197) in which students formed small groups to study and
reciprocally teach the sub-topics of a major research theme under-
taken by all the class. Brown et al suggest that the collaboration be-
tween “teacher-researchers” and “researcher-teachers” proved mu-
tually beneficial. Just as with the discussions among the students,
“ideas that emerge in the discourse” between teachers and re-
searchers led to “appreciably altered understandings” (p.204) for
the professional participants in the program.

We must be the first to acknowledge that participating in such a
project brings additional work for a teacher. However, the benefits
of teacher-researcher collaboration include, for the teacher, access
to data on her own classroom, her own students, her own teach-
ing—without having to make recordings and transcripts herself, be-
cause the research team takes care of that.

This kind of collaboration may document some outstanding
work by students as teacher and researchers work together to de-
velop a collaborative classroom. The moving discussions about war
in a small literature study group in a class of third graders in a
school in Tucson (Moll et al. 1993) are available not only to their
own teacher, but also to the wider community of teachers and re-
searchers precisely because these discussions were documented by
a researcher. A teacher working alone would probably not have
been able to take on the task of tape recording, transcribing, and an-
alyzing the discussions of this small group which went on over a
six-week period. Over that time the students read a number of nov-
els that represented war in different ways, an “emotional and intel-
lectual experience” (158) that led to some marked shifts in their
thinking, as they themselves noted at the end of their work:

Trevor: I've changed my thoughts about war. I used to like to play war,
but now it makes me sick.

Travis: I felt the same way as Trevor did. . . . Now I just don’t play that
way any more because I think it’s so gross, after I read those books.
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Aaron: I did both [play with toy soldiers and act out war games] but when
I was reading the books, I didn’t play with them that much.

These comments came in a final discussion in which the group met
with their teacher to bring their small group work to a close.
Holding such discussions and talking about their outcomes with
colleagues is another means of professional development for teach-
ers using small group work. Teachers can learn not only with fellow
teachers and researchers, but also with their students.

In the next section of this chapter we consider the rather differ-
ent demands—and possibilities—that arise when studying group
talk as part of the work done for a higher degree.

Researching Communication and H,mmnbmbm
for a Higher Degree

Some of our readers may intend to conduct research on group talk
as part of the work required for a higher degree, whether at the mas-
ter’s or doctoral level. This takes questions of research design and
data collection into rather more formal territory than the profes-
sional development purposes which we have discussed so far.

It is not our intention in this section to replicate other sources
of advice. Whether working for a postgraduate qualification on a
part-time basis while meeting the demands of a busy professional
life, or whether studying full-time at the outset of a career in edu-
cation, all graduate students will want to range through existing
sources on the design of educational research alongside the simi-
larly extensive literature giving guidance on planning, conducting,
and writing a thesis or dissertation. Consulting tutors and supervi-
sors is of utmost importance, and they should always be the first
port of call. In this section we aim only to explore some issues that
relate to post-graduate research from the specific standpoint of
studying talking and learning in small groups.

One of the first issues to be clarified is whether the research is
being conducted as action research (for instance by a teacher who
already has a role in the setting in which research will be con-
ducted) or whether the setting is one in which the graduate re-
searcher normally plays no part. Some of the consequences of such
different starting positions relate to practical matters such as the na-
ture of the procedures that need to be gone through to negotiate ac-
cess—clearly rather different for an outsider than for someone al-
ready teaching in the research setting.
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However, such differences of starting point also pose questions
to the researcher of a more fundamental nature. A practitioner, and
only a practitioner, can conduct practice research: research that an-
swers the questions that seem important from a practitioner’s point
of view. Such questions will relate to areas which the teacher-re-
searcher is already engaged in, in some way, perhaps to problems
for which no ready solution is otherwise seen, perhaps to nascent
ideas about potential new ways of designing teaching and learning.
For action research (Nixon 1981) or critical research (Carr and
Kemmiss 1986) to satisfy the requirements of graduate research
committees and examiners, it will need to be designed so as to gen-
erate knowledge that has illuminative power beyond the context in
which it was conducted. By contrast, the outsider may have
difficulty in generating questions that are practicably researchable
in the classroom. Either researcher would have to make a decision
about whether to conduct the research as a non-participant or as a
participant observer.

An outsider will need to be certain that existing teaching prac-
tices in the school(s) selected for data collection include sufficient
use of small groups to provide adequate data over the time period
available for data collection. Sarah Delamont (1984), reflecting on
the doctoral research she conducted which was later published as
Interaction in the Classroom, noted in retrospect that:

It was not possible to do anything but sit silently in most lessons,
because that is what the girls did. The classes at St Luke’s were
silent, or had one person talking at a time.

In our own study we had initially hoped to tape record small group
work that occurred naturally. We had in advance identified teach-
ers who said that they used group work regularly and who were
happy to call us in to record group discussions as they occurred.
However, in practice we found at that time that few teachers were
using any substantial amount of group work. In quantitative terms
this may have changed little. A recent discussion of a study of
school teachers in one region of the United Kingdom notes few
teachers using cooperative group work in any serious way and few
schools formally focusing on it in their curriculum policies
(Ruddock 1991, 45). This finding tallies with a study in the United
States (Schmuck and Schmuck 1990, cited Von Dras 1993, 59) in
which only ten out of one hundred and nineteen classes observed
showed student-to-student talk.

If we had only recorded group work that occurred naturally in
the classroom we would have waited a long time to record a very
small number of group discussions. Instead, we worked with the
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teachers to identify points in forthcoming teaching where they felt
that small group discussion would be appropriate and useful. We
then worked with the teachers on the design of the small group dis-
cussion tasks. When the appointed time came for this, we withdrew
small groups of students from the classroom and recorded them dis-
cussing—in a small room—the task which the rest of their peers
would also be addressing in the classroom. In this way we ensured
(a) that we had a sufficient volume and variety of tape recorded
group discussions to support meaningful analysis, (b) that we had
good quality sound on the recordings for transcription purposes, (c)
that the tasks which the students addressed were meaningful to
them and integrated into their ongoing class work, and (d) that we
caused minimum disruption to ongoing classroom teaching. It
could be argued that in withdrawing our students'from the class-
room in order to record them we were creating an artificial and spe-
cial situation. However, our aim was not to conduct a naturalistic
study of the place of small group work in classrooms but to study
learning talk in small groups. For this research purpose we needed
an audible corpus of group talk.

We have no reason to regret this research design decision. On
the contrary, we feel that it was partly the specialness of the situa-
tion that elicited such good efforts from the students. The talk they
produced was, as has been seen, largely of a high standard in that
they succeeded in coping collaboratively with rather taxing cogni-
tive and social demands. Certainly their teachers were impressed at
the quality of their talk, and some said to us that nothing like this
was said in class.

As an action researcher or participant observer one has the
chance to design small group discussions into regular teaching
practices, so that they become part of the normal day’s work.
However, here the kinds of expectations which students—and
teachers—attribute to teachers will apply not only to a teacher in
the role of observer but also to the participation of a non-teacher
observer.

It may be hard for the teacher-as-researcher to abandon familiar
routines for controlling talk in classrooms. Jean Ruddock (1991)
cites data collected by Denscombe (1980) in which pupils used the
flexibility of a humanities curriculum development project to en-
gage in what the teachers present thought was general chat rather
than purposive learning talk, with the effect that teachers soon
“were using familiar control questions to initiate conversation
within the small groups” (Ruddock, 60). Ruddock (1991) documents
two memorable comments made by students from her own work
with Lawrence Stenhouse on the Humanities Curriculum Project. In
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the first, a student articulates the difficulty of adjusting to indepen-
dent group discussion in the context of everyday classroom experi-

ence that conveys quite different messages about the worth of what
students have to say:

All our life we have been in schools. We've been taught that what
the teacher says is right. But when we’re in this room doing dis-
cussion, it's hard for us to disagree with him after all these years.
We sort of come to confirm with them. (62)

.H..g oEm.H. example she gives documents a pupil’s insight into the
differential dynamics of student talk in a group in which the re-
searcher acted as neutral chair and talk among students themselves:

Jim: Miss is talking too much and getting interested in the group. As
chairman she shouldn’t talk, you know, as much, leaving it to the group
to argue between themselves. Well, not sort of argue—to talk between
themselves and have more discussion between themselves than with the
teacher. Because you are, you know, sort of being the chairman and not
the teacher.

[. ... four further utterances follow . . . .]

Jim: Oi, you lot, instead of talking to Miss, talk between us lot. Everything
you say, you say to Miss. Why not talk between us lot? (64)

Our point here is not a simple empiricist one that assumes there is
a pre-existing classroom reality which researcher-observers should
try not to affect. Rather we would argue that various effects are in-
evitable and that graduate researchers studying small groups will
need not only to be aware of them but will also need to accommo-
date them into research design. Leaving a small group of students
to talk alone for a while in theory ensures a body of pupil-pupil
talk without teacher intervention. In practice some students may
find it difficult to work confidently in these circumstances, while
others may happily participate in social chitchat but not in purpo-
sive learning talk. The teacher may prefer not to leave some groups
alone at all.

This leads us to two points which a researcher will need to ad-
dress at the planning stage of research on small group discussions.
These are (a) that the students may need help in learning how to
work collaboratively—if it is less familiar to them than the re-
searcher hopes and (b) that the teacher(s) in whose classroom(s)
the research is conducted will need to make sure students realize
that small group work and what students have to say is valued.

Our discussion in Chapter 4 on implementing small group work is
relevant here.
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Underlying Assumptions

The starting point as external observer or a participant in the ro-
search setting may be one over which a graduate studies researcher
may have little choice. The study will need to be designed to make
the best use of the opportunities which either role might bring.
However, the assumptions which will underline the study are very
much within the researcher’s control. These are not always reflected
upon and may be taken for granted. In our experience practitioners
working as researchers may be fairly comfortable with the practical
aspects of their research but less happy to address issues that they
think of as theoretical or academic. What this stance overlooks is
that theoretical assumptions of some kind always influence research
design and the choice of research method. Even if the researcher
leaves these assumptions implicit, they will be clear to supervisors
and examiners who may query their appropriateness or the extent
to which data collection decisions are consistent with them.
Another issue is that problems can arise later on in the study if it
turns out that the data collection or analysis options followed pro-
vide little basis for significant commentary on the study’s research
questions. Theory and method are linked in research design in a
number of complex ways, and it is always helpful to integrate the
two. For this reason, we should like to give some examples of dif-
ferent assumptions that may be brought to the study of talk in small
learning groups. This is an illustrative not an inclusive discussion—
that would take a book in its own right—and it will be more helpful
if considered in conjunction with our theoretical commentary in
Chapter 6.

The first of these is the most basic and concerns the researcher’s
idea about what learning is. We discussed competing views in
Chapter 1 and will not repeat that argument here. But a view of
learning as constructing knowledge will lead to different research
questions and the use of different methodologies from those that fol-
low from a view of learning as transmission, recall, or comprehen-
sion of authoritative information. Research design in the latter case
is likely to follow an input-output model and to use tests of accu-
racy and of individual recall as a measure of the success of the
groups. If the talk itself is examined at all, it may be only from the
standpoint of checking when some of these formulations arose.

A second concerns the goals toward which it is assumed small
group talk should be addressed. Are the students to develop their
own purposes, or is it assumed that group talk should be oriented to
the teacher’s instructional goals? For instance, Brown and
Palincsar’s (1989) reciprocal teaching used four pre-structured ac-
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tivities of questioning, clarifying, summarizing, and predicting to
support group discussion “because they are excellent comprehen-
sion-monitoring devices” (Brown et al. 1993, 195-6). Brown et al.
see the purpose of reciprocal teaching as “everyone |[..] trying to ar-
rive at consensus concerning meaning, relevance, and importance”
(196) led by the adult teacher’s “clear instructional goal” of “keep-
Em the discussion focused on the content and seeing that enough
?mocmmwos takes place to ensure a reasonable level of understand-
ing” ﬁ.momu. This study used clinical interviews which posed thought
experiments to students to track their retention of knowledge and
the extent to which it could be applied.

