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ABSTRACT

This thesis reports on a research project investigating how a sample of eight teachers
of P2 children in Scotland encouraged dialogic interaction in their reading groups
while following prescriptive policy. The research is based on a detailed analysis of
the discourse of reading sessions conducted by the eight teachers, and is informed by
previous research on oral language development, the role of dialogue in children’s
learning, and the relationships between reading development and classroom
discussion.

The project uses mixed methods, applied to a framework derived from exchange
structure research. Patterns of interaction have been examined quantitatively and
qualitatively, with a particular focus on learners’ initiations, the making of text-life
links by learners and teachers, and the extent to which these are integrated into the
reading experience by the teachers’ use of contingent responses. The discourse
analysis section of the findings is preceded by a preliminary examination of the
teachers’ beliefs about classroom talk, and is followed by discussion of their views
on the usefulness and adaptability of the research process itself as a means for
enabling them to make their reading sessions more interactive.

The project finds that the interactivity of the reading sessions is shaped by the
teachers’ moment-by-moment decision-making about the control of centrifugal and
centripetal forces in discourse; in particular, how far to allow children’s personal
responses to the text to deflect group attention from the central goals of skill
development and text coverage laid down by reading policy. The teachers reported
their own experiences of teaching reading as being characterised by a tension
between encouraging children’s personal engagement with, and responses to, reading
material, and fulfilling the demands of a prescriptive curriculum within severe time
constraints.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

As this thesis is concerned with relationships between teacher and child group talk
and the teaching of reading in the early years, I will open it with a summary of
naturalistic observations of reading lessons, based on twelve years direct experience
of classroom practice as a primary school teacher, and nineteen years of observations
as a trainer of primary teachers. I will begin with some general descriptive comments
which I hope will provide a composite picture of shared features of group reading
instruction. This picture has been assembled from over thirty years of observations in
England and Scotland. The key features I describe below have endured the broad
changes in reading policy that have occurred during this time, and have been

observed in schools following a range of different policies.

After presenting the composite picture, I will then describe five specific episodes
which motivated my research project. At this stage, I will provide references only for

those comments which go beyond the scope of personal observation.

1.1 A general picture of group reading
The majority of British children participate in group reading on virtually every

school day of their lives during the early years of their education.

A visitor unfamiliar with this procedure would recognise similarities in its routines
regardless of the school or region in which it was taking place. At a particular time of
day, usually in the morning, the class are ordered by the teacher to take out their
reading books and go into their groups. This often follows a whole class session in
which the teacher has conducted practice in letter-sound relationships, word
recognition or recall of details from a story or other type of text. During this plenary
session, the children are usually seated without any form of fixed organisation in a
carpeted area of the classroom, but when the order to ‘go into your groups’ is given,

a definite form of trained manoeuvre begins.
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Individuals move to the areas where their books are kept, collect them, together with
whatever related material is required for the work to be done, and then reassemble
into preset groups at specified tables or other reading spaces. Groups have seldom
less than four or more than eight members. All of the children in a specific group
have the same book. These books most frequently contain simple stories, or verses.

Less frequently, they contain non-fiction information.

Once the groups have settled into their places, they begin to engage in activities
related to the book. These have been prescribed by the teacher according to their
group membership. The prescription may follow a daily routine set out at the
beginning of the week, term or half term, or instructions may be given at the end of
the plenary, or may have been communicated to the children at the end of the
previous group reading session. The activities usually include reading the book or
portions of it, and performing related tasks, such as completing worksheets. These
often require children to fill in missing letters or letter patterns in incomplete words
from the story, or to fill in missing words from incomplete sentences or phrases. For
younger or less accomplished readers, they may involve colouring, matching or
labelling tasks. For older or more accomplished readers, they may involve writing
answers to questions requiring recall of text details or, more rarely, the making of

inferences about aspects of content.

Though the children in each group are sitting in close proximity to each other, and
are invariably doing the same task, the most common practice is for each child to
work independently. The teacher frequently reminds the children that they should
work quietly. Sometimes, she attempts to impose a complete silence. Less
frequently, she may remind the children that they are allowed to help each other as

long as they keep their voices down.

Meanwhile, she summons one group to a space designated for direct instruction or
guidance, or she may go over to where a particular group is working and join them

for this form of teaching.
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The content of the interactions that the teacher initiates with children in the small
group varies according to the text and the attainment level of the children, but these
variations occur within very well-defined routines. Typically, the teacher initiates the
interaction by asking the pupils about the title of the book, its cover picture, and
sometimes its author and illustrator. If the book is new to the group, the teacher may
ask the children to predict on the basis of this preliminary information what it might
be about. If the children are part way through the book, they are usually asked to
recount and summarise the content so far, and to predict what will come next. Pupils
are then required to read aloud from the book one by one. If a child falters over a
word, the teacher may provide clues, usually based on the first letter of the word or
on subsequent letters or letter-patterns according to the teacher’s perception of the
location of the difficulty. Sometimes, but much less frequently, the teacher directs
the child’s attention to context or picture clues. The other children in the group may
be called upon to help or correct. The teacher asks frequent questions during and
between children’s turns. These require children to identify similarities and
differences between the spellings of words, to speculate on the meanings of
unfamiliar words, to name and state the function of punctuation marks, to comment
upon events and characters, and to predict what will happen next. Thus, most of
these questions invite answers which are either straightforwardly correct or incorrect,
or fall within a narrow spectrum of relevance. They do not usually demand much
cogitation or creativity. The teacher provides feedback for each answer. This, given
the nature of the questions, is usually positive, and is most commonly expressed in

terms and tones of praise.

At the end of the book, the children are usually asked, as a group, to make some
summative comment on its content, and are sometimes asked if anything in their own

lives relates to this content.

The teacher usually devotes between five and twenty minutes to a group. At the end
of this time she reminds them of what they must do during the rest of the reading
lesson and for homework. She then dismisses the group before summoning or

visiting another group and repeating this set of interactions.
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When the teacher has worked with as many groups as she has had time for, the

reading session ends, sometimes with a return to a whole-class closing phase.

There are variations to this pattern. Sometimes the teacher will conduct the group
through a ‘Big Book’, an enlarged version of a text that is visible to al the children in
the group. In Big Book sessions, the teacher may sometimes take more of a lead,
doing most of the reading and inviting individual children, or the group in unison, to
read along or take over at strategic points. Sometimes, children’s books that are not
part of the reading scheme - in some circles these are referred to as ‘real books’ —

may supplement or replace books from schemes.

