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A small group of students in Ms. Grant’s third-grade classroom 
is reading the book Old Cricket by Lisa Wheeler and illustrated 
by Ponder Goembel (2003). The book tells the story of a cricket 
that avoids doing work by pretending to have a number of all-
too- convenient injuries. He explains that he has pains in his neck, 
back, and head to excuse himself from almost any work. When 
he meets a hungry crow, he does everything he can to avoid get-
ting eaten, and, in the process, incurs the very injuries he had 
pretended to have. After the class reads and develops a common 
understanding of the text, Ms. Grant creates small groups of four 
to six students and asks them to discuss the following question: 
“Do you think Old Cricket was clever or foolish?” The following 
is an excerpt from one of these discussion groups.

CARLOS: I think he’s clever, because he tricked all the animals and 
outsmarted the crow.

JENNY: Well, I disagree with Carlos. I think he’s foolish, because 
he tricked his cousin that he had a cramp and a cough and his 
back hurt to not work.

CARLOS: So, that’s why he’s clever, because he tricked them by 
saying that he had a cramp and a cough.

SHAWN: I agree with Carlos that he is clever, ’cause he tricked 
some of the animals to give him food, and at the end of the 
story he made the crow choke.
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LISA: I think he’s foolish, because if he had worked and built his 
house, the crow would not have chased him.

ALMA: I think he was foolish, because he pretended to be hurt.

CARLOS: Alma, I disagree with you, because if he were foolish, 
he would have gotten eaten up by the crow right off the bat. 
He was not foolish, he was clever— that’s why he ran away 
from the crow, and that’s when he really broke his back. And 
that’s when he was smart and clever and went to the doctor. 
If he were foolish, he wouldn’t have gotten all the food, like 
Shawn said, and he wouldn’t have tricked all the animals, he 
wouldn’t have gotten away from the bird. It’s all these stuff 
that makes him clever.

MS. GRANT: You know what, though? I’m just going to go against 
your view for a second. He ended up getting hurt. Don’t you 
find that ironic? You know, he pretended he was hurt all 
along, and then he ended up really hurting himself. That’s 
not that clever, is it? I don’t know. What do you think?

JENNY: Yeah, I agree with Carlos now. He’s clever because he 
threw food at the crow to make him choke, and not come 
after him and kill him.

In this example, the students took charge of the conversation, spoke 
freely to one another, and built on each others’ ideas. They shared their 
positions on the question and supported their ideas with specific details 
from the text. Altogether, the students spoke meaningfully about the text, 
listened to each other talk, and managed a complex social activity with 
little adult support.

This is the essence of a small-group discussion framework we call Dia-
logic Reasoning (DR). The DR framework presented here emerges from our 
ongoing work with PreK–5 teachers in multilingual classrooms comprised 
of English monolingual and emergent bilingual students from a variety of 
home language backgrounds. Over the course of our 4-plus years of work, 
we are finding that DR, when done well, provides an instructional context 
for emergent bilingual students to (1) develop and deepen their understand-
ings of text; (2) engage in thoughtful, argumentative, and productive dia-
logue with one another; and (3) develop oral and written language profi-
ciency. We offer this chapter as an initial implementation guide for teachers 
who want to get started with small-group discussions in their classrooms.

The Role of Talk in Language and Literacy Learning

It is important for students to talk about academic topics with each 
other and their teachers. Too often, we see vertical discourse patterns in 
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classrooms in which the teacher dominates classroom talk, with popcorn- 
like instances of individual students making single, one- to three-word con-
tributions to a whole-group discussion (Silverman et al., 2014). Instruction 
needs to include more horizontal discourse patterns, where classroom talk 
is better distributed across teachers and students. The Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) provide a good rationale for such a move. As Hakuta 
and Santos (2013) concluded, the CCSS “raise the bar for learning, call 
for increased language capacities in combination with increased content 
sophistication, and call for a high level of discourse in classrooms across 
subject areas” (p. 451).