In Brown et al.’s (1993) use of the jigsaw method: “Teachers and
researchers construct goals for what they want each research group
to mmoonﬁ:mw: (205). Use of the jigsaw model aims to develop ex-
pertise among student groups in different sub-areas of a topic—
which these groups of students then teach to others. The jigsaw
metaphor indicates a view of pre-existing knowledge which can be
broken down into constituent parts and then re-assembled back into
a whole, with groups sharing the workload of re-assembly. Within
mco.w frameworks analysis of group talk will be led by measures
which track the gradual formation of consensus and which judge
ﬁww success of the group work by the extent to which it meets pre-
existing instructional goals. In turn, the need to provide data from
which to construct those measures will drive the strategy for data
collection and analysis.

.H.s:.u competing assumptions are whether we view learning as
something accomplished by an individual alone or as something
that is mmooaw:mwa jointly with other people. The second of these
assumptions is a special kind of constructivist view of knowledge,
social constructivism, which has led to the development of the
growing field of social cognition (Resnick et al. 1991).

If we think of learning as something that is accomplished alone
then we are likely to design studies of small group work which ex-
ma.a.um the effects of participation in small group discussion on in-
dividual performance on chosen parameters. James Wertsch (1991)
has commented on what he sees as “the tendency of psychological
ummmmu..ow. especially in the United States, to examine human mental
functioning as if it exists in a cultural, institutional and historical
vacuum” (2). He goes on to cite Barbara Rogoff who adds that this
”.mE@rmmmm on the individual [...] has also been characteristic of the
incorporation of Piaget’s theory into American research in the mod-
ern era” (Rogoff 1990, 4, cited Wertsch 1991, 3). Despite the strong
conceptual hold which Piaget’s idea of knowledge as personally
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(i.e., individually) constructed has exerted over decades of devel-
opmental research, Resnick (1991) points out that nevertheless, con-
structivism ultimately forces researchers to “treat social processes
as cognition” (2) because “our daily lives are filled with instances in
which we influence each other’s constructive processes by provid-
ing information, pointing things out to one another, asking ques-
tions, and arguing with and elaborating on each other’s ideas” (2).

The study we have presented in this book gives many examples
of the kinds of questions a researcher might want to pursue from a
standpoint that sees knowledge as socially constructed. However,
the kinds of questions we have asked of our data are by no means
the only ones that could be asked. One of our interests was to look
at the social knowledge brought in to the classroom by students
themselves. Salman and Claire (1984) examined the frames of refer-
ence which both teachers and students brought into the collabora-
tive classroom. A view of knowledge as socially shared can
profitably bring participants from outside the classroom into the re-
search framework as, for instance, in Moll and Greenberg’s (1990)
study of the role of household funds of knowledge in classroom
learning. To study this, the researchers had to incorporate into their
research strategy the collection of ethnographic data on those
households so they could subsequently track the contribution of
these household funds of knowledge to the classroom learning of
the students in this study.

The same prior assumption could also lead to investigations of
the effects of social factors on the cognitive performance of individ-
uals. Perret-Clermont, Perret, and Bell (1991) describe conducting
just such a series of studies of the effects of social interaction on the
cognitive development of individuals, designed within the classic
paradigm of pre-test, experimental session, and post-test. The tests
were of students’ performance on Piagetian conservation tasks or on
Piagetian tasks relating to the representation of social relations; the
interactions in the experimental sessions with peers and adults
were varied to provide a number of experimental conditions. The
results led the researchers to question their initial theoretical start-
ing point: rather than sacial interactions being readily identifiable
as causal factors productive of different forms of cognitive activity,
interactions were used by subjects as a ways “to give meaning to the
persons and tasks with which they were interacting” (p.43). In a sec-
ond phase of studies the researchers shifted their unit of analysis
from the individual to the social interaction itself. As a result of
conducting studies with this different focus they developed the
view that the individual’s thinking is not at all independent of so-
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cial settings .mbm interpersonal relationships. The corollary they
draw from this provides a salutary warning for any researcher:

In other words, the cognitive competence of a subject can only be
seen by someone who has the necessary cognitive and social skills
to relate properly to that subject. (55)

Another assumption concerns the role we allot to the part
played in developing new understanding by various tools and sym-
@.& systems. This focus has led to the idea of “distributed cogni-
tions” (Saloman 1993) which acknowledges that not only other peo-
ple but also “culturally provided tools and implements” (xiii) help
to support thinking. Examples which Saloman gives of the artifacts
éwmow can be used to aid understanding range from the cards on
which a student might make notes to powerful computer software
used by professionals. Roy Pea (1993) in the same volume locates
the conceptual basis of the idea of distributed intelligence in work
on the ecology of perception (1979, 1982) which has focused on
what everyday objects afford to their users through their design as
artifacts. The affordances provided by the objects—a handle we can
turn, a paper and pencil, a computer display—are tools that “carry
intelligence in them” (1993, 53). Pea argues that we have become so
accustomed to what is afforded to us by some of these objects that
we no longer notice this help and treat the objects as if the reified
intelligence inhering in them is all our own.

We can show the relevance of this insight for the design of re-
search on small group talk by looking at a study of “the potential of
computers as a means of promoting exploratory talk” in UK primary
Qmm.maooam. the Spoken Language and New Technology (SLANT)
?.o_moﬁ. (Fisher 1993a). Fisher notes that a shortage of computers in
CHA.@ESE% classrooms—despite a statutory requirement in the
Zmﬂoa& Curriculum for primary students to begin to develop com-
puting skills—has led to group (not individual) computer-based
learning becoming the norm.

>Eﬂ.u=m a variety of other influences on the features of the stu-
amam,. discourse, Fisher suggests that the design of the software they
are using plays an important part. The discourse structure associated
with the use of adventure games—software which was characterized
as rm&bm a closed structure—was constrained by the narrow band of
options for users’ actions afforded by the game. Despite the stated in-
mmbcoa of the software manufacturer to provide support for think-
ing linked to school subjects, a random press of a key often gave a
mcmowﬁ. solution than the application of wider knowledge.
Strikingly, the researchers found that the “computer, in the games
software, is generally the participant taking all the complicated de-
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cisions” (1993a, 106). Other rigidly structured software, such as
mathematical problems posed within a game format, often led to
similarly constrained roles for the students and similarly con-
strained discourse features. This study clearly demonstrates that the
use of a powerful tool such as a computer does not necessarily lead
to discourse which is used in varied and exploratory ways. The
methodological lesson is that tools and implements used in educa-
tional settings, no less than the design of a typewriter, carry intrinsic
features which may or may not be conducive to the generation ofa
corpus of varied, wide-ranging and exploratory pupil talk for subse-
quent analysis. Some schools use Quick Mail (Brown et al. 1993,
205) and access to the Internet to provide students with the oppor-
tunity for computer-based interaction with people and information
sources beyond the school’s physical boundaries.. The influence of
participation in more open computer-based interactions in the learn-
ing conducted by small groups opens up a new area of study.

Working on the Data

Recordings and transcripts that are to be used for graduate research
will need to conform to more rigorous standards of preparation, tran-
scription, and presentation of the analytical path followed. A teacher
informally monitoring her own teaching may start and stop her pro-
ject at will, and groups of teachers working together for professional
development purposes can choose to focus on just those short struc-
tures of interaction that are of interest for their own professional
learning. However, a graduate student must demonstrate that the
data collection and analysis decisions made are appropriate to illu-
minate the research questions which the study set out to investigate
and must set out the basis for the ideas formulated in the disserta-
tion. Having designed a data collection strategy that reflects the re-
searcher’s interests in regard to age of students, school subject, type
of classroom, task structure, etc., it will be important to ensure that
the analytical decisions made while working on the data are clearly
and logically linked to the research questions—and also that these
decisions are transparent to supervisors, research committee mem-
bers and external examiners, as well as to other researchers. This
will entail presenting data in a way that makes the basis of analyti-
cal decisions available to others for query, comment, or critique.

Recording and transcription. Data are not data if they are unintelli-
gible, so that an initial research design priority must be to ensure
consistently high standards of recording for all the group discus-
sions in the corpus of data. It will almost certainly be necessary to
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wm.noa the discussions in a room off the main classroom. In a room
SWE soft mE”EmEnmm and a small class, it may just be possible to ob-
tain transcribable recordings by using directional or neck micro-
phones for a group working in a corner well away from the rest of
the class. What will the class, as well as the group, be doing? Will
there be H.o:m noises from movements elsewhere? Just the Em.zg s
mnm. Sv?n.mm of papers or objects being moved on the table om:
S&BU a m:ouowronm is standing can be enough to make students’
voices :EnmmEmmEm. All of this varies greatly according to circum-
stances, so it will be important to conduct pilot recordings in ad-
vance @m making key data collection decisions. Will you be able to
tell which students are speaking? If you are using video, will you be
mEm to ensure that none of your speakers mmmmvvmmam.¢08<<mm<<c
Will the quality of the sound and/or vision you obtain be oom
enough for an outsider (supervisor or examiner) to be able to mrmm
Srmw you ngw you heard, see what you think you saw? '
__ fis we have seen, to make sense of a great d
1t 1s necessary to understand the context mb SEMNM %Mmﬁﬂ“%ﬂ“%ﬂ
Eoﬁcnm. You will need to document the context by making obser-
<mco.5m_ notes of events in class teaching related to the maocm work
keeping a record of the different tasks used and of details Hm_was 8.
m.mow taping (students’ names, task, venue, starting and sto mE
time, tape amnmmomaon code, your notes taken at the time WWocm
cmowmaocsm circumstances, perhaps photographs of students, task
setting or equipment), and maintaining a cumulative research m:mu
MM“:HW% nmmw to supplement the recordings of group work with :v“.
torview w %wum MMm.wonwm and students to gain the background infor-
. The number of groups you record and the length of the discus-
sions you record in total will depend primarily on your own re-
mmmuor questions, but also on features of the classrooms and the
teaching to which you have access. If your interest is in students
new to group discussion you will need to record a number of dif-
.mmamnﬁ groups that are all at the start up stage. If you are interested
in the way group discussion relates to a particular teaching cycle
you may want to follow all the subgroups in one nﬂmmmlamoou,wmb :
EmE.E turn— over the period of time it takes to complete Emm
teaching cycle. If you are interested in tracing the development of
small group discussion skills you may want to track a small number
Mm mmo_.%m mz.uE the first occasion when they work together through
sawoﬁ w”wm .mn?m,\mama of sophisticated expertise with this mode of
<.<Wm~.m<mu your focus of interest you will need to bear in mind
the time it takes to transcribe and analyze recordings of group talk.
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We found that a reliable transcription of informal talk from a well-
recorded tape could require from eight to twelve times the running
time of the recording. This is for transcription alone. It allows for
preparing transcriptions that use pre-defined conventions to show
the lengths of pauses, longer silences, and overlaps between speak-
ers and to note revolution counter numbers at different points so as
to be able to locate sections of discourse. For our original analytical
purposes we presented our conversations on paper like the script of
a play with speakers’ (anonymous) names to the left and utterances
to the right. We used lengths of pauses to help decide where an ut-
terance began and ended, showing short pauses (as for an intake of
breath) as a comma, and pauses of longer duration that were never-
theless too short to measure on the tape recorder’s revolution
counter, by three dots. Pauses of longer duration were shown by
revolution counter numbers. (This level of detail is invaluable for
analytical purposes but is less interesting for a reader so we have
edited some of this information out of the transcriptions quoted in
this book.)

Other conventions may be drawn on to represent interactional
features and stresses. See, for example, the appendix on transcrip-
tion conventions in Deborah Tannen’s 1989 study of the literary
strategies embodied in ordinary conversation. In our original re-
search we thought it was important not to edit out the informal and
dialect features of the speech of the students we recorded and we
devised a number of non-standard spellings which we hoped would
faithfully represent them. Working on the transcripts again during
the preparation of this book we felt less happy with this strategy and
decided to re-represent their speech in standard spelling. Tannen
(1989) cites the work of Preston (1982 and 1985) suggesting that
transcription through non-standard spellings is rarely consistent.
She also notes that the use of non-standard spellings produces neg-
ative impressions of the speaker in readers and so misrepresents
speakers—in that the casual pronunciations represented via non-
standard spellings actually may be standard in speech.