The practices that I have just described are clearly to do with the teaching of reading
— children are engaged throughout with the processing of printed symbols and their
meanings. However, there seems to be much more of an emphasis on the former than
the latter. Children’s attention is constantly drawn towards graphophonic

relationships, even when their pronunciation of words is accurate and fluent.

Although all of the children usually have books of an appropriate level of challenge,
a large proportion of their time is spent in doing things with these books other than
reading them. The tasks that are set for the children to do when the teacher is not
directly working with them require various peripheral interactions with the text (gap-
filling and answering questions, for example) but it is relatively rare to see children
simply reading their books without peripheral activity, and even rarer to hear
children talking about their reading with fellow young readers in a way similar to the

conversations that go on between readers beyond school walls.

The lack of conversation is striking, given that the children have been trained to sit in
a configuration, facing each other around small tables, which lends itself to
collaborative talk. That is, talk aimed at enabling children to solve a shared problem
or complete a shared task together. Collaboration is sometimes encouraged, as long
as the children can do this quietly, but it is far more common for children to work

individually, and even competitively: it is common for the teacher to ask the group a
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question, then to select a child to answer from those who have raised their hands in a

bid to be the person who supplies the answer.

Child-to-child interaction in the teacher-led group is also rare, even though
everybody is looking at the same book and the teacher usually wants everybody to
read from the same page at roughly the same pace. The vast majority of interactions
consist of dyadic exchanges between the teacher and individual children, usually the
one who is doing the reading aloud. Teacher remarks directed to other children
during these read-alouds are usually aimed at correcting behaviour which threatens
to disturb the structure and pace of the interactions, such as inattention or talking out
of turn. Even when children are called upon to help a group member who is
struggling with an element of the task, the helping contribution is usually directed to
the teacher rather than to the struggler, and it is the teacher who evaluates and
redirects these contributions. In effect, the members of each group turn their backs

on the members of other groups, without really turning their faces to each other.

There are clearly factors of power and status operating here. Children are stratified
and segregated according to attainment level; who is to talk and what they are to talk
about (turns and topics) are decided by the teacher; the teacher’s decisions are, to a

varying extent, constrained by a policy imposed by somebody else.

These factors are well-established. Though the details of what is said by the teacher,
and hence by the children, vary from group to group and from age level to age level,
the overall sequence and shape of these interactions are very enduring, and can be
observed in areas of the curriculum other than reading instruction. The ORACLE
studies in England during both the 1970s and the 1990s found this pattern (Galton et
al 1980, 1999), as did studies by Alexander (1991; 2000).

Alexander (2000, pp 414-415) ascribes the general pattern of children sitting in
groups but working as individuals to a collision between a token child-centeredness,
demanding a classroom layout conducive to child-to-child interaction, and an

historical preference for solitary reading and writing over interactive speaking and
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listening as media for learning, consolidated by a preoccupation with management
and control. He exemplifies these tensions by quoting a remark made by one teacher
to a class, ‘I don’t mind if you co-operate, as long as I can’t hear you.” (Alexander

2000, p 524)

The details of the procedures, such as those used for assigning children to groups,
and the subsequent assigning of particular books to those groups, is determined by
the reading policy of the school, which may be determined in turn by higher
authorities at regional or national level. Classroom teachers usually have little say in
this, but they have to abide by the consequences of the policy choice. These include,
most prominently, the requirements of the reading scheme identified by the policy.
This is the commercially produced set of graded reading books and supplementary
workbooks, worksheets and teaching materials that form the core of the child’s early
reading experiences. Reading schemes are expensive in terms of both money and of
the time and effort that are expended by teachers in getting to know the content and
structure of the scheme. They also represent a major investment in the child’s
reading future, an investment which has some risk attached to it, since if a child does
not enjoy the materials, or the methodology does not suit him or her, the child’s

progress in reading is likely to suffer.

Similarly, mismatches may occur between what the reading policy tells the teacher to
do, and what she may believe about effective reading instruction. Some schemes
allow the teacher a degree of freedom in this respect, the school itself may allow
teachers some freedom in the use of alternative or supplementary methods and
materials, or the teacher herself may adapt materials and procedures autonomously.
International research into teacher effectiveness in literacy suggests that teachers
deemed to be effective by various outcome measures tend towards autonomous
adaptation of prescribed procedures, grounded in reflections on accumulated

knowledge and experience (Medwell et al 1998; Snow et al 2005).

Some schemes, however, known as scripted programmes, discourage autonomy by

dictating exactly what a teacher has to do on a lesson-by-lesson basis, sometimes to
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the extent of stipulating the questions to be asked by the teacher and the expected

responses from the children.

This level of prescription is more common during the earliest stages of reading
instruction, when children are drilled in decontextualised letter-sounds and word
recognition. When they begin to read coherent texts, and are expected to make
comments and answer questions about them, it is clearly impossible to sustain this
level of control over what is said and done in the reading lesson. Some degree of
variation in responses is inevitable, as is a greater degree of variation in the
responses that the teacher makes in turn to the children. Thus, in contrast to the
unanimous repetition and recitation typical of the earliest lessons' the discourse of
the reading lesson becomes more interactive. When the text changes from
decontextualised words to connected narratives, no matter how simple, we begin to
hear, or at least overhear, a dialogue between what the text says and what the
children think of what it says. In the terminology of Bakhtin, the centripetal force of
the teacher’s instructional language, aimed at achieving an accurate reading and
homogenous understanding of the text, interacts with the centrifugal force of the

children’s varying responses and interpretations (Bakhtin, 1981, pp 272-273).

However, the quality of this dialogue, in terms of the distribution of participation, the
range of turns and topics initiated by the participants, and the imbalance of
contribution types and durations between teacher and children, remains severely
restricted by the power relations and policy imperatives typical of classroom
interactions in general, and predominant approaches to reading instruction in

particular.

My decision to research these issues is based on a long-term interest in possible
relationships between classroom talk, literacy and creative engagement in learning.

Like many teachers, I see such engagement as a good in itself, as well as a

"I wish to emphasise that not all early reading lessons are as monologic as this
simplified introductory account implies. The degree of conformity to this stereotype
is also determined by reading policy, and by the quality of interaction brought to the
policy by the individual teacher.



16
prerequisite for the ability to adapt to a changing world. I believe that the ability and
propensity to read widely and critically is an aspect of engagement in learning. If
classroom talk accompanying reading affects children’s engagement, then it is
important to try to work out what constitutes quality in this talk and how it might be

supported.