This focus on language and text in the CCSS is what drove us toward 
small-group instructional approaches in our professional development 
work. The DR framework enables teachers to shift from traditional partici-
pation structures in which their talk and ideas predominate, to these more 
horizontal structures where students have opportunities to build knowledge 
with their peers. In this sense, DR promotes engagement in meaningful talk 
in which students with varying levels of English language proficiency are 
able to practice and use language in authentic contexts with complex texts. 
Below we present three interrelated factors that support the need to focus 
on talk in multilingual classrooms: (1) using talk to support reasoning; (2) 
promoting second- language acquisition through authentic communication; 
and (3) forging links between language development and literacy outcomes.

Using Talk to Support Reasoning

Because literacy practices involve not only ways of reading and writing, but 
ways of speaking, thinking, and interacting with texts and other individu-
als, the contexts in which literacy is used and learned lead to particular 
ways of thinking and doing (Gee, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978). Talk is a key 
social and cognitive tool that shapes reasoning and meaning making dur-
ing different literacy practices, such as small-group, text-based discussions 
(Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999; Resnick, Salmon, Zeitz, Wathen, & 
Holowchak, 1993; Wells, 2007; Wilkinson, Soter, & Murphy, 2010). It 
is through talk that teachers and their students are able to engage in what 
Mercer (2000) called “interthinking,” in which they combine their cogni-
tive resources to achieve particular purposes. Interthinking during DR is a 
reciprocal process in which positions are advanced and critically assessed 
by other students. Students’ individual thought processes are enhanced as 
they participate in social practices in which their arguments are examined 
and contested (Kuhn, 2015). For example, during the DR discussion that 
opened this chapter, students considered different evidence from the text to 
determine if Old Cricket was clever or lazy, and this led Jenny to reconsider 
her original stance.
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During DR discussions students are exposed to, and practice, the 
norms underlying critical reasoning (Kuhn, Zillmer, Crowell, & Zabala, 
2013; Reznitskaya, Kuo, Clark, Miller, Jadallah, et al., 2009). Students are 
positioned as valuable conversational partners, whose interpretations and 
judgments about texts are encouraged and carefully considered. Partici-
pation in these social practices supports engagement in complex thinking 
about texts, and also socializes students as appreciated members of a learn-
ing community with important knowledge and perspectives.

Second-Language Acquisition through Purposeful 
and Authentic Communication

As articulated above, collaborative discussions are typically grounded in 
sociocultural perspectives on thought and social practice. For emergent 
bilingual learners, this perspective links with much second- language acqui-
sition research in which language is viewed as a complex communicative 
system designed to achieve meaningful interaction. In a sociocultural view, 
language acquisition occurs through participation in activities in which 
learners have opportunities to use language meaningfully to build under-
standing (Valdés, 2012). Small-group discussions that are thoughtfully 
facilitated emphasize second- language acquisition as situated in authentic 
communication and pragmatic competence, rather than on pronunciation 
and grammatical competence (Valdés, Capitelli, & Alvarez, 2011).

This perspective is consistent with Krashen’s (1984) observations that 
emergent bilingual learners must have exposure to comprehensible input 
that stretches them beyond their current levels of proficiency. Done well, 
small-group discussions that include both monolingual and bilingual peers 
provide emergent bilingual learners with exposure to English monolingual 
models within a well- specified dialogic space. Relatedly, well- facilitated 
discussions provide emergent bilingual learners not just with the oppor-
tunity to hear input that is comprehensible, but also the opportunity to 
produce output that is comprehensible (Swain & Lapkin, 1995). In other 
words, small-group discussions are a valuable context in which to promote 
second- language acquisition because they provide emergent bilingual learn-
ers with opportunities to participate in authentic conversations in which 
they listen to different language models and express their own ideas in a 
context where they have the support to make themselves understood.

Some have argued that comprehensible output does not serve as an 
adequate driver of language acquisition due to the scarcity hypothesis 
(Krashen, 1994), which states that student output is simply too minimal to 
achieve critical linguistic mass to drive acquisition. However, this hypoth-
esis operates under a traditional, teacher- driven notion of instruction. If 
we can devise ways in which small-group discussions can become integral 
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and consistent instructional routines, we remove the scarcity of student lan-
guage output and combine comprehensible input and output as symbiotic 
drivers of language acquisition.

