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Talk for learning across the curriculum:
Exploring its relationship to formative assessment

Summary

In the previous issue of the ELIS Research Digest, we examined how formative assessment had been imple-
mented in Singapore classrooms, with a focus on English Language classrooms, including the challenges faced
by teachers. In this issue, we explore the relationship between formative assessment and talk for learning
across the curriculum. The focus of this issue is on talk for learning, what it is, what it looks like in the classroom,
and its relationship with formative assessment. First, we present research on formative assessment which fo-
cuses on talk for learning. We then detail research on how subject teachers can build communicative class-
rooms where talk is used to deepen understanding of subject content.

Introduction

Highlighting the role of formative assessment in
helping learners take responsibility for their learn-
ing, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) (2005) report on forma-
tive assessment stated that teachers used forma-
tive assessment approaches to ‘guide students to-
ward the development of their own “learning to
learn” skills’ (p. 22). Under the heading, ‘Meeting
goals for lifelong learning’, the report also stated
that such skills ‘are increasingly necessary as
knowledge is quickly outdated in the information
society’ (p. 22), recognising that formative assess-
ment was a valuable practice to be carried out to
help learning beyond the classroom.

Research has sought to deepen understanding of
the role of classroom talk for student learning
across different subjects and in so doing, bring to-
gether the fields of formative assessment and talk
for learning.

This issue of the Research Digest explores research
that has examined the role of classroom talk
through the lens of formative assessment.
Throughout the issue, we will draw on research
which has sought to define and describe talk for
learning and the role of talk in formative assess-
ment. In addition, we will address research into ef-
forts to prepare teachers to develop talk for learn-
ing across different subjects. In the context of this
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issue, we will use the term talk for learning to de-
scribe classroom talk which is focused on deepen-
ing students' understanding of their subjects.

In their work on developing a theory of formative
assessment, Black and Wiliam (2012) asserted that
it was the teacher’s responsibility ‘to engineer sit-
uations in which the opportunities either for the
learner to learn, and/or to develop learning auton-
omy, are maximised’ (p. 220). The authors stated
that the ultimate aim of the teacher was to de-
velop effective learners, capable of learning and
participating in the subject disciplines, each with
their distinct learning contexts and types of inter-
action. The authors identified classroom talk as
one of the four main activity types for the imple-
mentation of formative assessment (Black & Wil-
iam, 2012).

Defining formative assessment

Black and Wiliam (1998) observed that the term
formative assessment ‘does not have a tightly de-
fined and widely accepted meaning’ (p. 7). In their
review, they offered a broad definition of forma-
tive assessment as ‘encompassing all those activi-
ties undertaken by teachers, and/or by their stu-
dents, which provide information to be used as
feedback to modify the teaching and learning ac-
tivities they are engaged in’ (pp. 7-8). With a more
explicit emphasis on interaction, the OECD (2005)
report on formative assessment defined it as ‘fre-



quent, interactive assessments of student pro-
gress and understanding to identify learning needs
and adjust teaching appropriately’ (p. 21), a defini-
tion also referenced in Sebba (2012). Sadler (1998)
cautioned that teacher feedback should be given
in language ‘that is already known and understood
by the learner’ (p. 82), which would enable stu-
dents to reflect ‘with peers and their teachers on
how to learn - not just what to learn’ (Frey, Fisher,
& Hattie, 2018, p. 48).

Bennett (2011) explained that the terms assess-
ment for and assessment of learning had been
used to replace formative and summative assess-
ment. This choice in nomenclature was driven by
those who felt the term formative assessment had
lost its meaning due to it being used to describe in-
struments of assessment, which they felt did not
reflect the important notion of formative assess-
ment as a process (see K. Tan, 2017 for further dis-
cussion on the differences between the terms
formative assessment and assessment for learning).
Tan (2011) formulated three categories of assess-
ment: assessment of learning, assessment for
learning and assessment as learning, with the third
category referring to ‘assessment skills that are
recognised as important forms of learning’ (p. 95).
Others, however, have not differentiated these
terms; Leong (2015), for example, used the terms
formative assessment to refer to assessment for
learning and summative assessment to refer to as-
sessment of learning. In this issue, rather than as-
sessment for learning, the broad term formative as-
sessment will be used.

