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Conversations across the Disciplines

Jeff Zwiers

( ELABORATING & CLARIFYING: Opinion Continuum


Pick three or four two-sided issues for which students could have opinions. Cut fifteen 8.5x11-inch sheets of paper in half the long way and put a continuum with the opposing perspectives on each extreme (Students can make these, too). Half of the students should have a continuum sheet. Students with sheets meet with non-sheet students to discuss their opinions. The sheet holder asks clarifying questions (as a teacher might do) and shares both sides of the issue, playing devil’s advocate at times. The student elaborates and justifies his or her opinion with evidence and/or examples. The non-sheet student signs his or her name on the continuum at the appropriate point where it matches the level of his or her opinion. Students should not be directly in the middle. After gathering four or more signatures, or when indicated by the teacher, the sheet students must put their name on the continuum and provide elaboration and justification to a non-sheet person. 
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(   SUPPORTING WITH EXAMPLES: Evidence Columns 


You and/or the class provide an idea or theme statement and have students tell each other examples from the text, other texts, media, their lives, past, present, and future. They can also generate counter-examples. Finally, students can discuss if theme is true or not, based on the strength of the examples. Students can use the graphic organizer here to organize and spark their generation of examples. Students can also use the following starters:

For example

As stated in


In fact


According to 



The author stated

The text shows


To illustrate

For instance


As evidence of

Another example


A salient example

Specifically
Such as


Consider 


Let us take the case of
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(   BUILD ON & CHALLENGE IDEAS: Idea Building 


This activity trains students to build on the previous idea mentioned in a conversation. Students use small slips of paper as “bricks” to build up the idea. For example, if one student brings up the idea that humans are causing global warming, put the big idea or opinion in the center oval. Students should then fill in bricks that support, relate to, question, or add on to that idea. Bricks that don’t relate well are placed on the side. 


As they share their bricks, students should use appropriate idea building language such as: “I would add that… To piggyback off your idea about… I also have an example of that. Some people might say that this … This is important because…. Yet some might argue against this because… 
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(  PARAPHRASE: Interview Grids

One way to practice and develop paraphrasing skills is to have students quickly answer questions and have partners paraphrase the answers on paper, in small boxes, preferably. The interview grid is a matrix used by students as they go around the room talking to each other. On the top are academic questions that should have long-ish answers, which makes them better for paraphrasing. Here is an example of a grid used in middle school science. Notice that the prompts (compare, explain, argue) require thinking.

	Name
	Compare bird and insect adaptations
	Explain how crocodiles have adapted
	Argue why dinosaurs became extinct

	Silvia
	Birds and insects can escape by flying
	Fast in water; sharp teeth
	Meteor started an ice age

	David
	Some bugs smell bad; others can sting you
	They eat everything; camouflage
	Smoking 

	Safiye
	
	Very tough skin, they look like logs
	They got diseases and ran out of food



Students must listen, then paraphrase back to the student just interviewed, then paraphrase the idea onto the paper. When most spaces are filled in, students share ideas orally with other students in small groups. They must expand the paraphrased notes into complete sentences. Students get to hear similar ideas several times, reinforcing the thinking and vocabulary. Encourage students to use target terms and grammar such as Because they…, On the other hand, nucleus, nutrients, camouflage, adapt, differ, developed, traits, evidence, chloroplast, and so on. To finish up, students can briefly share out some of their paraphrased ideas with the class. 

(  SYNTHESIZE CONVERSATION POINTS: Parking, Promoting, & Pruning Ideas 

Parking distracting thoughts. Train students to write down thoughts that might be useful later, or to “park” them (Nichols, 2006). Tell students that you, as a teacher, park your thoughts often, during every lesson and conversation. Many different ideas pop up that you are about to share, but you don’t share them because only a few help to support the focus of the discussion or the point of the lesson. You might write some down and others just drift away. You can even write a park-able thought down below on a sticky note, that you might move up on to the path later.


Promoting. Some of greatest ideas never get shared. Many brilliant students are very shy and reticent to share, even in pair settings. We must exhort students to share and promote their ideas. It is vital to set up an environment where students value one another’s ideas. You can even offer up examples of historical figures who came up with “crazy” ideas like airplanes, cell phones, freedom, equality, visiting the moon, etc.


Pruning. Students also need to learn to discard (prune) thoughts that are likely to be unhelpful. We must train students to pre-prune their own ideas and tactfully prune others’ unhelpful ideas from the flow of the conversation. If a brick in the wall doesn’t fit, we need to not hold on to it, because it is heavy and it is taking the place of other more useful bricks/ideas. Some ideas distract, some lead off to dead ends, some bog us down, and some are just not logical or relevant enough. 

Train students in different types of academic conversation

It helps to be aware of different ‘overlapping’ types of conversation that are useful for classroom learning. Two or more types might happen in the same conversation, and they can all happen across the content areas. 