We used a judgment about the length of an utterance to block
out chunks of speech against speakers’ names; this means that the
left hand columns of our transcripts look like short blocks of prose.
Deborah Tannen, whose focus of analysis made intonation very im-
portant, presents examples “in poetic lines rather than prosaic
blocks” (202). She uses intonation units (a researcher should budget
additional time to transcribe these) to capture the rhythms within
each utterance and then represents these rhythms in the layout of
the text. These transcripts proceed line by line where the parame-
ters of each line represent sections of an utterance.
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By contrast, Fisher (1993a and b) and her colleagues were inter-
ested in features relating to whole sections of talk, because they
wanted to see whether features of students’ discourse in small
groups were related to features of the computer software which the
students were using. Because they were interested in work at the
computer, these groups had to be video-recorded and the transcrip-
tion task included noting not only students’ actions (such as key
pressing or reading from the screen) but also “the computer’s input
to the discourse” (Fisher 1993a, 101). The length of those recordings
was indicated by the length of the group’s activity sessions on the
computer which usually lasted more than half an hour and could be
up to one hour in length. Activity sessions of this length quickly
provide a large volume of data to transcribe and analyze; in her
1993a paper, Fisher chooses to work on discourse extracts because
they are interesting but also notes a prior decision that any extracts
chosen should be typical of at least 20 percent of that session. In
this way she introduces a second sampling frame for discussion
purposes, giving the reader some access to knowledge of how a se-
lected extract relates to others not quoted.

An interest in discourse features leads to larger scale analytical
categories than, for instance, those we have discussed in the re-
search we have reported here. Whole sections of the discussion are
categorized according to the underlying structure of the type of talk
that is going on. We discussed earlier the adventure game talk
which these researchers felt could be readily categorised into an
“initiation/response/feedback, or follow-up” structure. Elsewhere
in the materials these researchers categorized sections of talk as “cu-
mulative text talk” (Fisher 1993b, 247) in which students take turns
creating a text to be put into the computer, each accepting what the
previous speaker said, “disputational talk” (Fisher 1993b, 247),
where students challenge each other in turn and do not reach a res-
olution, and “exploratory talk” (Fisher 1993a, b), where students
each contribute ideas and plans and each offering is listened to (al-
though not necessarily agreed with).

A study with a rather different focus of interest (Bennett and Cass,
1989) categorized sections of talk into instructional, which could in-
clude both giving and seeking instruction, and procedural, which had
to do with the management of the groups’ work. The instructional cat-
egory had four sub-categories of judgments, suggestions, answers, and
explanations. This category system was used to support a correla-
tional study of the effects of group composition on the interactive
processes within groups and the understanding achieved in them.
Composition was operationalized by prior measures of individual at-
tainment sorting students into high or low achievers.
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What we hope is clear from this discussion is z.umﬁ there are many
ways of analyzing tapes, reflecting the focus of interest of ﬁum re-
searcher. The analytical options need to be thought through in out-
line early in the project because they will affect both the amount of
data that is needed (line by line analysis may need a smaller corpus
of data than an analysis which sees whole sections of talk as units)
and the transcription conventions that will be needed. In their turn,
these requirements will have implications for the amount of time
that will be needed to make and transcribe the recordings, even Gm-
fore any analysis per se begins. However, we don't see a strong di-
viding line between the transcription and mcmqmwm.|mm omvmcamm
above, transcription decisions are really the first step in mcm_.%mﬂm.

Similarly, the activity chosen for the study may _.um<m its own
naturalistic time parameters, and this will forée certain lengths of
recording time on the researcher—who may then have to make sec-
ondary sampling decisions for analytical purposes. The time budget
allotted to data collection and analysis will be crucial to the
project’s success. All of those features will need ::.Eacm through at
the start of the study. In research on group talk as in other types of
research pilot work, trying out different options at the mEﬁ.Om the
study will be invaluable. We have sometimes FE& novice re-
searchers hesitating about going into the field until they feel they
have decided exactly what they are going to do. We s.\oca. recom-
mend making a number of small, manageable excursions into z.um
field at the pilot stage of the work: record some groups, try out dif-
ferent modes of transcription, experiment with different H.doa.mm of
analysis, work out how long it takes you as well as checking if the
transcription conventions you are using really capture the features
important for your research questions. .

At the same time, the courses you will be following as part of
your graduate research will develop new ccamamﬁwcmmcmm and com-
petencies that you will be able to apply to <<9..w5m on your data.
Tonya Dix (1993) describes how she used an assignment m.E. a mamm-
uate course on educational measurement to help her design a m.EQ
which she used to record the observations she made of vm.a (third,
fourth, and fifth grade) students engaged in discussions of Emamgam
and also how she then developed a self-evaluation tool which the
students themselves could use. Ultimately this work became a mas-
ter’s level curriculum development project exploring m<m§m$o.c
strategies for discussion of non-fiction in small groups. This
reflected a shift in the focus of her study from the talk and dynam-
ics within small groups to their curricular outcomes. H.c rm.a study,
success was seen as the achievement of sustained joint inquiry, pro-
ducing ever more complex questions on the part of the learners.
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In this chapter we have discussed some of the issues involved in
mﬁc.mﬁbm small groups for three different purposes: informal moni-
toring, professional and curricular development, and in conducting
a research project for a higher degree. We said at the beginning of the
chapter that the purposes overlap. We hope we have shown how, far
from this comment being simply one about the boundaries of our cat-
egories, it is rather the case that teachers’ purposes may overlap in
these different ways of working. Work conducted or begun in one
mode may lead to useful spin-offs for another. The different audi-
ences in each case, however, suggest different levels of formality of
study design, data collection, and analysis.

Finally, we should emphasize that we do not see any one of
these modes as being intrinsically of more value than another. Any
of them may lead to valuable insights and new understandings of
the links between communicating and learning in small groups. We
hope some of our readers will try out for themselves one or more of
these ways of studying group talk.

Chapter Six

Making Meaning
Through Talk

Our original study was led by two guiding ideas. As set out in
Chapter 1 we had a view of learning as something accomplished
jointly with other people. Along with this emphasis on its social
nature, we saw learning as the reshaping—perhaps radical reshap-
ing—of ways of seeing the world. In our research, therefore, we
looked not at individuals but at groups. And we looked at groups
working on learning tasks which required that they consider and
develop new frameworks of meaning rather than memorizing or re-
producing existing forms offered by a teacher.

In Chapters 2 and 3 we have given extracts from our data which
demonstrate the inner workings of the link between communication
and learning, showing the means from which collaboration is made
in small group talk and illustrating some of the cognitive purposes
to which it is addressed. Our guiding assumptions were, in the
event, well-supported by our data, and they are at the core of the ad-
vice on the implementation of small group learning which we have
set out in Chapter 4.

The crucial import of these two ideas is that small group work
as we have set it out here is a way of changing learners through
changing how they learn. This transformative potential of learning
in small groups derives from the opportunities which conversations
between peers, particularly discussions oriented towards learning,
provide for the generation by learners of new ideas, new insights
and more complex points of view.

In this chapter we want to explore the basis for these transfor-
mations of meaning which dialogue with others can achieve. To do
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this we draw in part on our original analyses: of the construction of
understanding through the cyclical interplay of viewpoints and of
the role of questions, hypothetical statements, and answers in the
shaping of joint inquiry.

We then go on to draw out the significance of this analysis from
the theoretical standpoint of dialogism. When we carried out our
study we characterized the talk we recorded as dialogue, and we de-
veloped a model for understanding learning conversations that cap-
tured features which we saw as characteristic of dialogic speech.
There are many points of resonance between what we set out then
and Bakhtin’s work (1981), published in English since we con-
ducted our research. This provides an apt theoretical framework to

reconsider the model we developed—and we wi i i
ill use it to cl
what we wrote before. clarity

Learning and Development

Before moving on we should like to consider the relationship be-
tween learning and development and to emphasize the importance
of other people in promoting development. We begin with the idea
of development. Initially we had based the design (Barnes and Todd
1977, HI& of our original study on a view of development that was
mc”onmg influenced by the “stage” theory of the Piagetian model
(Piaget 1950, 1965). We assumed that the thinking of thirteen-year-
olds of average ability would be mainly at the intuitive level of con-
crete operations, rising occasionally under especially helpful con-
ditions to the hypothetico-deductive thinking of formal operations
<<rm: mimg these conditions be? We assumed that one way oW
mor.S.Snm hypothetico-deductive thinking would be through inter-
b.m:NEm the viewpoints of other people, and that this internaliza-
tion So.:_a take place in the course of dialogues in which different
viewpoints would be inter-related through verbal interaction with
other people. Our original hope was to be able to trace the strategies
that encouraged or discouraged hypothetico-deductive thinking.
We rmm even hoped to assign each utterance to a cognitive level, ac-
cording to an analytical scheme to be based on the am<m_ov8m.b$_
sequence set out in the Piagetian model.

Social and cultural factors play little part in the Piagetian
mdoamw of cognitive development which sees intelligence develop-
ing out of the child’s interpretation of his actions on the world. We
should pause here and draw attention to three key features of this
mdoam_ of development: its notion of pre-fixed cognitive stages; the
Importance attributed to the individual child’s own actions mm, the
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impetus for transition through these stages via the development of
new interpretive schemas; and the intrinsically hierarchical view
of a series of different cognitive levels. The achievement of the use
of logically formal operations and the capacity to be reflexive
about one’s own thinking are seen as the pinnacle of the develop-
mental process. Development from this standpoint is the cumula-
tive and serial attainment by an individual of these different cog-
nitive levels.

Our idea of the destination of development—the achievement of
formal operations—came from the mainstream of this model.
However, we took the idea that appreciation of alternative perspec-
tives might be aided through interaction with others from Piaget’s
work on the development of moral judgment (Piaget 1965) and in
part from his early work on language and thought in the child (Piaget
1960). Here other individuals are admitted to the model in a positive
way, and this was at the heart of our research design which also
drew, without being explicit about the differences between them, on
the rather different model of development set out by Vygotsky.

At the time we perhaps glossed over an inconsistency in the
Piagetian model about the role of social factors in learning. We have
already cited in Chapter 5 Lauren Resnick’s comment that the per-
sonally-constructivist model developed by Piaget inevitably leads,
at some point, to the adoption of social constructivism—precisely
because individuals do not live or grow up alone. It is not possible
to experience the world solely through one’s own actions because
our actions are mediated through the social setting we inhabit. Even
the artifacts we manipulate carry meanings and intelligence from
the society and culture which made them.

In Vygotsky’s (1978) discussion of Piaget’s research on the lan-
guage and thought of the child (Piaget 1960) he notes that Piaget’s
observations had prompted Piaget to:

conclude that communication produces the need for checking and
confirming thoughts, a process that is characteristic of adult
thought. (90)

Vygotsky added that Piaget had “shown that cooperation provides
the basis for a child’s moral judgment” (90).

The essence of Vygotsky’s point here is that things that are
learned in the social sphere later become internalized. Language is
first used for communication with others, but these social encoun-
ters with others produce the need to check and confirm thoughts.
This process then provides the basis for new modes of internal men-
tal functioning. In this way social experiences affect the course of
individual development.
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Vygotsky’s emphasis on the importance of the other, like that of
Mead (1974) suggests that our consciousness develops out of taking
the same relation toward ourselves as others have to us (Vygotsky
1981, cited Kozulin 1992, xxiv). In young students this may occur
through imitation, either of other students or of adults. However, in
older students or adults one would expect to find this awareness of
self from the perspective of the other developed in a variety of com-
plex ways in the course of interaction.

Here it is important to pull out some essential features of
Vygotsky’s model of development. It is a model which is quintes-
sentially social: behaviors and operations appear first in the social
sphere with others and only then become available to support the
individual’s internal mental functioning. Rather than a steady
progress through pre-fixed stages, development proceeds through
upheavals and revolutions as different functions mature at each in-
dividual’s own rate. The destination of the developmental process
is not some finite stopping point at which we can say development
is completed. Rather it is to become human: to master, on the one
hand, the surrounding environment through the use of tools and on
the other, oneself by the use of signs that have personal social and
cultural meaning. The implications of this model are that this
process is never completed. While adults achieve higher (more ab-
stract) forms of mental functioning than young students, earlier
forms of thought may remain buried within apparently completed
developmental processes. Development, then, means not only to be-
come, but to remain, fully human among other humans.