Having discussed definitions of formative assess-
ment and differences in terminology, we now de-
scribe research into talk for learning.

Talk for learning

Since the pioneering work of Barnes (1971), a wide
range of research has examined the benefits of
classroom talk for learning, with more recent ex-
amples being Mercer and Dawes (2014) in the
United Kingdom and Resnick, Michaels, and O'Con-
nor (2010) in the United States. Other research has
outlined the positive implications of teachers sup-
porting talk for learning, such as good speaking
and listening skills, which have the potential to ‘en-
hance pupils’ learning of other subjects and per-
sonal effectiveness’ (Goh, Zhang, Ng, & Koh, 2005,
p. 146) and to build the core skills of citizenship,
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personalisation and lifelong learning (Alexander,
2008b).

lllustrating the positive impact of talk for learning
on other skills, Martin and Rose (2007) and Alexan-
der (2008a) detailed how it could improve stu-
dents’ reading and writing skills. Despite these re-
ported benefits of talk for learning, it should be
noted that Davies and Meissel (2016) did not show
the same impact of talk for learning on writing.
Mercer (2008) reported that many learners had
limited opportunities out of school for such talk,
which made the role of the teacher especially criti-
cal. In a study of over 200 Singapore schools,
Kwek, Albright and Kramer-Dhal (2007) found that
classroom talk was dominated by the teacher.

Formative assessment and talk for
learning

Alexander (2008b) and Black and Wiliam (2009)
identified the similarities between talk for learning
and formative assessment. Ford-Connors, Robert-
son, and Paratore (2016); Irons (2008); and Nicol
and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) also examined the
connection between formative assessment and
the roles of the teacher and students in classroom
talk. The role of the learner was emphasised by
Leung and Rea-Dickins (2007), who found that stu-
dents interacting together and taking a greater
role in their learning were central to effective form-
ative assessment processes. Hawe and Parr (2014)
offered peer feedback as one example of student
to student interaction and students taking control
of their own learning, defining it as:

a dialogic process where students work to-
gether ... to clarify the goal(s) of learning and
what counts as successful achievement, com-
pare works in progress with expected perfor-
mance, identify strategies to move current per-
formance closer to what is expected and make
adjustments on the basis of information gener-
ated. (p. 217)

Talk for learning has also been identified as a way
to help mitigate the challenges teachers faced
when trying to gauge learner understanding in
contexts where learners offered only short re-
sponses to teacher questions (Barnes, 2008). In an
examination of teachers’ pedagogy and assess-
ment practices at primary and secondary levels
across Singapore, Towndrow, Kwek, and Chan
(2015) suggested enhancing ‘collaborative group



work and dialogic talk focused on understanding’
(p. 2) as a way to improve these practices, thus
stressing the role of talk for learning.

Teacher questions

Teacher questions are one of the most common
forms of teacher-student interaction. Ritchhart
(2012) stated that questions could thus be under-
stood as ‘culture builders’ (p. 9) which could ‘drive
learning and elicit deep thinking’ (p. 11). Highlight-
ing the receptive skills teachers needed in carrying
out formative assessment, Leung (2004) elabo-
rated that teachers were interested in hearing rea-
sons and justifications students gave in deciding on
their particular answers. Analysing a sample of
1,000 questions asked by primary teachers, Wragg
and Brown (2001) identified 57% of these questions
as ‘managerial’ (based on managing the lesson),
35% as ‘information/data’ (involving the recall of in-
formation), and 8% as ‘higher order’ (requiring
learners to ‘analyse, make generalisations or infer’
(p. 9)). The dominance of questions eliciting the re-
call of information and fewer questions eliciting
higher-order thinking skills was also reported in
Black and Wiliam (1998).

Promisingly, Sellan (2017) reported research in two
Singapore secondary schools where English lan-
guage teachers found that broadening the range
of questions they asked to include critical thinking
questions had value for conducting formal and in-
formal assessments. Chin (2006); Roth (1996); and
Van Zee, lwasyki, Kurose, Simpson, and Wild,
(2001) have all reported positive aspects of teacher
questioning in science classrooms.

