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 ® Expect all students working together, with a partner or in a small group, to be 
able to state the groups’ findings. Say something like “It’s important for you to 
listen to each other. At the end of group time, I should be able to call on your partner 
or any group member to say what you learned, decided, questioned, concluded, and 
so on.”

 ® Listen to the quality of discourse between students as they talk with each other. 
Are the questions and comments of quality and significance? We need to remember 
to model effective discourse and questioning techniques throughout the day.

 ® Follow students’ leads, discerning their spoken and body language. Change 
course when students are not engaged and a lesson is not working. Sometimes that 
means abandoning a lesson and starting again.

 ® Teach note taking. Apply the Optimal Learning Model (see pages 136–139) to 
demonstrate and practice with students how to listen to a speaker’s message and 
take meaningful notes on the most salient points. Demonstrate taking notes on 
paper as well as digitally. Some apps allow for typing, photos, and handwriting. 
Investing in a stylus makes it easy to draw and write on an iPad.

 ® Do more shared writing. Shared writing (explained on pages 142–143) is a terrific 
way to promote more speaking and active listening. Because we teachers are 
shaping the writing, if we have created a culture that is safe for risk taking, students 
feel free to voice their opinions without fear of correctness, rebuke, or failure. It is 
our job to listen carefully and try to discern what the student means, and to record 
and respect the language he or she uses. That language can be modified later.

Promote Significant Conversations
Meaningful conversation is a necessity for success and fulfillment in all areas of our 
lives. Conversation can lead to “intellectual communion. . . . Conversation is a kind 
of intimacy. You don’t just get more information. You get different information.”5 
In that regard, I have instituted what I call “‘coffee’ and conversation” with each of 
my teenage granddaughters, an occasional after-school visit to a local bakery where 
we attempt to commune beyond the superficial “How was your day?” to important 
heart-and-mind matters. Students today, accustomed to communicating largely 
through social media, need demonstrations and practice on how and why meaningful 
conversation is an artful necessity for optimal living and learning.

Productive and collaborative talk increases engagement, helps clarify meaning, 
improves retention of information, shapes and improves thinking capacities, leads 
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to deeper understanding, and results in more enduring learning. “Learning how 
to interact effectively with others may be the most important skill that students 
develop in school.”6 Our role is to stimulate, clarify, and moderate the conversations 
so students do most of the talking. I tell even our youngest students, “Scientists 
(researchers) have found out you learn more from talking with each other than from 
just listening to the teacher. So it’s important you listen well to each other.”

Although lots of talk goes on in our classrooms, we need to ensure that most of 
that talk results in worthwhile conversations with and by students about texts 
worth reading and writing and content worth learning. Such conversations promote 
debate, curiosity, and thoughtful questioning and can lead to considering and valuing 
multiple perspectives, even for our youngest learners. Renowned researcher John 
Hattie notes that such conversations are rare.

Teachers love to talk—to clarify, summarize, reflect, share personal 
experiences, explain, correct, repeat, praise. About 5–10 percent of teacher 
talk triggers more conversation or dialogue engaging the students. 
Please note that this is not how teachers perceive what happens in their 
classrooms, but what is happening—as shown by video analysis, class 
observations, and event sampling.7

Unfortunately, it is still uncommon to walk into a classroom and hear rich, 
issue-related discussion that is primarily directed by engaged students, and this is 
especially true for high school students.8 Yet such ongoing dialogue is a needed shift 
for us. Masterful oral communication is a necessity for optimal application of digital 
media and for success in all aspects of our lives, including the work we do with others. 
Because face-to-face conversations can be infrequent in our age of social media, we 
educators must ensure we promote and facilitate students’ opportunity to talk and 
experience productive conversations in our classrooms and in their lives outside of 
school. Of utmost importance: if we want students to invest in complex thinking and 
sharing of ideas, they must believe their voices matter.