Oral Language Proficiency Supports Reading Comprehension

Second- language acquisition applies to emergent bilingual learners, but DR, 
construed as a driver of language proficiency generally, becomes an effec-
tive tool for native English speakers as well. And, if we accept the poten-
tial of collaborative discussions to promote language proficiency, we might 
then extend the relevance of the approach to its potential effects on reading 
outcomes. It has been clearly documented, over decades now, that read-
ing comprehension is strongly associated with oral language proficiency 
for monolingual and bilingual populations alike (Hoover & Gough, 1990; 
Proctor, August, Carlo, & Snow, 2006). Indeed, more recent research has 
also begun to articulate the possibility that language proficiency is even 
more important for emergent bilingual learners than for their monolingual 
counterparts (Limbird, Maluch, Rjosk, Stanat, & Merkens, 2014), and that 
the importance of language for reading emerges earlier in reading develop-
ment than was previously believed (Kieffer & Vukovic, 2013).

The type of oral language promoted by small-group discussions is 
important here. We are not talking about identifying a doorknob or asking 
how to get to the cafeteria. These are important dimensions of learning 
English, and should be part of any solid English- as-a- second- language cur-
riculum. For the purposes of this chapter and this approach, however, we 
are talking about meaningful, text-based interactions that support expo-
sure to, and practice with, language use in engaging contexts (Cheung & 
Slavin, 2012; Zhang, Anderson, & Nguyen- Janiel, 2013).

Given the above, the argument for small-group discussions, designed 
with emergent bilingual learners’ participation at the forefront, is as fol-
lows. If we leverage small-group, social thinking in the service of second- 
language acquisition and development, we are also developing students’ 
language proficiency to promote reading comprehension. We came to 
this realization through our ongoing work on DR with a team of PreK–5 
elementary teachers in a multilingual school in Boston, Massachusetts. 
Although other models of text-based talk for elementary classrooms do 
exist (see Table 7.1 for an overview), few if any models have been specifi-
cally designed to support the learning needs of emergent bilingual learn-
ers. In the following section, we explain the DR model as it has evolved in 
this school- based setting by briefly describing the nature of our school– 
university partnership— Enhancing Literacy Instruction through Collabo-
ration and Interactive Technology (ELICIT)—followed by a DR implemen-
tation primer.
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TABLE 7.1. Models of Small-Group Discussion

Type Stance Control Purpose

Book Club (Raphael & 
McMahon, 1994)

Aesthetic Students Gives students time to share 
thoughts, ask each other questions, 
and make personal connections 
with texts and peers.

Collaborative 
Reasoning (Chinn, 
Anderson, & 
Waggoner, 2001)

Critical–analytic Students Promotes critical reading and 
thinking and engages students in 
text by taking and defending a 
position about a text.

Grand Conversations 
(Eeds & Wells, 1989)

Aesthetic Teacher Help students construct meaning 
from shared readings by showing 
students how to build off of the 
thinking of others.

Instructional 
Conversations (Tharp 
& Gallimore, 1988)

Efferent and 
aesthetic

Teacher Foster comprehension by asking 
questions that prompt students to 
analyze text, make inferences and 
predictions, and think critically.

Junior Great Books 
(Junior Great Books, 
1992)

Efferent Teacher Foster comprehension and 
interpretation of text.

Literature Circles 
(Short & Pierce, 1998)

Aesthetic and 
critical–analytic

Students Encourage students to support their 
own ideas, listen to others, and 
consider different perspectives.

Quality Talk 
(Wilkinson, Soter, & 
Murphy, 2010)

Critical–analytic Shared Fosters high-level comprehension 
of literary text using authentic 
questions and prompting students 
to uptake, elaborate, and link each 
others’ ideas.

Questioning the Author 
(Beck, McKeown, 
Sandora, Kucan, & 
Worthy, 1996)

Critical–analytic Teacher Promotes improved understanding 
and a critical disposition toward 
texts through engaging students in 
asking questions about the author’s 
choices.