My interest also extends beyond literacy to the ways in which early experience of
talk might affect both language and thought. If ‘higher mental processes’ develop, as
Vygotsky (1978) argues, from the internalisation of social speech, then classroom
talk is an important resource for developing thought. Literacy learning and the
sharing of texts provide opportunities for making classroom talk richer and wider
ranging (Norman, 1992). So the project is motivated by what seems to be a
reciprocal relationship between literacy talk and learning. Both talking about shared
texts, and the subsequent autonomous reading that such talk facilitates, might

contribute to the development of more versatile language and more creative thinking.

I decided to set the research within the early years classroom because I am also
interested in the way that attitudes towards reading are shaped at this stage. If, as
Trevarthen (1998; 2006) has suggested, the earliest, pre-linguistic dialogues between
mother and child begin to shape both the communicative competence and general
well-being of the child, it is at least arguable that the earliest dialogues around
reading construct the ‘readerness’ of the reader. By ‘readerness’ I mean a set of
capacities and dispositions that extends beyond an ability to decode towards
orientation to literacy in the broadest sense: motivation, curiosity, empathetic
engagement, a readiness to learn, and a critical appreciation of all texts encountered.
The early years classroom can therefore be regarded as one of the places - perhaps,
for some children, the most important place - where the child's future as a reader and

a thinker 1s forged.

It is also the place where the tension between a command curriculum of targets and
stipulated lessons and a more flexible curriculum featuring opportunities for play,

choice and affective involvement is at its tautest. Sipe has argued that acceptance of
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playful, empathetic and idiosyncratic responses to literacy events like story reading

can lead to a broader conception of what it is to be a reader:

From the traditional view that literary understanding comprises knowledge of
narrative elements like plot, characters, setting, and theme, certain responses
might be considered simply off-task. However these same responses might be
prized and positively valued from the perspective of a broader and more
inclusive conceptualization of literary understanding afforded by these
theories.

(Sipe, 2000: p256)

The establishment of such a conceptualisation is difficult, given the prominence of
pupil time on task as a criterion of teaching quality in primary education in general
(Alexander 2000), and the increasing emphasis on accurate decoding as the sine qua

non of reading in early years classrooms in particular (DSCF, 2006; Adams, 2001).

I am interested in investigating the ways in which teachers might work within these
centripetal constraints while at the same time allowing time and space for a parallel
discourse of divergent and playful interpretation to flourish. Informal observation
suggests that some teachers are more committed to this than others. In the section
that follows, I describe five specific episodes of interaction between children,
teachers and texts. These episodes motivated my research, and, I hope, exemplify the

main issues [ wished to investigate.

1.2 Specific episodes
1.2.1: Tim dug in the mud.

In Autumn 2003 I supervised the infant placement of a group of PGDE students in
Edinburgh schools. In the reading lessons they conducted, the students had to adhere
strictly to the schedule of the Edinburgh Early Intervention in Literacy Initiative.
This stipulates a sequence of lessons for all pupils in P1 and the first two terms of P2,
focussed on the learning of letter sounds in isolation, in isolated CVC (consonant-
vowel-consonant) words, and in the context of very simple sentences. One day, I

visited two students teaching P1 at neighbouring schools, and because of the



18
uniformity of the programme, found myself observing identically prescribed lessons
conducted by different individuals. At one point, the lesson plan demands that the
teachers write the sentence ‘7im dug in the mud’ on the board, and get children to

repeat it and copy it out.

Student A wrote the sentence out, read it to the children, got them to repeat it several
times, then told them to copy it out. Two of the children found the sentence comical,
and began to chant it to each other rhythmically, in funny voices, while giggling and
moving their upper bodies and hands to the music they were making. They were

sternly corrected and told to get on with their copying in silence.

Student B wrote the sentence out, read it to children, then said, "What a funny thing
for him to do. Now why do you think he did that? Have a wee talk with your
neighbour about it." There were two or three minutes of conversation in which the
children seemed to be creating mental images of Tim and a context for his
excavations. Some of the children shared their responses, the teacher commented on
them, and then the lesson proceeded as officially prescribed. Some the children
continued to chat casually about the imaginary digger as they went about their

handwriting.

I am aware that the students’ behaviour would inevitably have been affected by my
judgemental gaze, but the different approaches to what constitutes a good
performance of a reading lesson remain interesting. It is clear from the way in which
I have described these events that I am more sympathetic towards the Student B
approach, but it would be irresponsible to declare that this approach is ‘better’.
Student A suppressed some potentially fruitful language play which might have
sensitised the two boys to the sounds and rhythms of the target words as well as
providing a light-hearted motivation for their reading. Teacher B encouraged
collaboration and shared imagination as well as helping children create a context for
this isolated and rather vapid piece of text. However, student A’s brisker and more
businesslike approach might save precious time for creative work in other parts of

the curriculum; silent concentration on the task might lead more rapidly to the
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learner’s acquiring the required level of automaticity in letter-sound processing; there
is even research evidence to suggest that comprehension of a text depends in part on

the suppression of capricious interpretations (Pressley 2000).

This episode also demonstrated three themes that will feature throughout the thesis.
Firstly, the tendency of children to engage in what Bakhtin (1986) refers to as
‘carnival’, the parodic mockery of official forms of discourse. This aspect will be
discussed more fully in the course of episode five. Secondly, the fact that even
strictly prescriptive policies leave teachers with some scope for choice in moment-to-
moment interactions. Thirdly, this modicum of choice includes decisions about the
emotional atmosphere in which the lesson is to be conducted. In this episode, the
central decision involves the teacher’s attitude towards children’s humour and
propensity for language play: is this potentially disruptive energy to be suppressed,

or allowed to add a little dangerous joy to the lesson?

This serendipitous opportunity to compare two different approaches to identical
material revealed issues that challenged my own preferences, and motivated the
desire to investigate these issues further with teachers. I had witnessed a clear
distinction between a commitment to getting texts and tasks covered, and a
commitment towards getting children to open up the possibilities of the text as a way
of making the task more meaningful and enjoyable. Again, the wording of my

summary displays a preference, but not a conviction.

1.2.2The egg

In the course of a small-scale project on one-to-one interactions between adults and
children reading together (Hunt and Richards 2001), I recorded several
conversations, all of which showed asymmetry of participation between adults and
children. Child initiations were very rare, and when they did occur they were only
briefly acknowledged, and not allowed to divert the direction of the discourse away
from the route directed by the teacher’s preoccupation with helping the child to

reconstruct an accurate decoding of the text. In the example below, the child and
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teacher are looking at the illustrations which accompany the penultimate line of a

simple, line per page non-fiction book.