This conception of development led Vygotsky to distinguish be-
tween learning and development—a distinction which may at first
sight seem difficult to come to terms with. In everyday educational
discourse we use the word learning to refer both to what Vygotsky
meant by learning and to what he meant by development. For
Vygotsky the development which learning supports takes us to-
wards the higher cultural functions which he saw as specifically
human. It is a powerful distinction which helps to explain the phe-
nomenon of learners suddenly and apparently unpredictably mani-
festing judgment, deliberation, and choice over difficult issues.
Learning drags development behind it but then development over-
laps learning to reach new developmental terrain. Vygotsky thought

of the things we can already do as past history. Of far greater im-
portance is the developmental level we might achieve with others
in socially mediated activity which he characterized as the zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky 1978, 84-91). The essential fea-
ture “of learning is that it creates the zone of proximal develop-
ment” (90)—a point of awakening of internal developmental
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processes. The rationale of learning, then, in terms of the :::<_E:.
al’s development, is not the grasping of the meaning of a s,m:i. or
the achievement of an arithmetical operation such as multiplication
or division or even the mastery of writing, but m.mﬁ?wa .H.Wm more coni-
plex internal development processes in thinking S&E.w are awak
ened (made proximal) by the mastering of these operations. These

are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people
in his environment and in cooperation with his peers. (90

School learning provides one familiar setting for the mimkmuﬁ.m of
these internal intellectual processes. Indeed, Vygotsky described
school subjects as an “internal subterranean mm<£o@8m§& net-
work” (1978, 91). However, his criticism of educational systems is
that the design of school learning experiences can be led by Ew osM
tom of testing the learning that has already wmmw achieve
“orient[ing] learning towards yesterday’s development (1978, mow
instead of designing experiences to support the mm<m~.owama.:m._
processes which a learner is only just beginning at the point of ini-
tial operational achievement. . .
The recordings we made provide the opportunity, as we have
seen, to observe students “interacting with people in their environ-
ment and cooperating with their peers”—in effect, to observe ?m
creation of zones of proximal development. We want to examine
next some of the features we found in the students’ communication
through which we think this awakening of internal development is

enacted.

The Nature of Conversation and Meaning

As co-researchers our method of trying jointly to understand our
data was in some ways not dissimilar to the paths followed by the
groups recorded. For instance, we read what other scholars .rma
written about analyzing linguistic data; we developed mcm.@.amocnma
the analytical approaches which derived from these writings; SM
applied these approaches to the group talk we were studying—an
then we got stuck for a while because the ﬁmowuﬁsm.m we were try-
ing to use were not adequate to capture the ooEE.mx:% and fluidity
of live learning talk. We worked our way out of this problem by n.uﬁ
ing out a series of different formulations on :5. data, none om. whic
was adequate in itself but out of which we ultimately put different
elements together to develop a new framework. o |
The original methods we had tried, drawn from H.EmEmco analy-
sis, had conceived of meaning as something relatively fixed and
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fairly well-locatable in single utterances. But we soon encountered
two particular difficulties. On the one hand we found that a great
deal might be going on in just one utterance; several equally impor-
tant things often seemed to be going on at the same time. So it was
not at all possible to put utterances into categories on a one-to-one
basis, because some utterances belonged in several categories. On
the other hand it also seemed that the meanings for what was going
on in the conversations were constructed not from any one utter-
ance on its own but from cycles of utterances, perhaps over quite
lengthy sections of interaction. The cycles we found, were not read-
ily isolable. They adhered to the interrelationships between utter-
ances and to the participants’ intentions for and interpretations of
these utterances.

The analytical problems we had stumbled on are well expressed
in Todorov’s 1983 summary of what he thinks of as the “obvious”
distinction between language and discourse. Language is an abstract
system from which, using the input of the lexicon and grammatical
rules, sentences can be produced as output. Discourse is the con-
crete manifestation of this abstract system. Discourses are produced
in a specific context of time, place, persons present, and their rela-
tionships to each other. Speakers combine these circumstances with
the linguistic elements of language to produce—not sentences
which actually noone utters—but utterances.

Todorov reminds us that meaning does not arrive in the same
way in language and in discourse. In contrast to the single meaning
of words and sentences that are not part of a context, utterances can
be interpreted—and used—in any number of different ways. They
not only have one direct meaning but many potential indirect mean-
ings. These arise from the interpretations that may be attributed to
an utterance in context. Bakhtin, whose ideas we will consider in
more detail at the end of this chapter, also distinguishes between
“the sentence as a unit of language, as distinct from the utterance as
a unit of speech communication” (Bakhtin 1986, 73).

Such situated meanings may be indirect but Todorov (1983) em-
phasizes that they are by no means marginal:

Indirect production of meaning is present in all discourse, and in
some kinds of discourse, including some important ones, it is
probably wholly dominant—for example in everyday conversa-
tion, or in literature. (12)

The linguistic tradition which we had initially turned to for the de-
velopment of an analytical scheme admits only direct, literal mean-
ing to analysis. Todorov argues that “linguists deny symbolic mean-
ing by non-recognition and lack of attention” (p.14), exclusions
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which are justified on empiricist principles of counting only what
can be perceived. .

Our own conclusions, based on analysis of our data, diverged
sharply from the general linguistical formulae which we .rma used
for our starting point. We found that meaning is meﬁmﬁz.bmﬁm and
open to change, that it is dependent on context, and that it is spread
over exchanges of utterances rather than inhering in any one of them.
This latter point entails that meaning is not something osﬁmm by one
participant in a discussion but something that, mm<mmov5m Emm
changing as it does in the course of a series of contributions by dif-
ferent participants, is constructed and reconstructed by all of Emms.

We realized that meaning arises from the tacit knowledge which
participants use to attribute meaning to what is said. .Dwmma.:m par-
ticipants bring different bodies of knowledge to the discussion and
at different moments in the discussion treat one or another element
of these bodies of knowledge as relevant to understanding what is
said. These bodies of knowledge, and elements of them, are not sta-
tic but are affected by what is going on in the discussion as well as
by participants’ evaluations of what is going on. Hn.ﬁam way, partic-
ipants use ever-changing frames of reference to assign meaning and
relevance to their own and other people’s utterances. However, al-
though ever-changing, these frames of reference remain attuned to
the context of what has gone before, as we shall discuss later.

We can illustrate the importance of context in the attribution of
meaning by giving an extract from one of the dialogues we recorded.
Without the aid of a commentary, what sense can be made of this
extract?

“It’s like a diving, diving suit isn’t it?”

“Yes . .. it's full of air”

“It’s only full of air so he can breathe”

“No it, it keeps, it stops the, er,”

“There’s so much pressure when he gets down”
“Yes”

“It stops, it stops it from pushing it in”

To make any sense at all of this we need to have some go.eimamm wm
deep sea diving equipment and its functions. However, this alone is
not enough. We need to know something about the people s&w are
talking and why they are doing so. Perhaps having travelled ﬂ:m far
with us the reader will guess that the speakers here are the ﬁri.mmb-
year-old students in our study—but it is not immediately obvious
that three different voices spoke and secondly, it is not clear what
the it is. The students were discussing a question set by a teacher as
a means of getting them to apply their knowledge of air pressure to
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the issue of what would happen to a space traveller if he stepped
out into space without a space suit on. It is while they are dis-
cussing the space suit that Barry says: “It’s like a diving, diving suit
isn't mﬁ.:. The reader may care now to re-read the passage in the :mE,
of this new information, in particular asking what the pronoun it
refers to upon its various occurrences. We provide a parallel com-
mentary which, however, we see as hypothetical, as less than ade-
quate to the complex meanings available to participants, and as nec-
essarily involving the use of our own knowledge. .

35. Graham: Yes . . . it’s full of air “It” seems here to refer to the space
suit, but since being “full of air” is a
characteristic shared by the diving

suit there is a potential ambiguity
present.

36. Barry: It’s only full of air so he The reference here is entirely am-
can breathe biguous. As is normal in conversa-
tion, however, the ambiguity does
not in the least check the exchange.

37. Graham: No it, it keeps, it stops Graham must be attributing a mean-

the, er, ing to Barry’s “it” since he begins to
contradict the statement, but
whether he himself is referring to
space suit or diving suit remains as
indeterminate to us as to the other
two boys (unless we look at his later
attempt at No. 40).

38. Alec: There’s so much pressure Here we apply our knowledge retro-

when he gets down spectively. “When he gets down”
must (we say) mean into the depths
of the sea, so Alec (who here speaks
for the first time) has identified the
“it” of the two preceding utterances
as the diving suit.

39. Barry: Yes .wwE\ now adds his support to this
identification that is gradually tak-
ing shape.

40. D.nmrw:.: It stops, it stops it from  Graham has now abandoned “it” =
pushing it in space suit and tacitly accepts the al-
ternative identification. He also in-
troduces a second referent for “it”
and we use our tacit knowledge to
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identify this as the pressure in the
depths of the sea.

41, Barry: | wonder how fishand all  This tacit identification is used by
them survive down there then Barry as a springboard for a venture
into a new topic.

The purpose of this analysis has been not merely to point out the
way in which complex structures of tacit knowledge (both of the so-
cial context and of the matters referred to) are used with great ra-
pidity during conversation in attributing meaning to what is said.
More important, perhaps, is the observation that these meanings are
fluid and indeterminate—for the participants as much as for the ob-
server. The indeterminacy here enables the boys briefly to try out a
possible relationship between space suits and diving suits before
moving to another topic, and this is characteristic of how meaning
develops during the flux of these learning conversations.

In the extract quoted above, the students use continually chang-
ing bodies of knowledge to interpret what is going on in the con-
versation. The first utterance comes from Barry, who generates it by
mapping his intentions onto a set of linguistic forms which from his
point of view represent them. This utterance is interpreted by
Graham who, using a body of knowledge he considers relevant, as-
signs a meaning to the words spoken. On the basis of this interpre-
tation of Barry’s utterance, Graham replies by selecting the form of
words that constitute the second utterance. That is, Graham’s reply
incorporates an implicit interpretation of Barry’s utterance and with
it an unspoken context to which it would be relevant. When Barry
hears what Graham has said, he in his turn interprets the words by
attributing to Graham a frame of understanding which they share. In
speaking the third utterance he generates a new intention that in-
corporates a view of what has gone on before, a view not only of
what Graham meant but also of what Graham had thought he (Barry)
had meant in the first utterance. Barry and Graham engage in their
exchange on the basis of a common assumption of operating in the
same frame of reference, of using the same body of knowledge in un-
derstanding one another.

From an observer’s point of view, replaying the conversation at
leisure, it may appear that they have at times attributed intentions
falsely to one another, but this itself may be misleading. The very
indefiniteness of the meanings or intentions—their lack of reflective
definition, that is—allows participants in discussion to collaborate
in developing a thread of meaning which may change many times,
and radically, in the course of talk. .
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Both the forms of words and the frames of knowledge are es-
sential to meaning. Barry’s words “It’s only full of air so he can
breathe” do not in themselves have a determinate meaning.
However, unless Graham’s past history has led him to assign mean-
ings to these words which are at least similar to Barry’s and Alec’s,
then the three cannot communicate. Todorov refers to this coopera-
tive aspect of the interpretation of utterances as the “principle of
pertinence” (1983, 29). We assume that speech is motivated; appar-
ent incoherence leads us to seek an allusion on the speaker’s part
that will allow us to generate a sense for what is said.

Barry, Graham, and Alec bring their own histories to the inter-
pretation of what goes on in their conversation, histories which
themselves contain inconsistencies. Indeed, a person’s history may
offer several interpretative frames to select from. However, as a
group they have a history too, since in the course of interaction,
however brief, they are constructing common meanings. To take an
extreme example, some long-standing groups generate catchphrases
which for them carry implications which are closed to everyone
else. But all groups in a lesser degree set up unique meanings,
though they may in many cases be impermanent.