Classroom culture

An important facet of talk for learning is classroom
culture. lllustrating the importance of talk, the
OECD (2005) report on formative assessment drew
on findings from all OECD member countries to
identify the ‘establishment of a classroom culture
that encourages interaction and the use of assess-
ment tools’ (p. 44) as a critical element for forma-
tive assessment. Other studies have elaborated on
factors that contribute to positive classroom cul-
ture, such as the role of teachers in helping stu-
dents feel safe about trying again (Leong, 2015),
being comfortable about taking risks and making
mistakes (Barnes, 2008), and feeling valued and re-
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spected (Heritage, 2007). In sum, positive class-
room culture seems likely to facilitate students ex-
pressing what they do not understand.

Talk for learning and formative assess-
ment across the curriculum

Sadler (1998) made explicit reference to the ‘con-
tent areas, knowledge and skill types, and levels of
education’ (p. 77) in his definition of formative as-
sessment. Affirming the importance of talk for
learning across the content areas, Fisher and Frey
(2014) argued that ‘access to complex ideas...re-
quires oral rather than written input’ (p. 64). The
authors proposed that oral language development
should continue beyond early education in order to
address the gap between listening and reading
comprehension in middle school, an argument also
proposed by Resnick et al. (2010). Other research
on formative assessment, which reported a posi-
tive impact that ‘extended beyond the particular
subject in which the programme was imple-
mented’ (Black & Wiliam, 2009, p. 18), stressed
that ‘students must learn through dialogue with
others’ (p. 19).

Highlighting the differences in talk across the sub-
jects, Resnick et al. (2010) stressed that ‘each disci-
pline has its own genre of talk’ (p. 172), a position
also adopted by Black and Wiliam (2009) when
clarifying that a ‘good explanation’ would be dif-
ferent in mathematics and history. However, the
authors expected there would be some common-
alities as well. Drawing on research in English, sci-
ence and mathematics classrooms, Black and Wil-
iam (2012) made explicit the differences in the
types of classroom interaction for each subject.
The authors stated that, in science and mathemat-
ics, ‘there is a body of subject matter that teachers
regard as giving the subject unique and objectively
defined aims’ (p. 221). As a result, the authors
claimed that ‘it is possible to “deliver” the subject
matter rather than to help students to learn it with
understanding, and even where help with under-
standing is given a priority, this help may be de-
signed solely to ensure that every student achieves
the “correct” answer’ (p. 221).

To equip learners with the ability to communicate
across the subjects, Love (2009) argued that all
content teachers should have literacy pedagogical
content knowledge. This type of knowledge in-
volved:



knowledge about how spoken and written lan-
guage can be best structured for effective
learning; recognition that subject areas have
their own characteristic language forms and ...
distinctive literacy practices; and capacity to
design learning and teaching strategies that ac-
count for subject-specific literacies and lan-
guage practices. (p. 541)

The author recognised the challenges teachers
faced and suggested that they undertook formal
training in the literacy de-
mands of their disciplines.
The author proposed that
teachers develop an aware-
ness of ‘not only the regula-
tory function of teacher talk
but also of the fundamental
relationship between spoken interaction and the
development of advanced academic knowledge in
the secondary disciplines’ (p. 558). The author re-
ported that teachers examined transcripts of their
classroom interactions, an approach which the
teachers found valuable for their learning.

In the Singapore context, engaging students in pair
and group talk is aligned with the Ministry of Edu-
cation’s policy of encouraging learner-centred ap-
proaches to teaching with the longer term goal of
developing self-directed learners equipped with
critical and creative thinking skills (Kadir, 2017; Min-
istry of Education, 2013; C. Tan, 2017). C. Tan (2017)
stated that group learning involving talk was not
only pedagogically sound but also culturally com-
patible with the Singapore context.

So far we have provided a broad description of re-
search focusing on talk for learning and formative
assessment. The next two sections will examine re-
search on these areas in the humanities and, sub-
sequently, in mathematics and the sciences.