Note. An aesthetic stance draws on personal experiences to inform discussions; a critical–analytic stance 
draws on interpretation of evidence from the text to inform discussions; an efferent stance draws factual 
details from text to inform text discussion.

Proctor_TchngEmrgntBilnglStdnts.indb   124 4/26/2016   2:49:33 PM

marcelaossa
Nota adhesiva
Change "gives" to "give"

marcelaossa
Nota adhesiva
Change "promotes" to "promote"

marcelaossa
Nota adhesiva
Change "fosters" to "foster"

marcelaossa
Nota adhesiva
Change "promotes" to "promote"



 Dialogic Reasoning 125

The ELICIT Collaborative

ELICIT is an ongoing exploration of teachers’ literacy practices with a spe-
cific focus on articulating and expanding classroom applications of DR. 
These explorations are design- based and iterative (Reinking & Bradley, 
2008; see also O’Hara, Pritchard, & Zwiers, Chapter 11, this volume) in 
which monthly face-to-face meetings lead to decisions about instructional 
practices, which are then video- recorded by teachers for group reflection. 
Recorded instructional practices are uploaded to a secure website and are 
co- viewed by researchers and teachers, and reflection on these videos forms 
the basis for subsequent face-to-face meetings. This repeated cycle of reflec-
tion and revision of instructional practices is the basis of our ongoing work 
and practice with DR. See Figure 7.1.

During the first year of this process, we identified Collaborative Rea-
soning (Chinn, Anderson, & Waggoner, 2001; see Table 7.1) as a starting 
point for implementing small-group discussions. At the time, the approach 
was novel to our group, and as such, the initial work with this model 
involved learning to design and implement lessons. As our design- based 
work continued, it became clear that teachers needed to modify the model 
to meet various classroom realities, including unique instructional con-
texts, teaching styles, grade levels, and the language and learning needs of 
the high number of emergent bilingual students in these classrooms. These 
real-world demands resulted in our shifting away from some traditional 
approaches linked with Collaborative Reasoning in the service of creating 
a more flexible, teacher- adapted model for classroom talk.

Changes were made to integrate discussions into both narrative and 
informational genres and across longer instructional units. The Collab-
orative Reasoning model was also adapted to meet the developmental 
needs of children across the elementary grades from PreK through grade 

FIGURE 7.1. Design- based ELICIT model.
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5 (Collaborative Reasoning is typically undertaken with upper elementary 
school- age children). Finally, our work was structured around understand-
ing not only the developmental nuances of participating in text-based talk, 
but also the linguistic demands and affordances the approach provided for 
emergent bilinguals. We specifically focused on the participation practices 
of emergent bilingual children and considered how text and question selec-
tion, group structures, and teacher facilitation affected the Collaborative 
Reasoning approach. In light of these shifts in how the model was adapted 
over time, we renamed the approach Dialogic Reasoning to avoid confu-
sion with the more structured components of Collaborative Reasoning.

An Overview of DR

Figure 7.2 illustrates the goals and core competencies of the DR model. 
DR begins by asking students to take a critical stance when engaging with 
texts. Students are expected to take a position on a major question or prob-
lem, develop reasons to support their positions, and locate and use appro-
priate evidence from the text to support their positions. In their influential 
piece, Chinn et al. (2001) describe this combination of (1) focusing on a 
dilemma or problem, (2) considering different viewpoints, and (3) appeal-
ing to the text for evidence as a critical– analytic stance. These components 
also undergird the DR approach. Taking a critical– analytic stance requires 
students to consider their own arguments, the text, and the talk of other 
peers. During DR students engage in meaningful talk that supports the 
development of their text-based reasoning skills, the acquisition of second- 
language skills, and the development of the language proficiency crucial for 
reading and writing.