What is the status of these intentions and interpretations? Do
they have an existence except in so far as the participants recon-
struct them later in reflection? The very coherence of a conversa-
tional text (as interpreted by an observer) testifies to the moment by
moment existence of some common understanding. However, any
retrospective account would be very different from the shadowy
and half-formed meanings which momentarily shape the exchange.
It seems helpful therefore to distinguish operational meanings from
reflective meanings.

A participant in a conversation can attend to only part of what
is happening. What is going on includes his interpretation of what
has already been said, both from the point of view of its content and
of its implications for social relationships. In turn these interpreta-
tions depend on knowledge which he already holds of the speaker,
the subject-matter, the situation, and the norms of discourse. What
is going on also includes remembering what he himself has said be-
fore, scanning possible replies he might make, reading non-verbal
signals (including those from participants who are not at that mo-
ment speaking), and attending to extraneous features of his envi-
ronment.

Many of these may be reworked during the course of the con-
versation. There may be a time lag between Barry’s making an ut-
terance and Graham’s responding negatively to that utterance, to the
situation, to Barry’s facial expression, and so on. Finally, he inter-
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prets the utterance as sarcastic and aggressivo: somo thng later
(maybe some utterances later) he wmmwob@m mnno&.m:.m_ y.

In this way, throughout a conversation, EZ:.“__:_::. not only
speak and hear, but they also construct a cumulative and ldiosyn
cratic account of what has been going on. This account is o oo
struction in that many events are excluded from it, and it Is _..:.:.c
of interpretations of events, rather than the events Emﬁmm?c? 'hia
business of constructing an account of what happened in a convor-
sation does not necessarily end when the talking stops and the cone
versers separate; it continues when @mwmnmmmim reflect upon what
was said. It may be that much of the meaning of the events is con-
structed like this, after the conversation is over. But even this is not
fixed; the reflective meaning is always open to nrmb.mm because of
new information available, or new insights: achieved by the
speaker-hearer as he reflects on events that are past, or talks about
them to others.

So far we have confined our attention mainly to the no.E.mE of
what is said. During every conversation, woim<mr,9m participants
must not only operate as if they shared one another’s ﬁbmmam.ﬁmbm:gm
of the matter discussed, but must also negotiate how they <f= HmH.mE
to one another in discussing it. “Negotiate” may prove a misleading
metaphor, since the social meanings put moiwma and accepted or
rejected are at least as indeterminate and ambiguous as the referen-
tial meanings so far discussed. Todorov (1983) has commented that
multiple meanings are evoked by the very m.,.woﬁ of an utterance and
by its direction. Uttering something is an action, not .Em.ﬁ a means of
transmitting information. An enunciation necessarily also evokes
implications about the speaker and the person(s) to whom the ut-
terance is addressed. So as well as the content of an utterance there
is also this implication to be taken into account.

In order to deal with these two kinds of meaning we propose
that every utterance in this type of learning conversation mWOS.E be
said to offer two Frames: one, the Content Frame, offers an inter-
pretation of the subject in hand, while the other, E.m Interaction
Frame, offers an interpretation of the social Hmy.maobmv%m 2:.5& are
shaping the interaction. Each of these ».HmBmm. is mm.mcbm. rapidly al-
terable, ever-changing. We shall approach this obliquely by way of
the route which we ourselves took in formulating these concepts.

Our first approaches to the analysis of mBm.z group talk were nn.;-
ored by our previous experience of mH.EGNEm .Smormw-n_mmm ﬁrw-
logue. By virtue of his role a teacher an.bm the right and Hmmwobmm
bility of exercising control over the subject-matter of _mmmobm an
over the patterns of communication. m.ou. much of the time, BOmM
pupils accept this right and responsibility as normal. To take a rea
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example, when a teacher in a science practical lesson asks a pupil,
“And so what? What beyond that? What's this got to do with
atoms?” he is enacting his right to control the direction of the talk.
He is indicating that he wants the pupil to link what he has just said
with ideas about atoms; moreover, he probably does not want just
any ideas but particular ideas presented during an earlier lesson. At
the same time he is making it clear that the pupil has no option but
to attempt to answer this question: the pupil’s next move is firmly
laid down for him, whatever his private wishes, his role in that con-
text being progressively defined for him.

As soon as one turns to small groups where the participants are
of equal status, this is no longer the case. In the conversations we
are considering, each participant tries to guide the dialogue in the
direction he wishes, but none lays claim to it as of right, because
none of them has any special rights over the others. A by-product of
such a situation is that the interaction may be directed away from
competition for control and toward the collaboration needed for the
group jointly to carry out their task. The subject-matter, the way it
is approached, the order of speaking, and the participants’ relative
influence upon these are all decided during the interaction, not
claimed and conceded as part of a prior role. One participant’s view
of what is going on is no more valid than another’s. This interplay
between alternative frames of reference constitutes the social reality
which our account seeks to describe.

In order to deal with this multisemic character of dialogue we
propose the theoretical construct which we call Frame. Every time
a participant in dialogue makes an utterance he offers to the other
participant two Frames, one referring to subject-matter which will
be called Content Frame and the other referring to the interactive re-
lationship and called Interaction Frame.

Briefly, by Content Frame we mean this: when Participant A
speaks, his utterance, for him, carries with it a framework of im-
plicit relevant knowledge, and this constitutes the Offered Content
Frame. Participant B understands this utterance by attributing to it
a framework of implicit relevant knowledge, and this constitutes an
Attributed Content Frame. Participant C will understand the same
utterance by similarly assigning to it a frame of reference, another
Attributed Content Frame. Thus, in the example cited at the begin-
ning of this section we saw the boys move from a roughly shared
Content Frame referring to space suits into a Frame referring to div-
ing suits. The importance of the shift of Frame is that it constitutes
a shift in the realm of tacit knowledge needed for understanding. “It

stops it from pushing it in” gains much of its referential meaning
from the “diving suit” Frame.
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An Interaction Frame is being offered in the very samo uttorance
as is the Content Frame, since Participant A's ::c_.ms.oc implios
something about the interactive relationship they are taking part in,
He may make a peremptory demand for a reply, or ono._. a _Ea_:.,:.
opinion for comment. The Interaction Frame may (as in a typleal
lesson) imply that the speaker thinks he occupies m.onm which gives
him a positional right to make such a mmu.ambm“ or it may be the s_x.
pression of a personal and temporary bid for control. .3:.5. the
Interaction Frame includes both the speaker’s attempts to guide the
course of the immediate interaction and his 5:.&5: long-term
claims to personal and positional wmwmmogrm@m. :. is clear that E_m
speaker’s Frames may have more or less memﬁwobmr% to the hearer’s
Frames, according to such matters as their .mmmwmm of moﬂaoﬂ
knowledge, intimacy, and so on. Appendix w gives a mmmoﬁ%ﬁob )
a few minutes of group discussion in which the negotiation of
Interaction Frame and Content Frame are separately annotated.

The use of the concept of Frame frees us from any need to as-
sign a determinate and unchanging meaning mmmrma to wrm content of
an utterance or to its significance as a move in the Eﬁmwmocob. It
aids the observer to deal with: the different M.bﬁmgumﬁmcobm rmE by
different participants; the ebb and flow during a conversation be-
tween more sharply defined Frames and those moments when
Frames are blurred because in flux or mutually oobﬂm.&oﬁoéw md&
the dual aspect of the necessary tacit knowledge, égor refers in
one direction toward supplying a context for the mcgm“oﬁ matter and
in the other toward sets of expectations about the m..oa_&. meaning of

actions. To sum up, Frames refer to participants’ Eﬂm..ro: m.xﬁmoﬁ.m-
tions about (a) what they are talking about, and (b) their relationship
and communicative behavior. Frames are offered by those who
speak and interpreted by those who listen. .SSM ormb.m.m oobmuﬁmﬁ.@
in the course of a conversation—a fluidity and instability which in
the potential for soft focus, for dissolution of what mmmgwm ommmﬁ for
movement, and for multiplicity of choice of perspective is close
metaphorically to the cinematic notion of frame—and not all to the
idea of boundary that is carried by the metaphor of a picture frame.

Joint Inquiry

We turn now to the role of questions and answers in the oozm@owm-
tion through which these students constructed shared meanings.
Since each student brings a different set of w.mu.amm to the problem
issue, each approaches it from a unique perspective. If the Bmawmam
of a group are to advance their understanding through talk, these
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differences of perspective must be interrelated and their disconti-
nuities used to generate new and more inclusive understanding. As
?m extracts discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 showed, groups differed
in the extent to which they supported an individual member’s at-
tempts to relate other participants’ viewpoints to his own and to use
the other’s viewpoint in problem solving.

Such negotiation between differing viewpoints plays an important
part in the development of new meanings in group discussion.
Awareness of the validity of a divergent perspective is one of the ways
through which one can come to see one’s own perspective not as ab-
solute but as hypothetical and therefore open to modification: produc-
ing internal change through seeing one’s own views from the vantage
point of the other. The different view needs to be voiced, but it also
needs to be voiced in a way that means we will not reject this point of
difference out of hand but will engage and negotiate with it. In com-
uwcanmma\m terms, this engagement depends upon the use of those de-
vices whereby members of the group ask for one another’s opinions, en-
courage explicitness, pinpoint differences, and inter-relate viewpoints,
Initially it seemed to us that questions would be a prime means of per-
forming all of these, and we turned our attention to them.

We began by looking at the relationship between question forms
and questioning functions. We used a set of criteria that drew on
linguistic analysis to classify utterances or parts of utterances as
questions or statements. These criteria included the use of interrog-
ative words (such as why, when, how), intonation, word order, and
the use of the word do (as in “do you live here?”). Another impor-
tant question form which we distinguished in our materials was the
use of tag questions (as in “you live here, don’t you?”). For a while
we tried approaching the questions in our data via Harrah’s (1963)
paradoxical idea that questions are really statements. And we
looked at the kinds of replies that different question forms (for in-
stance open questions) might elicit, as well as at the cognitive bur-
den which different question forms might place on either question
poser or question answerer. We went through quite a lengthy exer-
cise of identifying and then classifying individual questions from
our data, using these different approaches.

However, despite the effort we put into this we did not find it
helpful. As with earlier phases of our analysis, we found we could
not make sense of the purposes to which questions were being put
if we looked at isolated cases out of context. We had to look back at
what had gone before and forward to what followed.

Take, for example, this question asked earlier in a discussion of
Steinbeck’s novel The Pear! (the students had read only the early
part of the book):
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What do you think that’ll happen later on in the book, when we’ve
read it, you know, what will happen to the pearl, and to the doc-
tor and everything? Will it all turn out happily, and that, or will,
you know, somebody die or something like that? (Marianne in
Group 1 talking about The Pearl).

This question proposes strict limits for the range of relevant replies:
the other students are first invited to make predictions, then these
predictions are given some specific reference to “the pearl, and the
doctor and everything,” and then the range of appropriate replies is
narrowed still further towards happy endings or (as a contrast ap-
parently) someone’s death. Thus, the question sets up a Content
Frame which implicitly constrains what follows in the conversa-
tion. (This, by the way, appears to be what Harrah [1963] meant
when he treated questions as statements.) The other members of the
group may ignore the Frame presented in the question, they may
adopt and develop it, or they may adapt and change it. If they adopt
or adapt the Frame it becomes part of the implicit shared knowledge
which will underlie the remainder of their discussion of the topic.

At first sight, one clear and specific message in question forms
is to indicate the handing over of the speech role to another speaker.
However, questioning is also a social act and it carries an
Interaction Frame as well. Relationships are developed, maintained,
and changed through questions and answers alongside the exchange
of information or the construction of knowledge. Questions—like
answers and statements—carry messages about the social relations
that are ongoing in the conversation. It is clear from our analysis of
Frames, above, that equally explicit statements about speech roles,
laying claim to the speech role, deputing it to someone else—at-
tempts at dominance—can be made alike by questions or state-
ments. What then becomes important from the standpoint of sus-
taining dialogue is the extent to which either questions or state-
ments indicate acceptance (or rejection) of the validity of other
viewpoints and the strength with which they lay claim to the right
to speak by virtue of position. We noted in Chapter 3 that the use of
chairperson-like moves—teacher’s moves used by participants—
often brought exploration of a topic to a halt. (In this category we
would include rhetorical questions used for purposes of social con-
trol.) To illustrate this process in action we turn to another example
from our data.