Let’s strive to put into practice recent research on how the most highly effective 
teams speak to and with each other. Research commissioned by Google reported that 
the most successful teams feel psychologically safe to take risks, trust each other, 
and be themselves; that is, “conversational turn taking” and high “social sensitivity” 
are the norm.9 Also, in high-functioning teams, as long as everyone got a chance to 
respectfully speak for about the same amount of time—“equality in distribution of 
conversational turn-taking”—the team did well. “But if only one person or a small 
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group spoke all the time, the collective intelligence declined.”10 Learning through 
talking requires us to intentionally guide students in how to effectively participate 
in meaningful conversations.

   Take Action

 ® Demonstrate what a literate conversation sounds like through viewing and 
analyzing quality videos with two or more speakers; have students observe you 
discussing something with a colleague or student and naming and explaining what 
you say and why you say it; or set up and facilitate a “fish bowl” demonstration 
conversation (see also page 349), with an inner circle of heterogeneously grouped 
students in a teacher-led, guided discussion and an outer circle of observing 
students who are noting and recording characteristics of effective speakers and 
listeners. (Students’ written observations also serve as an assessment.)

 ® Create more opportunities for dynamic talk and discussion. Hearing all 
the voices in a classroom is about celebrating what students have to say or are 
attempting to say. Encourage students to respond to each other, not just to us. 
Having a silent classroom is not a virtue and often says more about a culture of 
compliance rather than an environment that promotes inquiry, active listening, 
and lively discussion. When students know we value their thoughts and we are not 
just seeking “right” answers, they speak up.

Stop often during a lesson, after about ten to fifteen minutes, when you are 
doing most of the talking, and have students turn to a partner, or to two to three 
students, to discuss what has been presented, raise a question, make a prediction, 
justify their reasoning, and so on. Use those times to assess what students are 
learning and where you need to adjust your instruction.

Educator Angela Watson provides the following “8 ways teachers can talk less 
and get kids talking more”:

1. Don’t steal the struggle.
2. Move from the front of the classroom.
3. Teach students signals for your often-repeated phrases and for transitions.
4. Use non-verbal reinforcement for behavior whenever possible.
5. Turn your statements into questions and prompts.
6. Instead of asking, “Does that make sense?” say, “Can you put that in your 

own words?”
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7. Stop repeating yourself.
8. Notice moments when you summarize/review for students, and instead get 

their input.11

 ® Have more conversations about books. Make literature conversations and 
ongoing book talk with peers, not just the teacher, part of the reading and content 
area curriculum at all grade levels. Self-directed literature conversations are 
excellent for promoting student-guided talk about all kinds of texts.12

 ® Promote significant conversations across the curriculum.

 ◉ Ensure your students and you have the tools to make productive discussions 
possible. See “Talk Moves to Support Classroom Discussion,” superb 
suggestions by Elham Kazemi and Allison Hintz, in Appendix E.13 Although 
the authors are writing about leading math discussions, their apt suggestions 
apply to language arts and all content areas.

 ◉ Have students, with pre-established classroom guidelines, explain their thinking 
on a project they’ve completed, a problem they’ve solved, or a topic they’ve 
learned about. Have students practice their presentations in small groups 
before speaking to the whole class. Demonstrate how to give authentic and 
useful feedback.

 ◉ Set up weekly book talks that students can sign up for to convince others to 
read a favorite text. First demonstrate what an excellent book talk sounds like, 
using a read-aloud book all students are familiar with, and establish criteria 
and time limits.

 ◉ Give more time and value to small-group work, which affords more opportunities 
for rich conversations. Letting students know their work will be assessed as 
a group, not just as individuals, raises expectations and encourages higher 
quality. (See pages 143 and 157 for more on small-group work.) David Carr, 
acclaimed writer and journalist, told his students:

We will be working in groups . . . the goal is that you will leave here with 
a single piece of work that reflects your capabilities as a maker of media. 
But remember, evaluations will be based not just on your efforts, but on 
your ability to bring excellence out of the people around you.14

 ◉ Follow students’ ideas. Demonstrate and encourage students to ask and respond 
to open-ended questions such as the following:
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 * Say more about that.
 * What else might it be?
 * Add on to __________’s [name student] thoughts.
 * Can you give another example?
 * What do you think about why ______?