All of this work takes place in unique developmental, linguistic, and 
instructional contexts that affect the ways in which DR is implemented. 
Thus, the DR model is designed to be flexible, and expectations and goals 
for discussions can be adjusted for diverse learning environments. Rather 
than serving as a stand-alone instructional event, these discussions are 
both strengthened by, and strengthen, existing curricula through close 
integration with other literacy instruction. Language supports, vocabu-
lary instruction, and the building of background knowledge are all part of 
the instruction that accompanies the use of DR in the classroom (e.g., see 
Beaulieu- Jones & Proctor, in press). Teachers in the ELICT Collaborative 
adapted DR to their curriculum by, for example, engaging their students in 
extensive online or library research before a discussion. In these cases the 
text base for the discussion was not a single text, but instead encompassed 
multimodal texts from the Internet, news articles, and books.
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Implementing DR

In this section, we provide an implementation primer for DR, which is 
summarized in Table 7.2. Although not meant to be exhaustive, the topics 
addressed here outline the major planning and instructional elements that 
ought to be addressed before beginning the process of DR.

Planning DR Discussions

Craft a “Big Question”

DR discussions are based on a “big question.” This is often a yes/no ques-
tion to which there is no correct answer and that requires students to (1) 
take a position and (2) use evidence from a text or set of texts to defend 
their chosen stance. Students are encouraged to speak without raising their 
hands or waiting to be nominated to speak by the teacher, using classroom 
norms that support respectful talk. The goal is to promote genuine human 
conversations, in which ideas are presented, wrestled with, rearticulated, 
and negotiated. Simple yes/no questions can take on profound meaning as 
when, for example, a fifth-grade ELICIT teacher asked her students, in 
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FIGURE 7.2. ELICIT conceptual model.
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the context of having read a set of biographies including Nelson Mandela, 
Cesar Chávez, and Rosa Parks, whether it is okay to ever break an unjust 
law

Select an Appropriate Text

Though DR can be used with a single text, discussions can be extended 
across multiple texts or text sets, or a single big question can even be used 
to drive an entire unit. For example, two PreK teachers in the ELICIT Col-
laborative structured a monthlong unit on penguins around the DR ques-
tion “Should penguins be kept in an aquarium or should they live in the 
wild?” Texts focused on habitats, migratory patterns, and animal life in 
aquariums. The unit included a trip to the local aquarium to view penguins 
and ask questions of the aquarium staff. In this example, the DR question 
drove the children’s investigations and observations, and provided a reason 
for collecting evidence, reading, and further explorations about penguins.

Texts can be either narrative or informational, and can be drawn from 
language arts or other disciplines. Content areas, such as science and social 
studies, often provide rich topics and big questions that allow students to 
take a stance and use text-based evidence to support a position.

A text is appropriate for DR when it lends itself to a good discussion— 
and not all texts do that. Topics such as lying, cheating, stealing, and other 
moral or ethical ambiguities are often the best candidates for DR discus-
sions. Folktales are typically filled with moral dilemmas. There are many 
controversial topics in science that could be addressed in DR discussions, 
such as humans’ decisions regarding the environment and the use of tech-
nology. Furthermore, students could be engaged in DR discussions to con-
sider their hypotheses about the different scientific phenomena that they 
are studying.

TABLE 7.2. DR Implementation Primer: 
Foster Classroom Habits That Encourage Student Talk

Planning DR discussions

1. Craft a “big question.”
2. Select an appropriate text/text set.
3. Support comprehension of text and discussion of issue.
4. Support students in preparing their arguments.
5. Organize students in flexible groups.

Enacting DR discussions

1. Facilitate student talk.
2. Gradually release responsibility.
3. Connect to writing.
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Fictional narratives and social studies biographies, in which the pro-
tagonist must make a hard decision that carries multiple consequences, are 
also good for DR discussions. In other work, we developed a text set com-
prised of One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006), The Name Jar (Choi, 2001), 
and the story “My Name Is José Miguel— not Joe, not Mike” from the 
anthology Yes! We Are Latinos (Ada & Campoy, 2013). All of these texts 
present quasi- biographical accounts of immigrant children struggling with 
their recent arrivals to the United States, particularly as they engage the 
institution of school. The overarching DR discussion question for this text 
set was “Should people try to blend in so they can make friends?” This 
seemingly simple question engaged students in the larger and more complex 
themes of assimilation and acculturation and allowed for connections to be 
made within and across texts, and with children’s personal experiences in 
school.