TEXT

Most birds can fly.

Some birds can’t fly.
Most birds fly in the day.
Some birds fly at night.
Some birds eat berries.
Some birds eat animals.
Most birds make nests.
All birds lay eggs.

All birds have feathers.

DIALOGUE

Teacher: that’s a humming bird egg; that’s small. That’s a hen egg. And a /o/ -
/o/ - /o/

Child: ostrich

Teacher: ostrich is big isn’t it?

Child: yeah

Teacher: and there’s the little baby forming in the egg, look; and when it’s
ready to come out, it comes out at the end.

Child: that’s when it’s little, then bigger and bigger and bigger.

Teacher: just like a human baby when it’s growing inside the mummy’s tummy
isn’t it?

Child: yeah.

Teacher: It starts off very small then gets bigger.

Child: does it start off with just the head?

Teacher: a human baby?

Child: yes.

Teacher: it starts off as a tiny little ... cell and then it gets bigger. I’m not sure

whether the head comes first or all the parts gradually ... develop.
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Teacher: all ...
Child: all birds have babies.

Teacher: no, look, it doesn’t begin with /b/ does it?

Here, by encouraging the child to enjoy the vivid illustrations of the book, the
teacher succeeds in motivating the child to make connections between the content of
her reading and the wider world that she lives in. Her question about the human baby
shows inquisitive thinking, and appears to take the teacher by surprise. The teacher’s
expression of uncertainty signals an opportunity for teacher and child to work
together to find out the answer to the child’s question. The distance between teacher
and child in terms of knowledge appears to narrow, and there emerges a rare
opportunity for the collaborative resolution of genuinely shared uncertainty
However, the teacher’s priority is helping the child to complete an accurate reading
aloud of the book, and she soon returns the child to the graphophonic level of

decoding.

1.2.3 The sausage

In episode three, collected during the same project, the child has just read the text
below aloud to the teacher. The story is accompanied by pictures of a stray sausage
being snatched by each of the creatures in turn until the shark finally claims it for his

dinner.

TEXT

That's my sausage said the mouse.
That's my sausage said the cat.
That's my sausage said the dog.
That's my sausage said the seagull.

That's my sausage said the shark.

DIALOGUE
Teacher: Can you find the word ‘the’ on that page? ‘The?’
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(Child points to the word ‘the’.)
Teacher: Yes that's right. What’s that word?
Child: This.
Teacher: Good. I think you're pretty good on that.
Child: Yes.
Teacher: Yes. Well done. What was your favourite story in that little book?
Child: Erm I'll tell you. (Turns pages.)
Teacher: You liked the one about the dinner best did you? Yes, that's quite
good.
Child: I like all of them really.
Teacher: Yes I do. I think they're quite funny. Well done that was really good
reading.
Child: (comments on picture) No you can't get the sausage ...
Teacher: They're all after the same thing aren't they?
Child: The mouse is too tiny to get it. I think -
Teacher: I think he wants a bite though doesn't he?
Child: I better - They should've put in the end, they could all share it.
Teacher: Now that would've been a much better ending.
Child: Yes they could - it should've said on the last page - it should be 'they
shared it'.
Teacher: That would have been good wouldn't it? But who got it in the end that
sausage? Can you remember? Who got the sausage in the end? ...............
Have a little look then.
Child: The seagull.
Teacher: No.
Child: The shark.
Teacher: The shark, with the biggest teeth. Not going to argue with him. That

was good, well done. Let's stop now.

I consider the child's suggestion for an alternative ending to the story to be both
creative and critical. It suggests a happier resolution that her fellow readers might

find more satisfying, and it makes a rudimentary point about social justice. In
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Bakhtinian terms, the child engages in ‘internally persuasive discourse’ with the
story, disputing its authoritative finality, and assuming a critical stance which
involves ‘questioning the author, imagining alternatives, evaluating diverse

discourses, and challenging the text’ (Matusov, 2007, p 230).

It is interesting that the teacher clearly supports the child's efforts in this respect on
the one hand, but frames them with attention-directives, focused on word recognition
at the beginning of this exchange and literal recall at the end, the latter truncating the
exchange with a move which potentially positions the child, in spite of her accurate,

appreciative and reflective reading, as inattentive.

In both of these examples, we see children treating the texts an open-ended resources
for thinking about further aspects of the world. The teachers support this to some
extent, but it is clear that their priority is to get the book closed, both literally and
metaphorically. Here we see exemplified two related factors which will loom large
throughout the thesis: teachers’ preoccupation with time as a scarce commodity in
relation to the tasks that they have to accomplish, and the inclination of children to

say unexpected things that deserve more attention than is available in the lesson.

1.2.4: The Motorway.

The Motorway is a story from level 7 of the Oxford Reading Tree, the most widely
used graded reading scheme in the UK. In this story, Biff and Chips, the brother and
sister who feature in all of the core stories, go to visit their grandmother, who lives in
a rural area. They find this normally cheerful character depressed and anxious,
because she has received a letter informing her that the riverside area across from her
house is going to be concreted over to become the foundation for a motorway
extension. Biff and Chips decide to try to cheer her up by going out and picking her a
bunch of wild flowers. When they present it to her, she sees that it contains a flower
she has never seen before, so she and the children go to the library to consult a book

about wild flowers in order to identify it. They discover that the flower belongs to a
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rare and endangered species. Consequently, the plans for the motorway have to be

cancelled in order to protect its habitat.

In Spring 2006 1 observed a student-teacher conducting a group of children through
the reading aloud of this story, each child reading a paragraph until, with some help
from the teacher on the sounding out of unfamiliar words, the book was finished. The
teacher then asked the children a series of questions about the events that had
occurred in the story. The children supplied correct answers. The teacher asked if the
children had enjoyed the story, and they said that they had. The teacher then assigned

the children the next book in the scheme to read, before calling another group over.

I later asked the student-teacher how she felt that this lesson had gone, and she said
that she was pleased that the book had been at an appropriately challenging level for
the groups and that they had enjoyed it. She made no mention of what I considered to
be the ethical paradox at the heart of the book, a recognition of which I would argue
is essential to the comprehension and appreciation of this story. From the standpoint
of the environmental concerns that would be embraced by most people in primary
education, it is clearly wrong that the children should have picked wild flowers, yet
this very act of innocent eco-vandalism is the plot device which brings about not just
a happy resolution for Granny, but the preservation of the flora that the children have

inadvertently damaged.