 ® Turn over responsibility for productive talk to students. Once it is clear, through 
classroom formative assessments, that students understand the directions, text, 
or work to be done, put them in charge. Often even the most competent teachers 
retain responsibility too long, which deprives students who are ready for the 
opportunity, for example, to problem-solve, to work with a small group, or to begin 
work on their own.

 ◉ Consider multiple, heterogeneous groups of three to four students discussing a 
portion of a text, news article, or math problem that is projected or photocopied 
so all can see the print. Students can read silently or one student can read 
aloud for all because the purpose is high-level thinking for all, not reading 
ability. Then walk about to affirm, assess, support, guide, and instruct each 
group as needed. Because you may not get around to every group, and also as an 
evaluation of the thinking that took place in each group, designate a scribe to 
record group thinking with everyone’s names included. First be sure to apply 
the Optimal Learning Model to demonstrate and practice how a self-directed 
group functions and what a record of the group’s thinking might look like.

 ◉ Refrain from jumping in with an answer. Ensure students have enough schema 
and experiences so they can do most of the mental work, deal with uncertainty 
and even failure, and create their own meanings that they can back up with 
evidence and well-reasoned opinions.

 ◉ Emphasize becoming a better speaker and communicator, which requires 
much deliberative practice. Before we flip for the flipped classroom (in which 
delivery of instruction occurs at home through online sites and videos while 
classroom learning takes on “homework” and interactive learning), let’s ensure 
our students are strong oral communicators. Adept oral communication often 
determines which voices we pay attention to when considering new ideas and 
actions—in and out of school.

 ® Promote significant conversations with colleagues. We need to be courageous 
enough to raise our voices and the level of conversations in our schools and 
districts. Model respectful discourse related to such topics as student learning and 
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engagement, choice, reading for understanding, authentic assessment, and so on. 
Ensure that gossip, test scores, and deficit thinking do not dominate the discourse. 
(Apply research on successful teams, as discussed on pages 154–155, and see pages 
157 and 304 for specifics on successful group talk.)

 ® Self-evaluate the dominance and quality of teacher talk. Invite a trusted 
colleague to observe a lesson, videotape it, or script the actual dialogue. Note the 
time period and the proportion of teacher talk to student talk. Self-evaluate if 
your talk has led to productive, student-engaged conversations. Strive to do better 
where needed.

Teach Public Speaking
Presentation literacy is a necessary life skill that we must be teaching, learning, and 
applying to ourselves as well as our students. Most jobs of the future will require that 
ability—that we orally synthesize and clearly communicate ideas to others; yet most 
of us of have had little experience or education in that domain. I’ll never forget how 
terrified I was when I began publicly speaking to educators decades ago. A big part of 
my fright was my total lack of experience. In all my years of schooling I was reticent 
to speak out and recall little encouragement or guidance to do so. Not surprisingly, 
my lack of experience greatly affected my initial confidence and competence. 
What finally made me take the risk to speak publicly was my sense of urgency to 
communicate what I believed to be important principles, findings, and approaches 
for improving literacy and learning.

Being a clear communicator is more important today than ever before. The 
earlier students start learning and practicing how to orally communicate ideas to 
a real-world audience, the easier it will be for them to master this art and the more 
comfortable they will feel doing so. Regardless of our line of work, many of us are likely 
to be called upon to make an effective presentation to a group. Teacher leadership, 
for example, is a growing and necessary role that goes beyond our own classrooms. I 
have written extensively on what that role entails,15 and part of that role is being able 
to lead a staff in professional learning, which requires being an organized planner 
and a capable speaker and communicator.

Although presentation literacy involves many forms—such as videos, podcasts, 
and written formats, all of which are discussed in this text—this section will focus 
on public speaking, the most common and basic form. “Public speaking is the key 
to unlocking empathy, stirring excitement, sharing knowledge and insights, and 
promoting a shared dream.”16 And effective public speaking can be effectively taught.