These two components— question development and text selection— 
interact with each other to lay the groundwork for student participation 
and engagement. For example, the DR question (“Was Old Cricket clever 
or foolish?”) at the outset of this chapter required students to consider 
whether what might be considered a character flaw (i.e., Old Cricket’s pen-
chant for lying to avoid work) might also be construed a strength. Whereas 
the story does provide ample character development, it does not provide a 
final answer to this question, allowing students to develop their own ideas 
based on the text. Table 7.3 contains other texts and questions that ELICIT 
teachers found effective for engaging their students in DR discussions. (For 
more information on text selection, see Hiebert, Chapter 4, this volume.)

Support Comprehension of Text and Discussion Issue

It is impossible to have a truly successful DR discussion if the text in ques-
tion has not been comprehended in the first place. It has been established 
that language proficiency is often a key dimension of reading that drives 
comprehension difficulties among emergent bilingual learners (Kieffer & 
Vukovic, 2013). Although not the focus of this chapter, here we take the 
time to simply remind the reader that all good principles of reading instruc-
tion apply in a DR instructional setting, particularly as those principles 
apply to the reading process of emergent bilingual learners (see Boardman 
& Jensen Lasser, Chapter 6, this volume, for more on reading comprehen-
sion). At the same time, DR discussions may reveal gaps or misunderstand-
ings in students’ comprehension of the text, and can provide opportunities 
for students to return to the text to correct misunderstandings or glean 
missed information.

Given the pronounced linguistic challenges emergent bilingual learners 
often face when reading for comprehension, we suggest developmentally 
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appropriate reading instructional approaches that target language to drive 
comprehension. That is not to say that emergent bilingual children in the 
early elementary years (or even later) do not need decoding instruction. Just 
like most children learning to read, they do. However, we know that bilin-
gual children tend to look similar to their monolingual counterparts when 
it comes to cracking the alphabetic code, but are too often markedly dif-
ferent from their monolingual peers with respect to language proficiency. 
Providing instruction around challenging vocabulary, thoughtful guided 
reading practices, close readings of text, and the application of tried-and-
true reading comprehension strategy instruction are all examples of effec-
tive instructional approaches that help build emergent bilingual readers’ 
comprehension of text.

TABLE 7.3. Sample Texts and Questions for Dialogic Reasoning

PreK to second grade

Leola and the Honeybears: An African-
American Retelling of Goldilocks and the 
Three Bears by Melodye Rosales

“Did Leola make a good decision when 
she went in the Honeybears’ Inn?”

Anansi Goes Fishing retold by Janet Stevens “Do you think Warthog is fair to 
Anansi?”

The Ant and the Grasshopper: An Aesop’s 
Fable retold by Tom Paxton and illustrated 
by Phillip Webb

“Should the ants share their food with 
Grasshopper?”

Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That Type by 
Doreen Cronin and illustrated by Betsy 
Lewin

“Was it okay for the cows to go on 
strike?”

Matthew & Tilly by Rebecca C. Jones and 
illustrated by Beth Peck

“Are Matthew and Tilly good 
friends?”

Third–fifth grade

Old Cricket by Lisa Wheeler and illustrated 
by Ponder Goembel

“Was Cricket clever or foolish?”

A Day’s Work by Eve Bunting and 
illustrated by Ronald Himler

“Was Francisco’s decision to lie for 
work the right decision?”

American Slave, American Hero: York 
of the Lewis and Clark Expedition by 
Laurence Pringle, Cornelius Van Wright, 
and Ying-Hwa Hu

“Was Clark fair to York?”

Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor “Should Marty have hidden Shiloh?”
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Support Students in Preparing Their Arguments

When preparing for discussions, emergent bilinguals (indeed, all students 
new to DR) benefit from scaffolds such as graphic organizers that make 
content and the relationships between concepts visually explicit (Baker et 
al., 2014; Goldenberg, 2008). For example, building a semantic map is an 
effective strategy for activating students’ prior knowledge, and it provides a 
visual representation of necessary vocabulary and conceptual relationships 
that prepares students for DR discussions. T- charts are also an effective 
strategy for helping emergent bilingual (and monolingual) students prepare 
arguments for discussion. These provide a scaffold to help students select 
relevant textual evidence in favor of their positions with reasons why they 
selected this evidence.