My dismay that the complexity inherent in the simple story was not taken up by the
student-teacher arose not just from the lost opportunity for the children to talk about
the rights and wrongs of picking wild flowers, but the lost opportunity to develop
insights into some of the ways in which fiction works. Again, the student-teacher
appears to see the text as an object to be reconstructed and enjoyed, but not talked
about in the sense of being explored and integrated into a wider vision of literature
and its links with living concerns. I am aware that my comments here could be
interpreted as a supercilious ‘that’s not how I would have done this lesson’, but I
would argue that the episode represents how the prioritisation of accuracy and

coverage can limit the learning potential of texts and talk.
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1.2.5: A jam session

This episode occurred while I was observing a very experienced Edinburgh teacher,
who later became a participant in this research project, during an earlier visit to her
school. She was teaching a class of P1 children on a morning when the prescribed
lesson plan from the City of Edinburgh literacy policy demanded that children read
the two sentences below from the board. One of the children had misread the final

word as ‘sock’, and the following conversation ensued:

TEXT

Sam put the lid on the jam.

He put the jam in the sack.

DIALOGUE

T: He didn’t put the jam in his sock, he put it in the sack, but ’'m wondering,
why he did that?

Ch: Perhaps he was going on holiday.

T: Oh, maybe he was, and he was taking it along for a treat.

------------ {unison reading}

T: All I can say is I’'m glad he put the lid on first, or there’d be an awful mess
in the sack. I wonder what kind of jam it was?

Ch: {mingled responses}.. raspberry .... strawberry.... apricot

T: That’s my favourite. Any others? You can make jam out of anything - any
kind of fruit that is.

Ch: {mingled responses} ....peach .... plum

T: Lovely.

Ch: Carrot jam!

T: That would be interesting...

Ch: {mingled responses} cabbage jam .... lettuce jam... pea jam ... q jam ...
Ch: Mrs. Lawson- you know my favourite is letter jam!

{laughter}

T: Oh dear - let us get on with our reading.

{louder laughter}
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As with student B in the first example, the teacher here actively encourages the
children to speculate about the text, as if she is trying to help them to bring interest
and coherence to potentially dull sentences whose composition is determined not by
considerations of creative storytelling, but as exemplifications of the graphophonic
relationships to be taught. The outcome of this invitation to make creative, text-life
links is a chain reaction of playful associations as different types of fruit jam morph
into different types of vegetable jam and then, via a pun on p/pea, into jam made out
of letters of the alphabet. The first two words of the teacher’s ‘let us get on with our
reading’ appear to be interpreted by the children as a pun on both “lettuce” and
“letters”. It is as if the children are jokily mingling the graphophonic subject matter
of the lesson - sounds and letters - with the meagre semantic content of the isolated
sentences, to create a surreal metalinguistic cuisine. The vigour and suppleness of the
language play going on here attest to the readiness with which children are able to
turn the driest text into what Sipe (2000, p 268), glossing Bakhtin (1986), refers to as
‘a platform for children's creativity, becoming a playground for a carnivalesque
romp’. Although there is much evidence in the literature that language play has
educational benefits (Crystal 1998; Cook 2000; Roskos & Christie, 2001), the extract
exemplifies the subversive and potentially anarchic nature of such play, and therefore
the threat that it might be seen to present to the achievement of tightly prescribed

curricular goals.

1.3: Summary

To summarise, my observations in schools have convinced me that there is an
important struggle played out in early years reading instruction between the urgent,
policy-driven imperative to help children read prescribed texts accurately and
fluently, and the less urgent, but no less important, policy-neglected imperative to
allow children to express their own ideas and to help them reflect critically,
creatively, collaboratively and playfully on what they read, connecting it to other

aspects of their lives.
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Although I have highlighted instances where the power structure of the classroom
and the policies which impinge upon it restrict children’s talk, it is important to note
that for dialogue in the sense of exploratory, learning-directed talk to flourish, a
balance of both centripetal and centrifugal forces is essential. Excessive
centripetality creates a teacher and policy dominated regime of rote-reproduction;
excessive centrifugality creates classroom chaos. The literature reporting on
dialogue-based teaching programmes (see for example Mercer and Littleton 2007,
Alexander 2005, Wells 1999) suggest that the teacher’s role is indeed to maintain a
central focus while attending and responding contingently to learners’ contributions;
the learners attend to the teacher, but also to each other as they comment, challenge
and suggest changes of focus. But even this assignation of the centripetal to the
teacher and the centrifugal to the learners is an oversimplification: there are episodes
in the data to be discussed here where the teacher’s tangential diversions from the

matter of the text have been refocused by children’s comments®.

Individual teachers have different levels of awareness of this struggle between
centripetal and centrifugal forces, but all of them are inevitably involved in it, and go
about attempting to resolve it in different ways. The purpose of the research project
is to investigate the particular ways in which a small group of teachers strive to
encourage dialogue while at the same time following policy, teaching skills, and

maintaining classroom control.

As teachers’ practice is in itself a product of the interaction between their own
professional beliefs about how teaching should be conducted and what policy and
specific circumstances pragmatically demand of them, I thought that the project

should begin with a preliminary investigation into this interaction.

Accordingly, my first research question is:

? Bakhtin (1981) argues that every spoken exchange, and, indeed, every utterance,
inevitably involves the interplay of the centripetal and the centrifugal. Every
utterance represents the speaker’s attempt to express a more or less definitive
meaning in words which are inhabited by the usages of previous speakers. This will
be further discussed in the next chapter.
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What do the teachers say about the conflicting factors involved in encouraging

dialogue during their reading sessions?

My second (and central) research question is:

To what extent and by what means do the teachers encourage dialogical
interaction in their management of the centripetal and centrifugal forces at work

in the discourse of their reading sessions?