In the example below, Group 3 members are discussing the
planning problems of National Parks, considering especially how to
reconcile the needs of varied uses such as tourism, farming, indus-
try, outdoor pursuits, and so on. The task card mentions suggestions
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which have been made for the provision in the Lake District of cin-
emas, caravan sites, restaurants and so on. They have all agreed that
cinemas and night clubs should not be built in the Lakes, when
Margaret suddenly spots something on the task card which she

wishes to query:

37. Margaret: Any how if they've
got a caravan site, what do they
want a camping site and all for?
And if they’ve got a restaurant what
do they want a refreshment stall for?
(Laughter)

Well it’s true, what do they want
them all for?

38. Robert: Well a restaurant’s re-
ally for people who want to have a
meal, and, a, and, a refreshment
stall is for people who want a snack
like a hot dog or a drink.

39. Christine: Well they can go
away

40. Margaret: What do they want a
kiosk for, just to drink, ugh, it’s stu-
pid. What do they want a kiosk for?

41. Robert: Anyway, I don’t think
there ought to be tennis courts.

At first sight, here are three Wh
questions; formal analysis would
classify these as open questions.
Margaret is asking the group what
justification there might be for the
provision of these facilities. Or is
she? She is speaking in an angry
tone of voice, and she prefaces the
questions with signs that maybe she
is not requesting another point of
view. Is she asking the group a
question, or is she daring them to
disagree with her?

Robert takes a chance on the first in-
terpretation. In modest tones, he
shows how restaurants and refresh-
ment stalls serve different needs,
and supplies a justification for the
provision of both of them,

Christine strongly rejects Robert’s
contribution.

Margaret indicates that she sees
Robert’s reply at 38 not as compli-
ance with her request for reason,
but as disagreement with a view she
holds strongly—that these facilities
are unnecessary. She rejects this al-
ternative viewpoint most strongly.

Robert has learned his lesson. He is
not deceived by the question format
of Margaret’s 40 again. His attempt
at 38 to supply reasons he thought
were being requested has earned
him verbal punishment. Now he
changes the subject, implicitly ac-
cepting the force of Margaret’s
Interaction Frame.
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We now return to a group whose members on this occasion ask each
other hardly any questions, but who nevertheless hand over speech
roles to each other in collaborative fashion. Group 1 has read the
transcript of an interview with a young delinquent, and they have
been asked to discuss The Causes of Vandalism.

3. David: I think the area you live
in, er, could affect the way they be-
have because when there’s other
gangs around you, I think it, er, you
know, makes you want to fight too
if you see them all, fighting and
that, it looks like fun and so he’ll
just join in

4. Jonathan: Yes, he only, only, he'll
only start fighting if other people do

5. Marianne: And he thinks that the
only way he can make himself, big,
and make himself a somebody, is to
prove to people that he is, big and
is, tough and fight, and can fight all
the time

David states that he thinks that peer
group influence is a factor in gang
violence. There are several markers
which indicate that this is a tenta-
tively held view: “I think,” “er,” “I
think it, er.” This is not a dogmatic
statement with which other partici-
pants will disagree at their peril,
but an attempt to get the ball
rolling. This is a contribution
which can be built on and ex-
tended, as Jonathan does at 4.

The “Yes” acknowledges David’s
line of thought before extending it.

Marianne connects her utterance to
those preceding with the “and” and
also by further extension of the on-
going line of thought.

A little later the same group continues:

15. Marianne: They seem to have their own cafés that they think their
own, they own, and nobody else can come in . . . but I, I think all this is
partly because of his upbringing, and the way he was treat when his, tre-

treated when he was little.

16. David: Well I think vandalism is, how it comes about is, they should,
should have, erm, more facilities for people messing about.

17. Jonathan: Yes, but they just reject these facilities because they'll think

they’re no good, and that.

18, David: Yes. Well I don’t, I don’t mean like—just like wrecking them.
Don’t mean like youth clubs, more, erm, discotheques and that, where,

where over fifteen

19. Jonathan: Yes, but all they do is fight there.
20. Marianne: The, they can only go round in big gangs. They don’t think

of...

21. David: Well, none of them’ll fight by their selves.
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Through this extract, we hear the exchange of viewpoints about
what the causes of vandalism might be. None of them is stated dog-

matically, and no one person either lays explicit claim to the role of

speaker or nominates anyone else to speak. Utterances follow each
other smoothly. After pauses have indicated that one person has
temporarily come to the end of what he has to say, another group
member gives voice to his own thoughts. Note how tightly con-
nected the content of the exchange is. These students are exploring
collectively what they know. Where someone disagrees with the
content of a previous utterance as at 17, they make a gentle
qualification, not a full-blown disagreement. None of these students
is trying either to manage the talk, or to get someone else to take re-
sponsibility for it: rather, they share, collaboratively, in the joint
construction of an understanding. Speech roles are left fluid, such
that it is open to any participant to contribute when he likes, rather
than being either nominated to do so or stopped from doing so by
other members. The whole exchange is carried out by statements.
Yet these statements are a very effective way of eliciting another
person’s viewpoint.

Thus, although a question or statement form considered alone
may function—all else being equal—as an interrogative or assertive
move, in conversation this information is frequently overruled by in-
terpretations drawn from the larger context, many of them unspoken.
An overemphasis on forms results from a specific method of analy-
sis, namely the consideration of isolated utterances only. Our exam-
ination of situated continuous discourse led us to believe that ques-
tion and non-question forms may be used to make similar claims
about speech roles, that is, to offer similar Interaction Frames.

Some studies have placed a heavy emphasis on why questions,
believing them to be cognitively more useful than yes-no questions,
seeing the former as open and the latter as closed, that is, as able to
be answered by simple yes or no answers. In our data we found the
relationship to be rather more complex than this. Why and other wh
questions are not necessarily open-ended in terms of the answer
they require. They may be constructed not from gaps in a concep-
tual framework but from the lack of a conceptual framework at all.
Similarly, yes-no questions did not necessarily close down allow-
able replies to simple affirmation or negation. They often seemed to
us to be evidence of successful cognitive functioning, in that the
framing of a yes-no question may require more information and
structuring on the part of a questioner than is requested by a wh
question.

We can illustrate this latter point by reference to data from the
study of small groups of primary school students engaged in com-
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puter-based learning, already discussed in Chapter 5 (Fisher 1993a).
These researchers noted that in sessions on educational games soft-

ware the computer:

is generally the participant taking all .Em “complicated” @mowﬂom_m‘
transforming the students’ minimal input (generally a sing mr.mw
press) into attractive, dynamic and complex Sv.am.mmawconm whic

are of a completely different nature from the original input.” (106)

In such a context the student’s choice of response is constrained
within the binary logic which structures Em.mowiﬁm. The oomn-
plexity of the apparently “new” structures which are called up mm
rives from the adult writer of the computer mowéﬂ.w who has frame
what are in effect a series of yes-no questions, using wuo.szmamm mﬂ&
understanding at a far higher level than that as yet available to the
mﬁ:a.m.w“qucoawmm offered by the computer moms\m:”m in that mx.mnﬁugm
could not be re-shaped by the students. Their .owcob.m were _:ESM
to influencing the route taken through them via z.w@rmm to pre-fixe
choices. The context for our groups was rather different, .mba there
are several examples in our data in which the collaborative mxﬁmsw
sion and collaboration of a yes-no question by mboﬁ:ﬂ. .Smﬁvma.o
the group seemed to arise from the framework ﬁ.n joint EQEN
which the students shared, that is, from the Interaction Frame. Wo n
these processes are shown at work 5. the next example w. y.ot
comes from a group talking about a science task concerned wit

work and energy.

David: Is there, is there any, any energy used when you let a wheel go
down a hill?

Barbara: Yes.

Marianne: Yes, because you need, energy to push it off, don’t you?

Bill: Yes. .
David: Well, you're not, you're not pushing it off, are you, you're just let-
ting it go?

In this case the yes-no form of question considered as m.mmdﬁmbom
could formally be said to require the ammﬁobmmg to commit FSMMW
only to “Yes” or “No.” However, its context in EoEmB-moFﬁm is-
cussion makes it function also as a demand moH.. fellow @E.coﬁmbﬁmﬁ
to go on beyond the terms offered by the question and to oobmcdmw
supporting propositions. We might ask ourselves how we <<o=_
have understood the exchange if it had mnama m.mma Barbara’s rep um
of “Yes.” This would have seemed like a rejection of the whole o
David’s lead. In such a discussion as this the extension of an answer
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beyond yes or no may operate as an indication of willingness to col-
laborate in a particular strategy; and a question may be posed in this
form among those particular participants with the confidence that
the social, as well as the cognitive, message will be understood.

To summarize the role we see for questions and answers we see
both questions and statements as a means to create new structures
and understandings. We do not believe there is any necessary coor-
dination between the form in which a question is posed and its cog-
nitive power. What the members of our group gained in under-
standing from the exchange of questions and answers related not to
the form of the question but to the interpretation placed upon them.
This depended, quite crucially, on the social relationships within
the group. Much of the collaboration that permits the creation of
new understanding goes on by invitations to other groups to con-
tribute—sometimes (but not always) posed in the form of questions.
In the example quoted above, to reply merely with “yes” or “no”
would be to opt out of the social relationships set up in the groups.
This would amount to redefining the situation from one where all
group members jointly shaped their own learning to one where one
particular group member reserved the right to monitor and structure
the learning process—as, for example, a teacher might. Refusing the
invitation to construct would not only take the development of cog-
nitive understandings no further at that given point; it would also
undermine the social basis of joint collaboration.

In practice, therefore, we found that inquiry might progress
in utterances posed in any form. Either questions or statements
that offered appropriate Interaction Frames could act as tentative
attempts to arrive at a shared framework. Not only tag questions,
but statements and jointly-constructed utterances acted to en-
sure that the contributions made by other voices in the group
could be incorporated into the joint framework of meaning as it
developed.

David’s question about whether energy is used when a wheel is
allowed to roll down a hill takes the listener for a person who “ac-
tively answers and reacts” rather than one who “passively under-
stands.” The quoted words are those of Bakhtin (1981, 280) who is
discussing at this point the difference between a word or a sentence
studied as an example for linguistic analysis and a word or a sen-
tence spoken in live conversation. Bakhtin makes the point that any
word spoken in dialogic interaction is shaped with the pre-suppo-
sition of a reply already within it. The speaker orients what he says
“toward the specific conceptual horizon, toward the specific word
of the listener” (Bakhtin 1981, 282). It is shaped by what the speaker
knows, guesses, or believes about the “subjective belief system of
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the listener” (282). This means that the other is already present in
the speaker’s utterance. The speaker’s anticipation of this response
is seen by Bakhtin as crucial to the development of understanding:
“Understanding comes to fruition only in the response” Bmmu.. We
should like to link this idea of “responsive understanding”
(Bakhtin, 280) to another mechanism of joint inquiry, the use of hy-
pothetical cases. .

We demonstrated in Chapter 3 the importance of hypothetical
cases which were used, implicitly, as a form of generalization and
therefore as a means of testing the range and applicability of a ﬁ.mm-
veloping view. Vygotsky (1992), drawing on Sapir (1971) nOb.ma-
ered that generalization is essential to the development of meaning.
We cannot describe our own thoughts or experiences to somebody
else without referring our listener to “some known class or group of
phenomena” (6). He goes on:

Such reference, however, already requires generalization.
Therefore, communication presupposes generalization and am«m_-
opment of word meaning; generalization, thus, becomes possible
in the course of communication. The higher, specifically human
forms of psychological communication are possible because man’s
reflection of reality is carried out in generalized concepts. [. . . .]
real understanding and communication will be achieved oz_.w
through generalization and conceptual designation of my experi-
ence. {7-8)

The hypotheticality of these viewpoints (“say he Bmmg. be an
old man, a friend like”) serve, we suggested, the extremely impor-
tant function of permitting the accord of validity to m.:ozuma.m view-
points—even if they clash with one’s own. This provides more than
social cohesion, in that encountering a viewpoint which is deemed
to be both different and valid is what nudges the students towards
finding a new formulation in which both are meaningful. In a group,
the flashes of the insight which might come to an individual set the
social task of finding a way of expressing it that does not compro-
mise the collegial relationship of joint effort by a claim to prior
knowledge.

