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Traditional Classroom Discourse Hands-Down Conversation 
Communities  

The teacher is positioned as the 
“primary knower” (Boyd & Gala 2011). 

All students are positioned as 
competent members of the community 
with important ideas. 

The teacher and a handful of students 
do most of the talking.  
 

Many different students talk and 
contribute to the conversation in a variety 
of ways. The teacher’s facilitation 
supports students in leading the 
conversation. 

Classroom discourse is a space in which 
knowledge is performed.  

Classroom discourse is a space in which 
knowledge is constructed. 

Silent students are viewed as 
unengaged, resistant, shy, or unable to 
contribute to the conversation. 

Silence is viewed as complex act. The 
role of listener is valued equally with that 
of speaker. 

Classroom talk follows a set of norms and 
procedures that are only useful within 
the school walls.  

Classroom talk mirrors and prepares 
students for engaging in dialogue 
beyond the school walls. 

Classroom talk values the experience 
and knowledge of some students, often 
white middle and upper class 
students.  

Classroom talk values and the 
experience and knowledge of all 
students. 
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Check out an electronic version of these handouts and two dialogue micro-lessons, 
Turn and Talk--Getting to Know My Partner and Self-Monitoring Voices here 
http://tinyurl.com/yy2m8alh. 
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Excerpt from Hands Down Speak Out, Kassia Omohundro Wedekind and Christy 

Thompson, Stenhouse Publishers, 2020. 

Lesson 4 

Turn & Talk Part 2: Getting to Know My Talk Partner  

As a classroom builds the dialogue community, it is crucial to recognize that each 

individual has different talk patterns and preferred indicators of listening. Cultural norms, 

family values, and individual hard-wiring bring a beautiful diversity to how people 

communicate that we want to honor in our classrooms. For example, strong eye contact 

can be perceived as hostile or even rude by some, whereas others feel it is rude when a 

person does not make eye contact. Individuals also vary in their comfort with proximity 

to a speaker. The Hands-Down Conversation classroom honors these variations. 

Beginning to appreciate and understand these differences can start with the Turn & Talk 

partner. This lesson helps students begin to get to know their talk partner’s preferences 

and style.  

During the Micro-Lesson: 

What and Why? 

Everyone likes to be listened to.  Doesn’t it feel good when someone really shows you 

that they care about what you are saying? The interesting thing is, each of us shows 

that we are listening in different ways. Today we are going to learn how our Turn & Talk 

partner likes to be listened to so we can be a good talk partner for them. 

How 
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1. Take a moment to think about what behaviors you would like someone to do 

when you talk to them. What do you want their body to look like? Their face? 

What do you want them to say? Nothing? Lots of things? How does your family 

show that they are listening to each other? Let’s write some of these ideas down 

here on our Anchor Chart. 

2. Now, tell your partner what kind of listening you like. Remember to look at the 

Anchor Chart for ideas to get you going. And tell your partner something you do 

NOT like a listener to do! (With a younger grade you might assign Partner A and 

Partner B and tell them which partner will go first.) 

3. Switch and listen to what your partner likes.  

Model this “How” with one student or a partner teacher and yourself in front of the 

students before asking them to try it out. 

During the Conversation: 

Guided Practice: It Might Sound Like... 

Now that you have learned a little about your partner, we are going to try it out. Today 

we are not going to have a whole Hands-Down Conversation. We are just going to 

practice having a conversation with your partner. While you talk, see if you can make 

your body and voice show your partner that you are listening to them just the way they 

like it. Now “Turn & Talk” about this: Snakes are dangerous or snakes are not 

dangerous. Why?  

Facilitation Moves: 
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As partners are talking, circulate, asking students to pause their conversation while you 

check in with them. “So, James, do you feel like your partner is listening to you? Yes? 

That’s great. Can you give him some feedback about exactly what she’s doing well?” 

Keep in mind that we are not necessarily trying to get everyone to conform to our ideal 

of what a listener should look like. We can transfer this power to the students. A student 

may be very comfortable with his talk partner interrupting him mid-sentence and 

jumping in. That is fine, as long as both partners are okay with that!  

After the Conversation: 

Reflect: Take a moment to tell your partner one thing they did today that made you feel 

like they were listening.  

Reinforce: 

So today you got to know your Turn & Talk partner a little better and try out being a 

good listener for them. We will get a lot of opportunities to keep working on this with 

your partner. But whenever you are having a conversation with someone, you can 

watch their body and face for clues about what behaviors they like in a listener.  
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Excerpt from  Hands Down Speak Out, Kassia Omohundro Wedekind and Christy 

Thompson, Stenhouse Publishers, 2020. 