This question highlights certain ethical implications of the project. Buzzelli (1996)
argues that the type of classroom discourse used by teachers in early years
classrooms has moral implications, in that it plays a formative role in establishing the
stance towards learning that these young learners will carry with them throughout
their education. Much of the research to be cited in the literature review supports the
view that dialogic approaches can help learners at all stages of education to become
better at learning. Mercer and Littleton (2007), for example, are blunt in their

assertion that their programme of dialogue-based activities:

... can make an important contribution to the development not only of children’s
language and communication skills, but also to their reasoning and learning.
p 141

They also make the point that:

The nature and value of exploratory talk is appreciated, albeit implicitly, by
many people, perhaps most. Yet it remains an elusive occurrence in many
encounters when it would be a useful tool (and not only in schools, or amongst
children).

p 141

If this is the case, it seems desirable that the process of dialogue about reading should

occur not just between children, and between children and teachers, but also between
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teachers, and between teachers and researchers. Accordingly, my third research

question is:

What do the teachers have to say about the value to themselves of the process of

analysis that my research has subjected them to?

The research is in three phases. The first phase seeks to discover the beliefs held by
the teachers about literacy and dialogue, the second to investigate how these beliefs
are applied during the conduct of reading sessions, and the third to share the
outcomes of the first two phases with the teachers, and to engage them in discussion
about the value of my investigation and of their own participation in it. Therefore the
research, as well as investigating dialogue, strives to be dialogic in itself by
encouraging all the participants, starting with the adults, to engage in interactive
reflection on their own practice. My hope is that it will help us all consider

possibilities for doing things differently and better.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

My central research question concerns the centrifugal and centripetal forces which
encourage and impede the emergence of dialogue between teachers and children in
eight early years reading groups. In the following pages, I will try to show why I
regard dialogue as a desirable element of both classroom talk generally, and
discussions during reading instruction in particular. I will also discuss some criteria
for assessing the quality of talk in relation to the task of helping children to read,

converse and learn.

The review will present an account of the relationship between talking, learning and
literacy. As there is some interesting but potentially confusing overlap between the
usage of certain terms used in describing classroom talk, I will begin with a brief
account of my understanding of the similarities and differences between two of the
most widely used of these: dialectic and dialogue. This account should, I hope, throw
some light on my subsequent use of these and other terms, but will not attempt to
divest them of their provocative ambiguity. My argument is, in short, that
Vygotsky’s more centripetal (dialectic) emphasis and Bakhtin’s more centrifugal
(dialogic) model represent two essential aspects and directions in talk within the
context of learning to read, and that overemphasis on one or the other can be

limiting.

I will then provide a brief summary of research into the factors involved in individual
language development (learning to talk) followed by a summary of research into the
socio-cultural relationships between speech and learning in school settings (talking to
learn). In the final section of the review, I will try to relate historical and
contemporary issues in reading instruction to the foregoing sections on talk (learning
to read). Throughout, I will attempt to link key concepts to my description of group
reading set out in the introduction, and to the research questions guiding the

investigations reported in the rest of this document.
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2.2 Dialectic and dialogue

In this section, I will outline a simplified and selective historical background to the
usage in education of these related but, in some important contexts, distinct terms.
The contexts I focus on here are the educational implications of the ideas of Lev
Vygotsky (1896-1934) and Mikail Bakhtin (1895-1975). This is because in recent
decades these ideas have become very influential in the field of educational
discourse. I will refer to both Vygotskyan dialectic and Bakhtinian dialogue in my
comments on the reading group discussions I observed. I present here a provisional
disambiguation of these concepts, but in the rest of the thesis will inevitably re-
ambiguate them in referring to the various contemporary advocates of ‘interactive
teaching’ or ‘exploratory talk” who have sought to claim ownership of either or both

terms.

2.2.1 Dialectic

From an historical perspective, both ‘dialectic’ and ‘dialogue’ have been used to
denote philosophical arguments between interlocutors holding different opinions.
The dialogues of Socrates, as recorded by Plato, are the best known examples. The
word dialectic can be defined as the underlying method of truth-seeking, the
dialektike tekne or ‘art of debate’, (from dialegomai 1 converse, discuss, dispute)
which structures the sequence of exchanges constituting the actual spoken dialogue.
The structuring consists of the posing of a problem, and the elicitation, by question
and answer, point and counterpoint, of the participants’ beliefs about the problem. In
Socratic dialogue, Socrates leads the process as ‘midwife to the truth’ rather than
teacher, helping his interlocutors to detect their own errors. The exchange of
assertion and counter-assertion exposes conflicts and contradictions in their beliefs,

leading, ideally, to the refutation or correction of the faulty position (Scott, 2003).

Dialectic is therefore an educational process. Its key feature is a socially constructed,
incremental homing-in on confusions and contradictions between propositions, and

the subsequent resolution of these problems in the acceptance of a more logically
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defensible position. Its goal is to bring the disputants to a shared understanding,

closing the argument with agreement or synthesis.

It is important to note that consensual synthesis, the felos, or ultimate aim, of the

dialectic, 1s not necessarily achieved in the actual dialogue, not even in the Socratic
dialogues recorded with inevitable artistic licence by Plato, which often end with
Socrates’ initially confident interlocutors feeling confused, or even angry. The point
relevant to my project here is that any system of educational discourse, if it is to
maintain authentic attention to what speakers actually say from turn to turn,
inevitably comes up against what the novelist and philosopher Iris Murdoch has
called ‘the rough contingent rubble’ of human consciousness (Murdoch, 1993, p17).
The inchoate, centrifugal messiness of passion and prejudice is seldom quite

controlled by a centripetal insistence on rational consistency.

Because the term dialectic labelled the underlying structure of rational argument, its
application gradually broadened to denote the process of logical reasoning in general.
Furthermore, because the historical aim of this process is the acquisition of truth
about existence, the term also became associated with the interaction between human
reason and the reality, ‘out there’, that human reason seeks to comprehend. It is in
this sense that the term came to be used in modern philosophy. With Hegel, the
‘dialectic is expanded to explain the entire progress of historical development, albeit
understood in idealistic rather than materialist terms as the development of Geist

(mind or spirit) (Singer, 1983).

Hegel’s dialectical idealism became the foundation for Marx’s dialectical
materialism. As a Young Hegelian, Marx accepted the account of history as a
teleological progression towards higher states of organisation, each state the result of
the resolution of contradictions in earlier states. However, Marx, in his own words,
‘turned Hegelianism on its head’ by arguing that the process is not grounded in self-
reflection by an ultimately impersonal Geis?, but in human action applied to an actual
physical environment. In the Marxist dialectic, humanity acts on the world and

changes it, and in turn is changed by the economic and ideological forces which are
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produced by these actions. Crucially, Marx asserted that interaction between
humanity and the world generated tool-use, the faculty constituting the ‘species-
being’, or very essence, of what it is to be human. And as a result of the dialectic
between physical action and its social-psychological consequences, the tools which
humanity used to shape and make things came to include the social-psychological

tools of culture and language (Marx, 1970).