The other side of this coin is that strategies adopted to find so-
cial solutions to the existence of these differences of opinion set the
cognitive task of establishing overarching principles which inter-re-
late the two. The ascription of meaningfulness to each other’s at-
tempts to make sense of the world, the expression of different opin-
ions in a way that qualifies or extends what has gone before, the
close attentiveness to what others have said which can be seen both
in acceptance and extension or in disagreement (expressed in a way
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that acknowledges the other as equal), and qualification (the use of
supportive behaviors in speech, tone, and gesture), all these show
the cognitive and the social going hand in hand.

We argued in Chapter 2 that the four key moves that form the
staple of collaborative dialogue—initiating, eliciting, qualifying
and extending—are not individual skills but are a function of group
discussion. These moves, like the cognitive and interactional
frames which form the micro-politics of small group discussions,
are what permit the dialogic articulation and inter-relation of dif-
ferent points of view. Vygotsky argued that the only good learning
is learning ahead of development. We would add to this, with
Voloshinov, that “any true understanding is dialogic in nature”
(Voloshinov 1975, 102).

To conclude this chapter, we now want to review our discus-
sion so far in the context of Bakhtin’s concept of dialogue.

Dialogue and the Generation of New Meaning

The word dialogue is often used interchangeably with words such
as conversation or discussion. In the analysis of our groups’ com-
munication which we have summarized in this book we have
drawn attention to certain features of the way members talk and de-
velop understanding together. In this section we shall argue that the
presence of these features makes at least some parts of the discus-
sions of some of our groups different in certain important ways from
the ordinary run of conversations or discussions. We used the term
dialogue in the first version of our book when discussing these fea-
tures—initially more in line with the dictionary definition which
conveys “a conversation between two or more persons” (Shorter
Oxford English Dictionary). However, in developing the concepts of
Content and Interaction Frames and in noting that they could be of-
fered (or attributed) in stronger or weaker forms according to the
roles which participants assume in different educational contexts,
we began to use the word dialogue in a way that set it out from other
potential modes of interaction.

Since then, the word dialogue has come to be used in the PSy-
chology of education (Wertsch 1985, 1991), social theory (Géranzon
and Florin 1992, Holquist 1990, Shotter 1993a and 1993b) and cul-
tural analysis (Gardiner 1992, Hirschkop and Shepherd 1989)) in a
special way which is based on the work of Bakhtin (1981). We want
to highlight some of the features of talk in these groups with
Bakhtin’s ideas on dialogue in mind. The features to which we shall
be drawing attention here are: difference of perspective, mutual at-
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tention, the use of hypothetical cases, tentativeness, the absence of
prior roles by right, mutual support, and lack o.m n_Omz.H.m. As we re-
visit these features we shall draw out connections with wmwwcn. s
idea of dialogue. Then, in the last section mm this chapter, we s”w
use this dialogic approach to sharpen the point that ﬁ.rm use of sm.
discussion groups should not be viewed as a ﬁmmgacm‘ but mM an
approach to learning and development which _E.Em.ml.mba needs—
new relationships between the knower and Swzz is wboiu.a. First,
however, we should like to preface this discussion with a brief sum-
mary of some aspects of Bakhtin’s thinking.

Bakhtin and Dialogism

The concept of dialogue is obviously not new: along wrzgov?n%
tradition shows otherwise. Bakhtin’s work, voimﬁw.a. has brought
the theoretical framework provided by the idea oﬁ%.&omcm to bear
upon the development of the modern world, examining the nwﬁmnm
teristics of the forms of art that have been created to H.mvummm.a an
explore that world and in particular the novel, which Bakhtin sees
quintessentially as a means by which an author captures and con-
veys the multiplicity of voices that m@mmw. around r:b.. i
Bakhtin’s concept of dialogue is predicated on a view of .m= is-
course as situated in and mediated by context. This Eamlvsbm. rel-
ativism is based on the observation that speakers occupy a unique
and unreplaceable position in H.m_mﬁmob. to o@mnm. The words of M
speaker carry assumptions and implications tied to the moment mua
the position from which they are spoken. These assumptions mbﬁ
implications in turn create a new context for ﬁ.wm words of the mpmx
speaker. A word is spoken into this context, E.H.moﬁma towards mw..w?
ing and momentary impressions of the responsive answer of the lis-
tener—so that a word never belongs to a speaker mmo.bm. cz.ﬁ mrzm.%m
is influenced by the intentions of others. To participate in a 9%-
logue is to act as a speaking voice, and this can be achieved not only
face to face in living dialogue but also, for instance, by expressing
the assimilation of and struggle with the words of others in a work
of prose art. A prose text, therefore, can Um. thought .0m always as r.n.:?
ing multiple authorship. Although Bakhtin sees dialogue mm.EGE-
sic to the human condition, he notes the development of different
modes of discourse which may tend more ﬁoimﬂm n.wobow.omcm or to
dialogue. He makes a distinction between mc.&o_.:m:ﬁ.w ﬁrmnoc.ammln
the discourse of courts, of professional powers, of instruction—
which comes as a given, fused with the authority to which it mEMwm
expression, and internally persuasive discourse Swpnr can be m_.%m y
developed by speakers and applied to new material. This develop-
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ment and application is not easy; Bakhtin thinks of it as a struggle
with other alien viewpoints, but it is a struggle which leads to :mm,\mmd
dms\mﬁim%m to mean” (Bakhtin 1981, 346).

<<E.~ this by way of introduction we now continue our review
of our discussion so far with Bakhtin’s concept of dialogue in mind.

Difference of Perspective

The oxwmoﬁmzoc that small group discussions would afford the op-
@9.:.5:% to encounter different viewpoints was, of course ﬁ%m
starting point for our research, and we have shown how Em, stu-
Mwmﬂm g.o.:mm“ different perspectives to the tasks at hand. The dif-
rences in their views varied in di i
Dot e e ed in different groups and at different
Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue is based on this notion of differ-
ence mcm of encounters between difference. Nor is this an abstract
notion; it is a practical and concrete one. Difference of perspective
derives not only from the uniqueness of experience from which
each of us speaks. It has a concrete base in our physical stance to the
world as Michael Holquist elucidates in his commentary on Bakhtin
(Holquist 1990, 165). (You can see the back of my head; I can see
yours; when you look at me you can see the background from which
I speak E.E vice versa.) At every second in a conversation speakers
occupy different positions, a difference that is also made up of the
different previous knowledge that they each bring to the encounter
based on their different past experiences. Bakhtin nwﬁ.moﬁoammm.
these m.ymmumcnmm as “two consciousnesses, two language-intentions
two voices” (360). We are used to talking about difference in a wa :
that assumes we must choose between them, that one of them EE.W
7w<o @.anar or that one must win out over the other. This is the
dialectical view of the world that is enshrined in the formal logic of
western philosophy. 5
wmwr.zuw concept of dialogue gives us something quite different
because it suggests the possibility of what Clark and Holquist (1984)
have called “not a dialectical either/or, but a dialogic both/and” (7)
The concept of dialogue suggests that rather than choosing Um:zmmc.
them, elements from one participant’s perspective will influence
and become part of what the other says when it is next his turn to
speak, m.cm that the same will happen in return. From a dialogic
standpoint, the word spoken is never wholly the speaker’s osﬁmz
m.~<<m<m has within it elements of other people’s ideas and inten-
tions. We never speak into a void—there is always a history of what
other people have said or done, and we respond to these even as we
speak. In responding to others, we are influenced by their differ-
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ence. The means for expressing this difference in a way that is re-
sponsive to the other is through speaking, through using one’s
voice—and also through listening to what the other has to say.

In Chapters 2 and 3 and in this chapter, we have traced the ways
in which differences of viewpoint were articulated and used in the
groups. We also showed examples where, from time to time, groups
simply accepted a different viewpoint as uttered and did not work
on it or engage with it. These were occasions where groups failed to
develop their understanding further; in accepting what one voice
said without examining it in the light of the knowledge that could
have been expressed by other voices, what had just been said be-
came dead from the point of view of new insight. From a Bakhtinian
standpoint one would say that although, formally, these exchanges
look like a conversation and can be set out like the dialogue in a
play, the students’ discourse had become, at these points, to some
degree monologized (Bakhtin 1986, 163). It is difference of perspec-
tive that provides the inner life of new understanding.

Mutual Attention

Another feature of these discussions we highlighted was the care-
ful attention paid by the students to each other’s utterances. In this
way the replies through which the attention was paid, often
through qualifying and extending moves, took on particular im-
portance. The students determined the context which made it pos-
sible for a next probing step to be taken, the next offering to be put
forward for joint examination. We described how this mutual at-
tention is manifested in replies which took on board and re-
sponded to (even if disagreeing with) what had just been said, as a
socially and cognitively combined act that transcended surface lin-
guistic forms such as question/answer.

This finds correspondence in Bakhtin’s conceptualization of
each spoken word being “oriented to an answer” {Bakhtin 1981,
280) leading him to suggest that it is the rejoinder or the response
that has primacy on the development of understanding (1981, 282).
The rejoinder from another person will contain something alien in
it, but if it is responsive in a way that reciprocates the speaker’s care
in orienting what he says to what he knows of the speaker’s thought-
world at that time, then the respondent (simultaneously a speaker)
and the speaker (simultaneously a respondent) create a new “com-
bined context” (1981, 284) for the next utterance in the sequence.
Dialogue accordingly, pays attention to the other. For this reason
classrooms founded on dialogic discourse may avoid or diminish
displays of asocial or antisocial attention-seeking behavior. In dia-
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logue the participant “counts on” such an understanding and b
cause o.m that orients his own utterance “toward the mvmommo Soaﬂ
of the listener” (1981, 282). Each participant in a dialogue not onl
answers .Hmmw.ozm?m_% but is answerable; this is the moral &Bmzmwow
to participation in dialogue: “the individual must become a

able through and through” (Bakhtin 1990, 2). newer

Hypothetical Cases

MMM%WMCMNW& in mMEm detail the strategy of setting up hypothetical
at the students used. Bakhtin suggests that the
he s : roce
MMmmuwwzmwzm is achieved by liberating oneself from Emm% that WMMM
emed authoritative so far; he speaks of this as a
: ; process of strug-

gle. Something that one used to take for granted is now moamﬁrwm
one has begun to resist. o8

Such a struggle is aided by experimentally putting into words—

almost as if from a ; .
which nother speaker—a potentially persuasive idea

s questioned, [. . .] is put in a new situation in order to expose its

weak sides, t i i i
o s, to get a feel for its boundaries [. . . .] (Bakhtin 1981,

wcﬁum Eﬁom&mmo& viewpoints into words in this way permits o
“to guess, to imagine.” Such experimental guesswork” (1981 wpaww
is dialogic because it accords a voice to another point of imi. ev
though H.Wmum may not be a different speaker physically Hmmma Nb
express it. It is as if it is attributed to another voice. This HUH.oomm w
creatively erecting potential discourses” (1981, 353) s\Enﬂ our mﬁo
dents called on is a dialogic way of coming to know, a way o%&mu

veloping fresh understandin: i
ing fi gs by opening up ne i
of a situation to examination. yoP B up mew potential foatures

Tentativeness and Absence of Prior Roles by Right

One m:.osoz.bomm characteristic of the way our students worked to-
gether was, in successful groups, the tentativeness with which the