Formative assessment through talk in
the humanities

In English and geography classrooms, Davies,
Kiemer, and Meissel (2017) and Davies and Meissel
(2016) examined the impact of a talk intervention
for teacher professional development. The au-
thors reported that although there was little
change in teacher questioning, the teachers had
taught their students to ask one another effective

The findings identified student-initiated
interactions as most beneficial, leading ‘to
more critical and evaluative thinking in
students’ (p. 3).
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questions and to listen intently, resulting in stu-
dents having extended dialogic exchanges. Such
resulting student behaviour appears to reflect the
qualities required for the effective assessment pro-
cesses defined by Leung and Rea-Dickins (2007)
and Alexander (2008a) above.

Lim (2018) analysed the impact of talk for learning
in geography classrooms in the Singapore context.
The findings identified student-initiated interac-
tions as most beneficial, leading ‘to more critical
and evaluative thinking in students’ (p. 3). The au-
thor also revealed that talk
initiated by the teacher ‘gen-
erally produced sequences
that were authoritative in
nature’ (p. 4), which resulted
in a limited range of discus-
sion. The author suggested
that teachers intentionally set up student-initiated
talk in classrooms to engage students in learning
and to build critical thinking skills. The author
claimed the reasons for enabling the students to
initiate talk was because they ‘are seen to be more
receptive to feedback given by peers and are more
responsive to the comments made in class’ (p. 10)
and that ‘student-initiated talk... allows for sponta-
neity in asking questions in an organic manner’ (p.
10).

Meskill (2010) detailed a talk for learning formative
assessment strategy in history classrooms, which
involved the teacher assessing moment-by-mo-
ment the individual’s growth in English and histori-
cal content knowledge while guiding students to-
wards increased comprehension and oral produc-
tion through asking questions in extended conver-
sations. Also with a focus on history, Hall and Burke
(2003) reviewed research at primary level, identify-
ing how historical thinking could be developed
through ‘discussion, questioning, attending to pu-
pils’ prior knowledge of other historical contexts
and by linking the period under study to pupils’
own lives’ (p. 109). The authors also argued that
the success criteria in history needed to be commu-
nicated to the learners so that they understood
their level of learning and then ‘know what to do
to make further progress’ (p. 110). Black and Wil-
iam (2012) found that making success criteria ex-
plicit to learners was also an important element of
formative assessment.



Formative assessment through talk in
mathematics and the sciences

Inoue (2010) trialled a communicative lesson de-
sign translated from a Japanese approach to an
American school context. The approach involved
discussions in pairs and small groups around a big
question at the opening of the lesson. Following
this, the students gave presentations of their ideas
guided by the teacher for the class to deepen their
learning through collective problem solving, in-
cluding group discussions at various stages of the
lesson.

In the Singapore context, Seto (2002) explored the
role of talking to learn in primary mathematics. As
an alternative approach to assessment, the author
engaged the students in giving oral presentations
based on a mathematical task. The students were
given 10 minutes to discuss in groups of four, and
follow up with a two-minute presentation. The
presentations served to inform the teacher of the
students’ level of knowledge, which could then be
used to shape the teaching after the presentations
as well as gauge the quality of the instruction on
the knowledge being acquired by the students.
The author highlighted the need for the teacher to
be a careful listener and have the ability to encour-
age the learners to share ideas and listen to others.
Despite the reported successes, the author noted
that some learners found oral presentations to be
unfair as those who presented later had the bene-
fit of hearing earlier presentations. Also, students
were reported to have become restless after lis-
tening to multiple presentations.

Talk for learning has also been implemented to en-
hance knowledge of scientific practices and con-
tent in chemistry and physics at secondary level.
Murphy, Firetto, and Greene (2017) focused on de-
veloping relational reasoning about scientific phe-
nomena, and the use of analogy, anomaly, an-
tinomy and antithesis, which was achieved
through teacher-student interaction. For primary
science, Mercer, Dawes, and Staarman (2009) ad-
vocated professional development for teachers to
deepen their understanding of ‘the effective use of
talk for learning’ (p. 16).