It is through Vygotsky’s application of the tool-use aspects of Marxist dialectic that
this rather metaphysical conception of dialectic returns to the realm of educational
discourse between teacher and learner. Vygotsky’s basic premise is that thought and
language begin as separate faculties, but, through the dialectical process of
socialisation between child and carer in the early years, speech becomes internalised,

and thought verbalised (Vygotsky, 1962).

For Vygotsky, the spoken word, consisting of material events, such as muscular
articulation, neuronal activity and the trajectory of vibrating air molecules between
speaker and listener, was just as much a physical tool as a hammer or sickle, a fact

disguised only by the transience of the word in spoken discourse.

The patterns and functions of external dialogue shape and develop thought, and the
‘higher mental faculties’ that result from this activity are then available to inform
speech (spoken and written) between individuals and groups, thus furthering cultural

progress. Vygotsky believed that:

... In mastering nature we master ourselves. For it is the internalization of overt
action that makes thought, and particularly the internalization of external
dialogue, that brings the powerful tool of language to bear on the stream of
thought. Man, if you will, is shaped by the tools and instruments that he comes
to use, and neither the mind nor the hand alone can amount to much ... And if
neither hand nor intellect alone prevails, the tools and aids that do are the
developing streams of internalized language and conceptual thought that
sometimes run parallel and sometimes merge, each affecting the other.

(Bruner, in Vygotsky 1962 p. vii)



34
Like both Hegel and Marx, Vygotsky believed that the dialectic operates between the

individual and the culture of which he or she is a part.

Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the
social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people
(intermental) and then inside the child (intramental). This applies equally to
voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All
the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals.
(Vygotsky, 1978 p 57)

Vygotsky’s account of the dialectic has clear educational implications, and since his
work began to spread beyond the boundaries of the Soviet sphere following the
translation into English of Thought and Language in 1962, his ideas have become

increasingly pervasive in educational discourse (Wertsch, 1991; Lee & Smagorinsky,

2003).

Much contemporary discussion of the role of collaboration and support in the
classroom can be traced to the idea that cognitive tool-use implies the need for
cognitive apprenticeship, a concept captured in Vygotsky’s maxim, ‘What a child
can do with help today, he or she will be able to do independently tomorrow’ (1978 p
90). The child’s apprenticeship is served within that child’s Zone of Proximal

Development (hereinafter ZPD) for specific tasks, a concept defined as:

... the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem-solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers.

(Vygotsky, 1978 p 86)

It is important to point out that for each child, the ZPD is a set of socio-psychological
spaces, localised in real classrooms and other cultural building-sites, that will vary
for the child according to the specific task that needs to be mastered, and the nature
of the support that is provided by teacher intervention and/or peer collaboration.
Bruner (in Vygotsky 1962) uses the metaphor of a ‘loan of consciousness’ from the
adult or peer to the child, which acts as a ‘scaffold’ to support the child’s

internalisation of knowledge until it can be used independently as a mental tool.
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The main means of scaffolding in classrooms is spoken discourse, aimed towards

... achieving common understanding through structured and sequenced
questioning, and through ‘joint activity and shared conceptions’ which guide,
prompt, reduce choices and expedite handover of concepts and principles.
(Alexander, 2000, p 527)

We can witness this process every time we observe a teacher help a child sound out
an unfamiliar word, draw an inference from a text, or construct a critical response to
an author. I will discuss further classroom applications of these ideas in the ‘Talking
to Learn’ section of this review. In the meantime I wish to summarise the main
features of Vygotskyan dialectic in order to identify similarities and differences
between it and Bakhtin’s conception of dialogical discourse, another Russian model

which has become influential in educational circles in the last few decades.

Vygotsky’s account of the development of consciousness, based on his empirical
research into children’s problem solving, is an attempt to apply Hegelian and Marxist
dialectic to children’s learning and development. It retains the teleological impetus of
these earlier systems, in that the transmission of expertise in the ZPD is aimed at the
enculturation of the child, and, reciprocally, the advancement of the culture to which
the educated child contributes. The aim is always ever ‘higher mental processes’ as
tools for the ever greater mastery of culture over nature. The process is convergent,
or centripetal, in that the job of the mentor in the ZPD is to narrow down
uncertainties and bring the learner to the same standpoint as an expert cognitive tool-
user within the culture. However, the enhanced competence of the learner once this
standpoint has been achieved affords opportunities for further refinement and
elaboration of both the child’s thinking and the culture of which he or she is a part. It
1s important to recognise that teacher-pupil interaction can be exploratory or
heuristic, even though this was under-developed in Vygotsky’s account (Moll, 1990).
Centripetal process can provide a foundation for more centrifugal thinking or
speaking processes in which learners are able to refine and elaborate both their own
thinking and the culture of which they are a part. However, the danger also exists

that initiation through schooling into more constraining centripetal forms of thinking
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and speaking can become part of the learner’s habitus, and therefore have long-term

limiting effects.

The main implication of all this for the research project is that the forms of discourse
that the child participates in (or is subjected to) in the classroom, become forms of

thinking, including forms of thinking about reading. As Wood remarks:

Talking to others and being addressed by them are destined to become mental
activity as the child ‘takes on the role’ of others and holds inner dialogues with
himself. The form that this dialogue takes depends upon the characteristic ways
in which the child talks to and controls others, and in turn, is talked to and
controlled by them.

... social interaction and such experiences as talking to, informing, explaining,
being talked to, being informed and having things explained structure not only
the child’s immediate activities but also help to form the processes of reasoning
and learning themselves. The child learns not only ‘local knowledge’ about

given tasks but, gradually, internalizes the instructional process itself. Thus he
learns how to learn, reason, and regulate his own physical and mental activities.
(Wood, 1998, p165)

2.2.2 Dialogue

Dialogue is a far more frequently encountered and, at first glance, more
straightforward term than dialectic. As Lefstein (2006) remarks, it is also a word
with very positive and commonly agreed connotations, but no clear agreement about

its denotations:

Like ‘community’ ... ‘dialogue’ feels good. Even prior to agreeing what it
means — or perhaps because agreement has not yet been attempted — there is a
general consensus that ‘dialogue’ is beneficial, an ideal worth striving toward,
and that it doesn’t happen as often as it ought.