1. Build and Explore Ideas 


2. Debate Issues


3. Solve Problems

4. Teach and Learn

Train students to deepen their conversations















Train students to ask useful questions
· Questions that Sustain Conversations (What do you mean by…? How does that connect to our question of…? Why is that important? When a partner says, “I agree,” ask the partner why. A simple well-placed “Why?” or “How?” can be powerful. In fact, we have seen the continued asking of a simple “Why?” take students down to the foundations of the human psyche, historical processes, scientific laws, and themes in literature. Other questions include: How can we apply this in the future? What do others think? Why is it relevant? What makes something relevant or not? What is logic? 
· Questions that Explore Ideas  (What does _____ mean? What does it mean for those people, in that time, for us now, etc.? What does ______ require? Is it possible to be _________ and (antonym of term) at the same time? What are good and poor examples of __________? Is it possible that she was ________, yet she had other motives? 
· Questions that Linger   One of our goals should be to get students to come up with deep questions at the end of a conversation, a lesson, a school day, etc. We want them to go out the doors with something to ponder—pondering often leads to thinking, which leads to learning. (Give Questioning Skills Tests. This is a test that gives the answers and requires students to come up with good questions for them.)
Train students to negotiate meaning


Many ideas and decisions in life are not right or wrong, black or white, or multiple-choice. They are abstract, complex, dynamic, fuzzy, and made of words that mean different things to different people. Negotiation means to modify your meaning in response to a partner’s differing meaning on the same issue. As shown on the right, A might have one idea and B another. As they converse, they form a mutual understanding by conceding some points and adding others from the partner. You can liken it to bargaining: “I give up this point about … and you give up your point about…I will add your point about…if you add my point about…” As the diagram shows, the final idea will seldom be a perfect overlap, but the result is shared understanding (and lots of academic talk and thinking). The object is not to win, but to understand and build stronger ideas that are less black and white. This process is exhibited in this excerpt from a fifth grade language arts class.

Sandeep:
I think it’s (The Giver) about showing how evil humans can be.

Tasha:
Why do you say that?

Sandeep:
Because all those memories are described.
Tasha:
So, if all those things are so bad, what is wrong with those people who want to make sure the children don’t know that stuff? I don’t want to know all that stuff.

Sandeep:
We are better off knowing our past, even if it’s bad.

Tasha:
Everything? There are a lot of horrible things that even we don’t know about; they would give us nightmares and, I don’t know.

Sandeep:
Well, maybe some stuff shouldn’t be passed down to us. But we need to learn, too, from mistakes. 

Tasha:
OK, maybe, but what bad things should we know about? What will help us learn and not do that stuff?

Sandeep:
I don’t know, maybe things like nuclear bombs, you know, and war.

Tasha:
OK, but maybe not the gory details. 


One of the keys to effective negotiation is seeing the other person’s perspective(s). By knowing what the other person is thinking, you can predict what they consider to be important. You can be more empathetic, which tends to make the other person more willing to work with you to come up with a negotiated solution. 

Know what experts talk about and why

·     Zoom in and out. A key feature of expert-like thinking is being able to go from general to specific (or from specific to general), from theory to practice, from abstract ideas to concrete examples. One must be able to zoom out and refer to the big ideas and general principles of the discipline in conversations. For this reason, students need to know the big laws, truths, theories, principles, themes, and essential understandings that frame the discipline. Then students must learn and practice how to apply these to ideas in conversation. For example, they might zoom out as they refer to conservation of mass in chemistry, adaptation in biology, irony in literature, and bias in a history text. 
·     See patterns. Another thinking skill used by experts seeing patterns and relationships. Experts look for patterns that confirm what they already know about the discipline. For example, a historian might look at several primary sources and see a common pattern of biased accounts. Experts also look for new patterns and relationships. They might use this to formulate new theories and insights about the field. For example, an astronomer might see data that suggests gravitational waves are stronger in some parts of space and then form a theory based on this data. Our students need to get into the habit of seeing patterns and either confirming or creating theories for them. They might read several short stories about Colonial America and see common character traits; they might read different accounts of the McCarthyism and formulate a theory about human psychology. 

Weaving Academic Conversations into Lessons

Here is an example of how one teacher weaves them into her lessons:

1) Students have an initial academic conversation to predict topic and meaning of the text, using several quotations and key words from the text, along with the title.

2) Teacher reads aloud first part of text, stops at times to think aloud and discuss purpose of text, predictions, connections to life, and questions. Personalize, but don’t linger too long on personal connections. Mold them into examples for supporting higher-level themes.

3) Student pairs silently read rest of text, stopping at agreed points to write down conversation ideas. They can stop twice to converse about the text.

4) Whole group holds discussion to generate possible topics for extended academic conversations. This is the time to build up background knowledge, vocabulary, and ideas that will fuel conversations. Class generates ideas to work with and negotiate—not answers to simply repeat during the paired conversations. 