Keeley (2016) proposed formative assessment
probes in the form of discussion prompts (also re-
ferred to as talk moves) that science teachers could
use to ‘foster productive science discussions in
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which students make their thinking visible to their
peers, and the teacher’ (p. 24). The talk moves
were given as

The students

e re-voice, restating other learners’ ideas; and
e apply their own reasoning to others’ reason-

ing.
The teacher

e prompts learners for further participation;
e asks learners to explicate their reasoning; and
e uses wait time.

McGlynn and Kelly (2018) described another type
of talk for learning approach in science, with stu-
dents contributing to discussions by demonstrat-
ing original thinking in responses that would con-
sist of ‘two or more sentences and include aca-
demic vocabulary, rather than just one or two
words’ (p. 28). The authors proposed using
prompts to develop a set of discourse skills: clarify-
ing, paraphrasing, disagreeing, building on, agree-
ing and summarising. The reasoning behind using
these prompts was to engage students in appropri-
ate forms of scientific talk. The prompts would also
enable students to make their thinking visible so
that the teacher could gauge their level of under-
standing and address their learning needs in the
lesson, and for following lessons.

In a study in the United Kingdom, Gioka (2007)
highlighted the value of student-generated ques-
tions for formative assessment in secondary level
science, stating such questions ‘are the best
source of their current level of understanding’ (p.
114). However, the author reported that the stu-
dents had rarely asked such questions during the
study.

In the Singapore context, Chin and Teou (2010) re-
searched the role of talk in primary science class-
rooms with an emphasis on scaffolding the stu-
dents’ talk through the use of a discussion tem-
plate comprising sentence starters to articulate
their ideas, and to maintain focus and productivity.
The authors then used the students’ drawings,
writing and group discussions to enable ‘their
ideas to be made explicit while at the same time
enabling alternative conceptions to be diagnosed’

(p. 112).



Having looked at research detailing the benefits of
talk for learning, both for deepening understand-
ing and for formative assessment, we will now dis-
cuss research which has explored how to promote
talk for learning in classrooms.

How teachers can develop talk for
learning

Arange of terms have been created to refer to talk
for learning in school contexts, such as academic
conversations (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011) explora-
tory talk (Barnes, 2008; Mercer, 2008) and learning
talk (Alexander, 2008a).

In addressing talk for learning across all subjects,
Zwiers and Crawford (2011) outlined five core skills
of academic conversation, which the authors
stated would ‘make conversations more academic’

e elaborate and clarify;

e support ideas with examples;

e build on and/or challenge a partner’s idea;
e paraphrase; and

e synthesize conversation points. (p. 31)

Zwiers and Crawford (2011) also presented activi-
ties and other resources for teachers to develop
talk for learning in literature, history and science
classrooms. The authors outlined key thinking skills
required for the different subjects and offered
sample teacher prompts and student responses
for each skill.

Mercer (2008) described how teachers developed
exploratory talk in their classrooms by giving ex-
plicit guidance and modelling such talk ‘for exam-
ple, by asking “why” questions, giving reasons for
their views, and encouraging children to give rea-
sons to support their own opinions and sugges-
tions’” (p. 63). The author also stated the im-
portance in establishing a set of ground rules de-
veloped by the teacher to enable exploratory talk.

Alexander (2008a) presented six broad categories
of talk, which he suggested schools should offer
learners ‘to empower and support everyday inter-
action’ (p. 185)

e transactional talk: to manage a wide range of
social encounters, and to convey and ex-
change meaning and intention;

e expository talk: to expound, narrate and ex-
plain;
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e interrogatory talk: to ask a variety of questions
in diverse contexts;

e exploratory talk: to explore ideas and probe
other’s thinking;

e expressive talk: to articulate feelings and per-
sonal responses; and

e evaluative talk: to deliver opinions and make
judgements (p. 185).

With these types of learner talk, students can ex-
perience and ultimately master the types of ex-
pression and interaction they need to ‘gain the full
potential of talking to others’ (p. 112).