A note of caution, however, is to be careful with discussion scaffolds. 
Although such idea- generation activities support students’ participation, 
we have found that an overreliance on graphic organizers during DR can 
lead to students’ reading of prepared statements rather than engaging in 
authentic talk. Students should be aware that graphic organizers are start-
ing points, but genuine interactions are the goal for DR discussions.

Organize Students in Flexible Groups

ELICIT teachers usually organize students in groups of five to eight. Flex-
ible grouping is recommended to ensure that emergent bilingual learners 
have opportunities to engage with students with different reading levels 
and language proficiencies (Brisk & Harrington, 2007; Paratore, 2000). 
All students benefit from participating in heterogeneous DR groups where 
they have opportunities to engage in conversation with peers who have 
different English language proficiencies. Native English speakers are valu-
able language models, and bilingual peers who speak a common home 
language may provide translation support and enable “translanguaging,” 
whereby English and the common home language complement one another 
to enhance comprehensibility of input and output. To provide students with 
a range of ideas and discussion contexts, we recommend changing groups 
over time and using different grouping criteria, such as interests, linguistic 
background, and/or reading level.

Enacting DR Discussions

Facilitate Student Talk

It takes time to get to the point where the teacher can simply step back 
and allow students to manage a constructive DR conversation. During 
that time, the teacher still plays a key role in supporting students’ dialogic 

Proctor_TchngEmrgntBilnglStdnts.indb   131 4/26/2016   2:49:33 PM



132 PEDAG OGY 

reasoning. As facilitator, the teacher functions as a more sophisticated 
thinker who supports students’ participation in novel discourse practices 
(Maloch, 2002). This is a context for teachers to follow students’ reasoning 
and to guide them in becoming more expert participants in these discus-
sions. It is also a context in which students can voice and refine their under-
standings (Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003).

Different talk moves can help teachers to support students’ participa-
tion in discussions (Jadallah et al., 2011; Waggoner, Chinn, Yi, & Ander-
son, 1995; Wilkinson et al., 2010). Table 7.4 presents some of these teacher 
facilitation moves. Talk moves that promote more equitable participation 

TABLE 7.4. Teacher Facilitation Moves

Move Description Example

Prompt Ask students to be more explicit 
in their argumentation by asking 
them to state their position or 
reason, provide evidence, or 
respond to a challenge.

“Is there evidence in the story 
that supports what you are 
saying? Can anyone think of 
another reason or example?”

Ask for 
clarification

Ask students to clarify what they 
mean, particularly when they use 
vague or imprecise language.

“Do you mean [X] or 
[Y]? Do you mean to say 
[paraphrase] . . . ?”

Challenge Present countering ideas or ideas 
that students haven’t thought 
about yet.

“Some people might say [give a 
reason from the opposing view 
point]. If you were [name of 
character], would you . . . ?”

Encourage 
participation

Ask more quiet students to 
contribute to the discussion.

“Carlos, would you like jump in 
here?”

Summarize Sum up positions presented 
by students or describe the 
discussion process.

“You seem to be pretty much 
split on whether it was bad luck 
or a bad case of nerves. Some 
of you believe it was bad luck, 
’cause sometimes things just 
happen, and some of you thought 
it was nerves.”

Foster 
independence

Encourage students to talk to 
each other, rather than to and 
through the teacher.

“Hands are down. Let’s talk to 
each other.”

Redirect Ask students to consider 
discussion question or present a 
follow-up question.

“So if we take what you’re 
saying, and bring it back to the 
question at hand, should she 
speak up to the teacher or should 
she let it ride?”
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in discussions are oriented toward encouraging quieter students to par-
ticipate and supporting more talkative students to self- regulate their own 
talk. Although the goal is student talk, there also may be moments when 
students are silent. Wait time is important during DR to give students space 
to take charge of their talk (a notably effective practice with emergent bilin-
guals). At the end of a DR discussion, take time to recap the main points 
discussed and to poll students to see where they stand in their thinking and 
whether opinions have changed as a result of the discussion.