5) Teacher and student model a conversation skill in a mini-lesson or fishbowl.

6) Student pairs hold academic conversations (Sometimes these are also used to generate ideas for writing)

7) Students write and provide peer feedback

8) Students read each other’s writing and have academic conversations about the ideas in the written pieces.

Designing Conversation Prompts & Tasks
1)  Use a Deep Question


To create the initial prompt based on a question, there are some general guiding questions: (1) Does the question connect the current text to the essential understandings (big ideas) of the unit? (2) Does the question leave room for multiple perspectives, abstract ideas, and negotiation of meanings? (3) Is the question one that you would like to talk about with your friends or colleagues?


Students generate their own deep questions with bookmarks and posters. 



Students find quotations and generate statements. Students can find different quotations that illustrate themes and ideas from the text. This helps students to look closely at texts. Students can also find quotes with which they disagree and then challenge the statements in their conversations (Brookfield & Preskill, 2005). Some teachers have students generate their own charged statements, some of which are even statements that are opposite to what they believe, in order to get conversation revved up.

Use charged quotations and statements. Effective conversations can result from the questioning the meaning of a quotation or statement. The quotation can come from a famous person or from a text. It might even be a commonly held truth or belief by some people. The statement should incite students to respond with some emotion, shock, or anger that the idea would be said or believed.  Here are some examples:
· “My paramount objective in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it;” Abraham Lincoln
· If you want a symbolic gesture, don't burn the flag, wash it. –Norman Thomas
· "I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones." --Einstein
· “It has become appallingly obvious that our technology has exceeded our humanity.” – Einstein
· "Childbearing [should be] a punishable crime against society, unless the parents hold a government license — David Brower 
2)  Use a Thinking Skill

	Thinking Skill
	Sample Prompts

	Interpret 



	What does the author mean by….

Why do you think the author wrote this?

What is a major theme in this…

What did it mean when…?

What does this character teach us about life? 

What are other interpretations?



	Identify causes and effects



	Describe the role that ______ played in….

Identify the primary causes and effects of …

Was it causation or correlation, in the case of….

When was the turning point? What brought this on?

What were the long-term effects?



	
	


3)  Use a Product or Task 

	Possible Thinking Focuses 
	· Tasks with conversation components that require and show the thinking 
	· Sample conversation excerpt 
· (after several minutes of developing the idea)

	· Interpret theme,

· Empathy, perspective

· 
	· Write a drama, role play, movie screenplay

· Respond to a film or video

· Book/film critic TV show
	· “Well, we want to show the audience the theme of sacrifice.”

· “So, let’s come up with an example that we can role play”

· “From my life…

	· Determine importance,

· Analyze, categorize,  
	· Design a test or quiz

· Create a role play card game

· Make a chart, table, graph
	· “What categories go on the chart?”

· “How ‘bout geology?

· “You mean geography”

· “I don’t think it’s important enough.”

	· Cause and effect
	· Design a museum display

· Create a poster 

· Fill in graphic organizer
	· “We need to put in the religion.”

· “Why? 

· “Because it, like, helped them build up their civilization.” 

· “How so?”

	· Problem solve, apply
	· Design a business plan;

· Design an experiment
	· “How are we going to see if it is sunlight or fertilizer or the temperature?”

· “We keep all variables the same except one and we test it”


4)   Use Life Experiences 
- Shared Experiences
- Case studies (A case is any account based on real world events that students can analyze and discuss. The activity can have different approaches: diagnostic (as in the medical field), judicial (as in legal decisions), problem-based.)
- Simulations and role plays
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Corn for fuel					             Corn for food





Idea/theme:     				
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Other texts





Text





Past & Present





   Media





   My life





Others





World





Idea





      Challenge the idea





Example





Perspective





Comparison





Importance





Application











Topic(s): �An event, information,


retelling, chat, description �(“shooting the breeze”)





Level 1





(Four fingers and thumb “talk”)





Level 2





(Point to temple)








Generate & Pose:  


idea, theme, hypothesis, inference, opinion, deep question, theory, cause, effect, motivation, feeling, interpretation, application











Level 3





(Hold up roof; stack bricks)








Build on it/Support it


with examples, explanations,  connections, elaborations, justifications





Consider alternative perspectives & ideas; support them











Level 4





(Both arms out to form a balance scale)


























Evaluate/ Persuade/Challenge/


Negotiate/Decide


Evaluate ideas; negotiate; choose best one; explain importance


�





Negotiation of meaning





�





Infer cause & effect


“Why did this…?





Apply


“How does this apply to ….?








Empathize


“How did they feel about ….?








Evaluate/ choose


“Which is most ….?





Interpret


“What is the meaning of…?








Adapted from Zwiers (forthcoming) Academic Conversations: Developing language, thinking, and content understandings through talk. Stenhouse.