Listening for learning

An essential skill for the teacher to facilitate effec-
tive talk is the ability to listen. Wragg and Brown
(2001, p. 34) described four types of listening
which teachers carry out when listening to their
students’ replies. Other than skim listening, which
involved the most basic level of the teacher’s
awareness that a student was talking, the authors
presented the following types of listening

e survey listening: the teacher builds a mental
map of what the student is talking about by fil-
tering out extraneous material and identifying
key points or misunderstandings;

e search listening: the teacher searches actively
for specific information to an answer, taking
care not to overlook other answers or re-
sponses that may reveal more than the original
teacher question did; and

e study listening: the teacher carries out a blend
of search and survey listening, going beyond
the words the students use to their underlying
meaning and uncertainties.

The authors suggested that, while it was not possi-
ble for teachers to engage in study listening all the
time, it was important for teachers to be aware of
the type of listening they were doing at any given
time in class.

Having detailed categories of talk teachers can of-
fer their students and listening skills the teacher
can engage in to monitor their students’ talk, we
will now turn our attention to research which has
uncovered features of talk for learning.



Features of talk for learning

Zwiers and Crawford (2011) outlined the following
features of what they defined as effective aca-
demic conversations

e all partners talk;

e all students engage in critical and creative
thinking;

e students use controversies and conflict as op-
portunities to talk;

e students recognise ambiguity and strive to re-
duce it;

e students are encouraged to think based on the
principles and approaches of the subject;

e students create opportunities for the transfer
of knowledge and skills; and

e students have choice and ownership.

Mercer (2008), presented some characteristics of
talk for learning identified by primary teachers

e all members participate and on topic;

e allstudents have opportunities and are encour-
aged to speak

e students share all the relevant information
they possess;

e students show they are willing to take in new
ideas;

e students ask a question if something is not
clear;

e students show their respect and value other’s
opinions and feelings through talk and body
language;

e students are comfortable to challenge some-
thing they hear if they believe they have a good
reason to do so;

e students explain theirideas clearly and provide
reasons for their views; and

e students resolve disagreements through ac-
cepting the best reasons (and not the loudest
voices).

Davies and Meissel (2016) developed a talk for
learning approach from a meta-analysis of 42 quan-
titative studies in primary classrooms that identi-
fied discussion-based approaches ‘where the
teacher had control over the text and topic, but
the students had the majority of control over inter-
pretive authority and turn-taking’ (p. 342). The au-
thors presented the key features of learner talk,
which if present, would likely reflect an increased
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level of complexity in their talk including ‘reason-
ing words and elaborated explanations’ (p. 343)

e authentic questions;

e uptake questions;

e high-level questions, which include generalisa-
tion, speculative and analytical questions;

e reasoning words; and

e elaborated explanations.

What is required of learners

Alexander (2008a) listed the abilities below that he
considered vital for learners to reach their full po-
tential when talking to others. Learners must be
able to

o listen;
e bereceptive to alternative viewpoints;
e think about what they hear; and

e give others time to think.

Evident in this list is the importance of listening for
talking to learn.

Of the different types of talk described in Alexan-
der (2008a), certain types of talk for learning
would likely be more common in specific subjects,
as evident in the skills required of students as de-
fined in the subject syllabus documents. For exam-
ple, the Singapore Primary Science and Secondary
Science syllabi identify ‘predicting’, ‘comparing’
and ‘inferring’ as skills in science that students
need to develop (Curriculum Planning and Devel-
opment Division, 2013a, 2013b).

Examining the Common Core State Standards (Na-
tional Governors Association Center for Best Prac-
tices and Council of Chief State School Officers,
2010), Fisher and Frey (2014) summarised four de-
mands students needed to fulfil to meet the re-
quirements for the speaking and listening domain.

Students should

e be prepared for discussion;

e interact with a wide range of people, not just
those whom they choose to interact with such
as friends;

e continually build on one another’s ideas to
maintain the discussion; and

e expressideas clearly and persuasively.



In addition to these requirements, Fisher and Frey
(2014) emphasised that students needed to have
frequent opportunities to engage in speaking and
listening, even if this required the teacher to make
changes to the instructional environment.