Talk moves that support productive discussions raise students’ aware-
ness about the discourse of argumentation (Maloch, 2002). For example, 
prompting students to explicitly state their positions and reasons when 
their arguments are not clear, or to provide evidence when they fail to do 
so, shows students what type of discourse is valued in DR discussions. 
Summaries based on the discussion process, rather than on its content, 
also help students become aware of how to think productively with others 
(Maloch, 2002). Teachers can influence students’ collaboration and pro-
ductive thought during peer-led discussions by providing effective models, 
given that students often appropriate their teachers’ talk moves (Jadallah 
et al., 2011).

Gradually Release Responsibility

As may be obvious by this point, the gradual release of responsibility is 
a necessary characteristic of DR implementation. Although students are 
encouraged to manage all aspects of discussion as independently as pos-
sible, starting out, this is never the case. In true Vygotskian tradition, DR 
discussions get better over time, with the teacher initially assuming a good 
deal of responsibility for how the discussion progresses and flows. Over 
time, however, students assume greater responsibility for their own judg-
ments about which positions and arguments are stronger than others, and 
for the pacing and direction of the discussion generally. Good discussions 
result in students’ willingness and capacity to respond to one another’s 
arguments, challenging each other respectfully when they disagree, and 
engaging in authentic dialogue. This takes time and skillful release of 
responsibility over the course of a school year.

Connect to Writing

Finally, emergent bilingual learners benefit from writing opportunities that 
enable them to extend their understanding of new content (Lesaux, Kieffer, 
Kelley, & Harris, 2014). Writing before DR discussions can help students 
to brainstorm, organize their thinking, and consider evidence from the text 
that may be relevant to the discussion. For example, students might use a 
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graphic organizer to identify key arguments and supporting evidence from 
the text. After the discussion, students may write to incorporate new ideas 
from the discussion with their existing ideas, reflect on alternate views that 
were presented, or account for new evidence from the text.

DR discussions can play a particularly powerful role in helping stu-
dents generate new ideas for their writing. For example, Ms. Brennan had 
her fourth- grade students read Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes 
(Coerr, 1977). Prior to the DR discussion, she asked her students to write 
a response to the following prompt: “Would it be understandable for Sada-
ko’s family to blame the U.S. for Sadako’s death? Why or why not? Give 
reasons and examples to support your answer.” After the discussion stu-
dents wrote again about the same question. Their responses after the dis-
cussion were longer and included more ideas than in their initial responses 
(Wagner, Ossa Parra, & Proctor, 2016). Figure 7.3 shows an example of 
student writing before and after participating in a discussion. (For more 
strategies on writing, see Brisk, Kaveh, Scialoia, & Timothy, Chapter 8, 
this volume.)

Conclusion

DR is an instructional framework that supports meaningful engagement 
in text-based talk that is consistent with the renewed emphasis placed by 
the CCSS on the role of language, speaking, and listening in the elemen-
tary classroom. Done with diligence and persistence, a DR approach in the 

Before DR Discussion After DR Discussion

Yes becuase They hurt a child who had 
nothing to do with world war II and 
she didn’t do anything to the U.S. She 
died becuase the disease she was dizzy 
at first.

No because japan did harm first and 
united States has to protect there 
people so they threw a bomb to end 
world war II and to hurt them back 
and they ment no harm to Children 
but the have to do what they have to 
do to protect our country and state.

And because japan started it so the 
united states want to finish it.

Also if japan hadn’t dropped a bomb in 
the U.S there wouldn’t have been world 
war II.

FIGURE 7.3. Contrast in a written response before and after participating in a 
DR discussion.
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classroom stands to promote horizontal discourse patterns that decenter 
teacher talk, privilege social thinking, push on second- language acquisi-
tion, and promote oral language proficiency, all with the needs of emergent 
bilingual children front and center. These attributes of DR function symbi-
otically in the service of improved literacy outcomes that extend beyond the 
language arts classroom and into content areas.
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