E.ommwmm views. We described how a view tentatively put mogmaw
might be worked with for a little while, then perhaps dropped, onl

to be H.mﬁE.zwn to and reworked on successive occasions in a c .ozomum
process until a formulation emerged that all the students umu the
group were happy with. That formulation would then serve as the
starting point for further exploration of another issue. It was this ten-
Scs.wzmmm ﬁ.Wm» permitted other group members to take up and work
on viewpoints. Tentativeness made clear that an idea put forward
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was a contribution to a common endeavour, that the speaker put the
idea forward as something that could be examined, elaborated, in-
terrogated, qualified, or have limits set to it by others. We have used
the term put forward above and would like to emphasize here the
contribution to going forward—to the movement into the new which
this tentativeness achieved. We linked it to the roles which the stu-
dents occupied in relation to each other. None of them had prior
roles by right which would give their formulation priority as a
teacher's does. We noted that the use of chairperson’s moves was
rare and that where they did occur they often achieved premature
closure because they ruptured the commonality of exploration in
which the group’s work was based. Such moves protect an utterance
from the inquiry of others and so—temporarily at least—prevent the
process of mutual interrogation which takes understanding forward.
One of the key means by which this tentativeness and the re-
nunciation of claims to prior knowledge were achieved was through
accenting the individual nature of an utterance while at the same
time inviting another’s view. This was often achieved through be-
ginning with “I think” and ending with a tag question. Intonation
and the incorporation into an utterance of part of a previous speak-
er’s thought also played their part. In these ways, what was put for-
ward was not something that had to be accepted as it was or swal-
lowed whole by other participants but was something that already
carried within it the grounds of its own challenge. Bakhtin’s theory
sees this proffering of “differing nuances of meaning” (1981, 270),
this provision of a mix of voices in one utterance as one of the main
features of dialogue. An utterance in dialogue is part of an “elastic
environment of the other” (Bakhtin 1981, 276). The utterance “can
not fail to brush up against thousands of living dialogic threads”
(276) whereas the absolute offered as right-in-itself closes itself off
to further inquiry and therefore to further illumination. We saw that
in groups where a participant strongly put something forward as ab-
solute, this was a point of closure. Bakhtin’s characterization of the
word in dialogue as the “word with a sideways glance” finds living
manifestations in the tentativeness of these discussions.

Muitual Support

By contrast with the occasional dogmatic utterances which frac-
tured the collaborative inquiry of the groups, the mutual support
which participants gave to each other (“go on, go on”) emphasized
the importance attributed to another’s point of view. Another’s view
was important because it was not one’s own. It was valuable be-
cause it was different. The students needed to encounter and engage
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with these differences to progress their joint inquiry. Mutual sup-
port serves another purpose of reminding speakers who their lis-
teners are and what they know—or don’t know—already. It is a way
of helping co-speakers attune themselves to each other, of bringing
forth what they each have to say “in contact with one another”
(Bakhtin 1981, 361).

We noted that one important mode of mutual support was the
acceptance and qualification or extension of what someone else had
just said. Sometimes this extended to the point of constructing a
joint utterance, begun by one speaker, finished by another. Mutual
support, in its various ways, meant that what one person said did
not represent just that one person’s private intentions. As students
spoke they responded to the intentions of the other people who
were sharing in the joint inquiry, the word they spoke even as they
spoke was “directing its purposiveness outward” (1981, 354).

The internal logic of one utterance encountered and responded
to the internal logic of another—so that mutual support created a
process of mixing. Bakhtin (1981) refers to utterances that mix or
mingle together in this way as hybrids which he sees as “profoundly
productive [..] pregnant with potential for new world views” (1981,
P. 360). As in the materials we quote he notes that these hybridized
constructions do not necessarily fuse together into finished utter-
ances. It is as if one utterance contains two elements that can talk to
each other.

The creation of such hybrids presupposes not only two different
viewpoints but the inter-relationship of these viewpoints if they are
to create new meaning by mixing together. The expression of these
differences, in our groups, was aided by the mutual support which
in the first place acknowledged them as different, in the second place
encouraged their expression, and in the third place helped partici-
pants attune their voicing of these different views to the state of
readiness and responsiveness of their listeners. The new thoughts
that became actual for the first time in the discussions became so in
anticipation of the other’s responses, which are made manifest in the
“links in the chain of speech communication” (Bakhtin 1986, 94).

Lack of Closure

The final feature of the discussions to which we wish to draw at-
tention is lack of closure. We demonstrated how the groups re-
turned to an issue over and again, opening up some new aspect of
it for discussion, rather than working through issues as a series of
discrete agenda items which, once discussed, were complete and
closed. This mode of working—which would have been the despair
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f a committee—created an openness to further 5&:5.. _,:..:.cn ....“ .
- ination, which was what took the groups forward into :“.i.._ .ﬂ .
cer tual S,H.ESQ. This “eternal Hm-ﬁgb.ucz.m m.:a re-ovalua z“* .w q
Mwwg 31) is part of what Bakhtin saw as EQWSEO to zwm c%%%::.:

, i ing on the present rathe

-making that comes from focusing "
M“v MWM ﬁmmﬁ. %E. groups addressed the present of s&mﬁm mmmrmm MWM_M
successively said and did, not the completed past of, mn MH.ES “:m_.ﬁo
teacher’s presentation. Addressing the present Jaﬂgmm m.ﬁ mH ature 110
play because it is intrinsic to the present that “the iina

not yet been spoken” (1981, 30).

One can make a link here with what we have said about tenta-

. . . o
tiveness: the absence of a final Soal_:nosﬁcmzma.amm :Mcﬂwm
what ow.mbm up the very possibility of a w_:c:.w. &WMM MM %M cluces
future, only a past. ,
s no present and therefore no ) vt is
WMBEme cannot adjust itself to, or Mm%ob% womuﬂa%?mw vmw%oH. -
i i lessly ready made , 34).
"what is complete is hope : .
H.Mwmo: it is ill-suited to the process of creating cmémﬂmwawwé con.
Incompleteness means that we can take a wor Hw ) ew oo
texts (in our groups, these new contexts were created by su

phases of discussion) )
attach it to new material, put it in a new situation in order to wre
new answers from it. (346)

. . o te-
and so create new meanings from it. mmgc.m mmmmmw_ﬂame w@mo“mﬂnmubm
isi t what is said mus

s arising from the fact tha . ond

ﬂ% mmwwymﬁgbm.mlmoamiwaTEmﬁ has already been said. émnmwwwﬁmnﬁ

what we know about what other ﬁm.o.m;m know, m.aoB MMoib poct

with them, but this raises the possibility of what Hmmcb now! m.&ma

will form a new context. Proximity, o%:ﬁmnr mbnmm“muomhmo& wOmmem,

ic i i i ther create

jalogic interaction with the o ; .

M”w%mwamma.ligov is, after all, possible but :oﬁﬁ necessary
Inconclusiveness, therefore, is intrinsic to development.

Reflecting on Frames

. . . ter-

We described as frames the BmotmEmBm. we Emnwawa mﬂawﬂmm

changes of situated cognitive and Woowmm W:o«“mmﬁwwm?mammmﬁm-
ini i ight think of frames

tinian perspective one mig e
MMMWE :éwminE.mm of what he called zones ow nmw.ﬁmmdmmww se

i them from somebo ,

s always have claims upon : vody’ N
Mw“ﬂmcm &MES from more than one voice. Framing Hmmmdwwbwwbm
framing another’s speech as well as one’s own, a Em%.ﬁm Dringing
another’s speech into contact with one’s own, a way
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WMMm@.mQEm: H.Homu.. 358) for the speech of another, even to “pene-
i ..M MMH.O Eﬁm _HMHmEE. of another’s speech” (1981, 358). It is % way
ing to know one’s ow i in so .
e G0 o n belief system in someone else’s sys-
Th i
- :NMM Muwﬂmm. as sw.m mo..Em them in our materials are the places
s one of MM“MM.H orina “zone of proximal development” in
viewpoints can struggle together. F
rent : . Frames
more than locations; they are devices for this struggle, a mzdeM

which has the effect of bringi i i
paich has the o mbomum_...zbm:_m the live force of one viewpoint into

Dialogue, Knowing, and Education

M\M m%ﬂ“%%hwm MHM sﬁwE M._Ham.ﬁ ovmmm:ma on the fact that our research design
o phases of our research w i
ferent contexts for the i i e oy ot
) group discussions in the two phases of
MMMHMw.:ﬂ ,MMMM“\MH& a aﬁmmm-mxﬁmngmaﬁ model in oH_u: mmoonaowﬂhwm
e, y. created contexts which breached
ditions for dialogue. The i ond phase low et
. students in the second ph
other less well or perha e morking e
; ps not at all, were not used to workin.
. ’ ﬁ
Mw MHMMMM mmw%%w%,mnaﬂﬁmmgﬂ in this particular grouping oum% me%ﬂ.
, did not have the chance to get to know us a
: s
MM. .M” W_M% Gmo% mbmmm_mocmm their work with us. It is not mcwwwmwmwﬁm
ne-off, unfamiliar, not fully understood, bri i
S one , , brief occas -
Mw%”h” mﬁ“m Mwwowa%gmm were less likely to generate the mxwwwmwﬁwmw
students in the first phase of th in
» . P of the research. Stude
_QMH MM.H phase rmm the time and opportunity to develop Emwapwmew”
Lear WM%E.HUOWmm in the regularly-meeting groups. Students in the sec-
o mw e mm cou ﬂ not MmS&oHu their own purposes, by and large, except
number of students who already knew each It
surprising that the breaches, the tensi WH ot s oy
ily in this second phase of work—i e, Wi Bins e Primar,
rk—in which, with hindsigh
say that we treated the st j . oot rathor s
A students as objects of our research rather than
mmmaww“ mmwm% Qﬁo M..mﬁ:om.a in teaching the mistakes we made as re
y treating small groups as a condition th i
; atcanb i
%%MMMMMWMQM.”MM WR .Em%.mam a technique for doing FBE”M%“MM
ently. nique is something applied fr i
technical purposes on the as ton th s b nro o
: sumption that the units to which it i
MMMWM@ Em perform better (within given parameters) cb%w Mﬂwm
con MWMMWH ﬁm\wméw. mmwim have described small group work within
mework, it is a means for changing educati
. cat -
rameters and for changing the students who wmmaom%mﬁm MM %bm_ n
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We said in Chapter 1 that we do not see small group disous
sion as a “cure-all” or as a substitute for other modes of clagsroom
teaching. Some of the educational tasks that schools set out to do
may well be better achieved by, for instance, teacher-led full cluss
discussion, or presentations from the teacher, or private study by
students or by practical sessions. Similarly, one would not expect
group work to be of particular help if what is required is that stu-
dents commit to memory existing pieces of information without
changing them. This is the learning of what Vygotsky referred to
as “past history” and of the kind of authoritative statements
which Bakhtin described as “compact and inert.” It is relatively
easy to set up small groups in which students take turns at speak-
ing but in which the truly dialogic aspects are minimal. This oc-
curs when the way in which groups are set up.and the tasks they
are given to work on are designed, for whatever reason, in such a
way as to preempt or prevent the dialogic features which we have
set out above.

Vygotsky argued (1978, 89) that the only good learning was
learning ahead of development. Bakhtin characterized all true learn-
ing as possessing a “stage of genius” (1981, 352). We see a resonance
between these two, such that the idea of the stage of genius helps to
explain the apparent paradox of Vygotsky’s formulation. If we un-
couple “learning” from the idea of its service to the past we can then
design learning so as to generate the learner’s future development.
This does not yet exist; it has to be made. We hope we have shown
that the materials of its making are social, through the dialogic in-
terchange between peers of different points of view. If such are a
teacher’s purposes, then small group discussions, carefully-de-
signed, can be a powerful means to support this development.

We should like to conclude with the final comments of our 1977
publication, where we considered the different forms of participa-
tion available to students in teacher-led settings and in the more
collective relationships that we observed in our small group dis-
cussions. In these, we observed, group members were free to shift

the topic, to try out new formulations and to explore alternatives,
since none of the questions asked concealed positional claims to
impose a frame on the discussion—to guide its direction or to judge
the relevance of answers. The members of our groups cast their
bread upon the waters. They were each others’ resources, and most
of their utterances were contributions to thinking. Their occasional
questions did not seek to control but to invite; this is why they did
not fall into easily recognizable functional categories, as do many of
a teacher’s utterances. Their questions were at the respondents’ dis-
posal, to utilize as they would.