Engaging students in talk for learning

This section details approaches for developing talk
for learning in the classroom. Davies et al. (2017)
pointed out that, although
there had been an increase
in research on talk for learn-
ing, most of it had been con-
ducted at the primary school
level. Drawing on this re-
search, the authors listed
discouragement of open
participation and test-driven
instruction as reasons for the failure of more ap-
proaches being developed to build communicative
classrooms.

Alexander (2008b) outlined five categories of
classroom talk in which teachers commonly en-
gaged their learners, identifying categories four to
five as most likely to be effective in talk for learning

1. rote: drilling through constant repetition;

2. recitation: accumulating knowledge through
questions to test knowledge, or encourage re-
call or to guide students to derive at the an-
swer through providing clues in the question;

3. instruction/exposition: informing learners
what to do or explaining;

4. discussion: exchanging ideas to share infor-
mation and solve problems; and

5. dialogue: using structured, cumulative ques-
tioning and discussion to gain a common un-
derstanding.

Alexander (2008b) defined categories one to three
as a basic repertoire and observed that categories
four and five occurred less frequently. The author
found, from research conducted across a range of
countries, that recitation was the most commonly
used category of teaching talk. While not expect-
ing teachers to abandon using the first three cate-
gories of talk altogether, he stressed that ‘teaching
which confines itself to the first three kinds of
talk...is unlikely to offer the kinds of cognitive chal-
lenge which children need or which a broad and
balanced curriculum requires’ (p. 31). In conclusion,
the author stated that ‘all five kinds of talk have

Fisher and Frey (2014) emphasised that
students needed to have frequent
opportunities to engage in speaking and
listening, even if this required the teacher
to make changes to the instructional
environment.
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their place, provided that each is appropriately and
sensitively used’ (p. 31).

One broad approach which explicitly involved talk
for learning across the curriculum was the Reading
to Learn programme (Martin & Rose, 2007), which
was trialled in Europe, the United States, Hong
Kong and Australia (Rose, 2017). The programme
featured a set of activities to develop reading and
writing through a high level of classroom interac-
tion around the classroom
texts being taught. The
teacher took a leading role
at the front of the class to
engage learners by fore-
grounding the language fea-
tures and the subject con-
tent of the texts with arange
of questions, thus building
an extended dialogue. The set of activities were

e preparing for reading: The teacher uses ques-
tions to identify the context, text type and
draws on the learners’ prior knowledge;

e detailed reading: The teacher guides the learn-
ers to examine the model text from the whole
to parts through reading the text out loud with
the learners, pausing to examine particular lan-
guage and text features;

e intensive strategies: The teacher prepares ex-
ercises targeting specific language issues. An
example task involves the teacher printing and
cutting up target sentences on paper into
words or phrases, which the learners use to re-
construct the sentences;

e joint rewriting: The teacher guides the class to
write new texts using the same language fea-
tures based on the model text. Such features
are written on the whiteboard, and the activity
can be done in groups or individually depend-
ing on the learner needs; and

e joint construction: The teacher guides the
learners in writing new texts of the same type
and structure but in a different context.

Teacher strategies

Fisher and Frey (2014) offered suggestions to en-
sure that students across the grades and content
areas could have opportunities to practise their
speaking and listening skills. Foremost among
these strategies, the authors stated, was that
teachers needed to dedicate time every day for



students to engage in talk using academic lan-
guage with their peers. The authors suggested
about 50% of the instructional time in content area
learning be given for such talk.

Fisher and Frey (2014) recommended evidence-
based strategies which had been applied across
different subjects

e readers’ theatre - students practise reading
and then present to the rest of the class while
others listen;

e presentations — students research a topic and
present the findings to peers, who can also
provide feedback about their presentation
skills, in large or small groups;

e listening stations - students listen to digital re-
cordings of their teacher reading complex in-
formation, then discuss based on the ques-
tions posed by the teacher; and

e reciprocal teaching - students read sections of
a given text then engage in comprehension ac-
tivities such as predicting, questioning and
summarising. Students also take notes to en-
sure that they are listening to one another.