Lesson 10 

Self-Monitoring Voices 

When you notice some students are talking too much and others’ voices aren’t being 

heard, you might use this lesson. Keep in mind that not all students will share in every 

whole group conversation you have, and that is okay. However, we do want to teach 

students to self-monitor their own levels of participation, so we can allow for a more 

equitable balance of voices and opinions without the teacher always orchestrating this 

herself. We might think we want to teach only the “quiet” students how to speak out, and 

the “loud” students to pipe down, but in reality, each of us can be “quiet” or “loud,” 

depending on the situation, so this is a valuable lesson to teach everyone at the same 

time.  

 

During the Micro-Lesson: 

What and Why 

In different conversations you might talk A LOT and in other conversations you might 

talk just a little, or not at all. Sometimes you might be like this [Refer to the “talker” side 

of the anchor chart]. You’re talking and talking, and doing less listening. And sometimes 

you might be like this [Refer to the “quiet” side of the anchor chart]. You’re not sure how 

to get yourself into the conversation. Today I’m going to teach you how you can think 

about which kind of talker you are being in this conversation, and make a plan to take 
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action. This will help make sure we hear lots of different ideas in our class, including 

your own! 

 

How 

Ask yourself “Which kind of talker am I in this conversation?” 

If you are feeling talkative, try this If you are feeling quiet, try this 

1. Wait. 

2. Think: Is this the most important 

thing I must share with everyone 

today?  If yes, say it! 

3. If no, you can wait, or try inviting 

someone else into the 

conversation.  Say, “Maria, what 

do you think?” 

1. Think “what do I really want to try 

to say today?” 

2. Listen for a space. 

3. Lean in with your body. 

4. Say “I think….”  or “My idea is…” 

 

During the Conversation: 

Guided Practice: It Might Sound Like... 

Take a moment to reflect on the conversation we had yesterday after our read aloud. 

Think about which kind of talker you were in that conversation. Turn and Talk to your 

partner about who you were yesterday. Then, make a plan for what you will try during 

our Hands-Down Conversation today. Make a little goal for yourself and tell your partner 
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your plan. It might sound like, “I’m going to listen to three people first before I talk,” or 

“I’m going to talk one time today.” After our Hands-Down Conversation, you’ll tell your 

partner how you did today. After the students have set their goals, shift gears into 

today’s Hands-Down Conversation. Okay, so today I read chapter five to you in our 

book. I’m thinking there is a lot going on in this chapter with the idea of “fairness.” Let’s 

talk about that for a bit. Who would like to start us off? Remember to keep in mind your 

conversational goal.  

Facilitation Moves: 

As partners talk about their goals for this conversation, listen in and take notes. You 

may notice that some students see themselves very differently than you or their peers 

see them (We’ll never forget when one of our most talkative students declared, “I’m shy. 

I need to talk more.”) In other cases, students may be quite aware of themselves and 

not be ready to make changes (One student asked us, “What if you know you’re quiet 

and you don’t want to change?”) Try to avoid “correcting” students’ goals or forcing 

particular goals. Let the partners help keep each other accountable. During the 

Hands-Down Conversation itself, you can encourage students to stick to their goals. For 

someone you know is trying to listen more, you might discretely whisper to her “Try 

inviting someone else in.” If you know someone is trying to get his voice into the 

conversation, you can encourage them with a smile or nod, as if to say “C’mon! You can 

do it!” Or, you might wait for a lull and say “If you were trying to get your voice in, but 

haven’t been able to, now is your moment!” 

After the Conversation: 
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Reflect 

Turn & Talk with your partner about how your goal went today. Were you successful? 

What worked for you? What was tricky? 

Reinforce 

So remember, when you are in a conversation, even at lunch, you can ask yourself 

“Which kind of talker am I right now?” and then take action to make sure that everyone 

in the conversation has a chance to be heard.  

Teacher Tip: When trying to get a more even balance of participation in a Hands-Down 

Conversation without controlling, there are a couple other tricks you can try. You can 

specifically invite someone to start the conversation who might be otherwise hesitant to 

join in. You can use this same move when you’re concluding the conversation by asking 

someone who didn’t get their voice in the conversation to have “the last word.” 

Highlighting quieter voices in this way helps these students gain confidence and 

experience. 
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