Heritage (2007) detailed two formative assessment
strategies for evidence gathering which illustrated
the role of talk in class: on-the-fly assessment, in
which ‘a teacher listening to group discussions hears
students expressing misconceptions’; and planned-
for interaction, where ‘teachers plan the questions
they will ask during the course of the lesson in order
to enable students to explore ideas’ (p. 141).

Inoue (2010) presented key strategies for mathe-
matics teachers to guide students in building con-
sensus through discussion

e be very clear about the specific lesson/mathe-
matical goal;

e anticipate and respond to the wide range of re-
sponses to maintain the discussion;

e refrain from correcting students’ points and
enable other participants to discuss and ex-
plain their points;

o support learner explanations through:

asking students to repeat or paraphrase
their point;

using guiding questions to guide students
in elaborating;

facilitating smaller group or pair discus-
sions to build understanding and exposure
to talk; and
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generalise the mathematical principles to
different cases so that students can see
the value of their discussion or develop a
new question for the following lesson.

There is a range of evidence-based teacher re-
sources for developing talk for learning in mathe-
matics and science, such as the video resources in
Anderson, Chapin, and O'Connor (2011) and the
five practices for facilitating productive discus-
sions identified by Smith and Stein (2011).

With a range of approaches and strategies identi-
fied in research, we now draw our attention to the
challenges both teachers and learners face.

Teacher and learner challenges

Dixon, Hawe, and Parr (2011) identified the chal-
lenges teachers faced when integrating formative
assessment strategies into their classroom prac-
tice. Black and Wiliam (2009) highlighted the com-
plexities of engaging students in discussions with
their peers compared to dealing with individual
students. To mitigate the challenges of carrying
out effective peer discussions, Black and Wiliam
(2009) suggested that teachers model how stu-
dents should interact with one another. Nystrand
and Gamoran (1997) stressed that for interactional
strategies such as group work to be effective,
teachers needed to use these strategies with spe-
cific instructional goals and assign serious epis-
temic roles to students so that the students could
find value in the activities.

Sadler (1998) detailed challenges in changing the
school culture for effective formative assessment,
foregrounding the need for teachers to undertake
pre-service and in-service professional develop-
ment to learn how to develop learners to become
effective in self- and peer-assessment. Hawe and
Parr (2014) cautioned that, for formative assess-
ment to be effective, teachers had to be careful
that their practices did not follow the letter and in-
stead focused on the spirit of formative assess-
ment. In essence, the authors stressed that the
quality of the implementation of strategies was im-
portant, not merely their occurrence in a ‘scripted
and ritualistic’ form (p. 231).

In the Singapore context, C. Tan (2017) detailed
challenges which might inhibit learners from
speaking up. These were the predominantly hierar-
chical environment of Singapore schools, where



learners were reluctant to disagree with the
teacher, and the potential interpretation of critical
thinking as being an adversarial practice. The au-
thor proposed a more collegial approach to critical
thinking to mitigate the latter issue, one involving
the affirmation of all learners’ ideas through dis-
cussions in varied group sizes.

Summary

This issue of the ELIS Research Digest has sought
to draw on research in order to define talk for
learning in the context of formative assessment,
describe the features of talk for learning in subject
classrooms and present some approaches to form-
ative assessment used by teachers and researchers
to deepen student learning. The discussion of liter-
ature in this issue has surfaced the dual role of talk
for learning in subject classrooms: to deepen stu-
dents’ understanding of subject content and to al-
low the teacher to gauge the level of students’ un-
derstanding. Although these two broad roles of
talk appear distinct, they serve the same goal of im-
proving learning outcomes.

The issue also covered some characteristic fea-
tures present in classrooms where talk for learning
can thrive. At the heart of such supportive environ-
ments is a classroom culture where students en-
gage in extended talk with one another in pairs and
groups of sizes. The teacher establishes and main-
tains a positive classroom culture where students
have regular opportunities to talk. The teacher’s di-
rect actions, in the form of strategies and ques-
tions, help focus and guide the talk as it develops.
Research also highlighted that it was the teacher’s
role to facilitate talk for learning rather than lead
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