(Lefstein, 2006, p 2)

Amongst the connotations that the word evokes are those of openness, plurality and
an active, respectful, engagement with others. All of these meanings are central to

the thinking of Mikail Bakhtin, whose work on the relationships between dialogue,
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culture and identity has recently become influential, or at least popular, in the field of

literacy education.

Bakhtin’s account of the relationship between discourse and consciousness is
grounded not in empirical psychology, but in meditations on the nature of
communication, particularly in relation to aesthetic experience and literature. His
work is based on the realisation that individual consciousness requires the presence
of, and interaction with, a permanently distinct and different ‘Other’ in order to create

awareness of the open boundaries of the self.

In what way would it enrich the event if I merged with the other, and instead of
two there would now be only one? And what would I myself gain by the

other's merging with me? If he did, he would see and know no more than what
I see and know myself ... let him rather remain outside of me, for in that
position he can see and know what I myself do not see and do not know from
my own place, and he can essentially enrich the event of my own life.

(Bakhtin in Cheyne and Tarulli, 1999 p12)

It follows from this that our very existence is grounded in dialogue:

The single adequate form for verbally expressing authentic human life is the
open-ended dialogue. Life by its very nature is dialogic. To live means to
participate in dialogue: to ask questions, to heed, to respond, to agree, and so
forth. In this dialogue a person participates wholly and throughout his whole
life: with his eye, lips, hands, soul, spirit, with his whole body and deeds. He
invests his entire self in discourse, and this discourse enters into the dialogic
fabric of human life, into the world symposium.

(Bakhtin 1984, p 293)

According to Bakhtin, the external voices by which we come to know ourselves and
the world do not speak in a unitary language, but a 'heteroglossia' of stratified and
differentiated speech genres, reflecting and refracting the perspectives and interests
of groups such as social classes, occupations and ages. Set against the diversifying,
centrifugal tendency of heteroglossia, there is always a centripetal pull towards the

‘monologic’ imposition of a dominant meaning.
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In each epoch, in each social circle, in each small world of family, friends,
acquaintances and comrades, in which a human being grows and lives, there
are always authoritative utterances that set the tone ... which are cited, imitated
and followed. In each epoch, in all areas of life and activity, there are particular
traditions that are expressed and retained in verbal vestments: in written works,
in utterances, in sayings, and so forth. There are always some verbally
expressed leading ideas of the ‘masters of thought’ of a given epoch.
(Bakhtin, 1986, p 88-89)

As thought itself constitutes a 'hidden dialogicality', this implies that every text and
textual encounter, every social exchange and individual thought, is a product and an

expression of the struggle between heteroglot and monologic voices:

... stratification and heteroglossia widen and deepen as long as language is
alive and developing ... Every concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves
as a point where centrifugal as well as centripetal forces are brought to bear.
The processes of centralisation and decentralisation, of unification and
disunification, intersect in the utterance.

(Bakhtin 1984 p100)

Bakhtin makes a distinction between authoritative discourse and internally
persuasive discourse as a measure of the relative strength of these two forces. In
authoritative discourse, the monologic voice predominates (though it can never
completely silence heteroglossia): 'it demands our unconditional allegiance' (Bhaktin
1994, p 78). On the social plane, this is the language of political and religious
dogma, or of a command curriculum; on the psychological plane, it is unquestioning
faith, compliance or the dictates of conscience. Internally persuasive discourse is
more open to reservation and negotiation; on the social plane it corresponds to forms

such as advice and debate; on the psychological to reflection, doubt and critique.

Bakhtin agrees with Vygotsky that individual speech and thought is grounded in the

internalisation of social dialogue.

... the unique speech experience of each individual is shaped and developed in
continuous and constant interaction with others’ individual utterances. This
experience can be characterized to some degree as the process of assimilation —
more or less creative- of others’ words. Our speech ... is filled with others’
words, varying degrees of otherness or varying degrees of ‘our-own-ness’,
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varying degrees of awareness and detachment. These words of others carry with
them their own expression, their own evaluative tone, which we assimilate,
rework, and reaccentuate.

(Bakhtin, 1986 p 89)

So, for Bakhtin, internal speech, that is to say, thought itself, is ineluctably double-
voiced — our words are partly our own and partly somebody else’s - and external
dialogue with others is essentially unfinalisable. Every utterance is a rejoinder to
every preceding utterance in a particular tradition of discourse. Moreover, every

utterance is characterised by addressivity:

'from the very beginning, the utterance is constructed while taking into account
possible responsive reactions, for whose sake, in essence, it is created"
(Bakhtin, 1984, p87).

Thus, utterances always imply refutations of, agreements with, supplements to, and
other types of comments on preceding utterances, while at the same time anticipating
the response of the addressee. Just as the first speaker in an argument ‘is not, after
all, the first person to break the eternal silence of the universe’, any eventual
agreement, or any termination of a dialogue in real time, ‘is actively responsive, and
constitutes nothing other than the initial preparatory stage of a response’ (Bakhtin,

1986 p 69).

This contrasts markedly with the Vygotskian dialectic, which is ‘basically a co-
operative enterprise aimed at ever greater agreement’ (Cheyne and Tarulli 1999 p13)
exemplified by the progress of learners, guided by the monologic voices of their
mentors, through the ZPD towards a consensual view of reality. Cheyne and Tarulli

summarise the contrast thus:

... a very basic difference between the Bakhtinian and Vygotskian notions of
dialogue hinges on the status of the other and the relationship between the self
and the other. In the Bakhtinian version the distance and difference of the other
is not only retained but deemed essential. It is in the struggle with the difference
and misunderstanding that dialogue and thought are productive and that
productivity is not necessarily measured in consensus. Vygotsky, on the other
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hand, emphasises the need for interlocutors to occupy the same epistemological
space, and how communication strives for congruence.
(Cheyne & Tarrulli 1999 p 13)

2.2.3 The Vygostsky — Bakhtin dialogue

The differences of emphasis between Vygotskyan dialectic and Bakhtinian dialogic
have been rather glossed over by proponents of collaborative and exploratory talk in
education, who tend to use the term ‘dialogic’ to refer to peer and teacher scaffolding
of learning through talk (Alexander, 2005; Skidmore, 2006). The thrust is therefore
mainly Vygotskyan, though Bakhtin is often recruited to emphasise the struggle
involved in finding one’s own voice in the voices of others, or in striving to come to
a shared perspective, particularly when classroom discourse takes the form of
discussion between peers with little or no teacher scaffolding, or when the purpose of
the discourse is to talk and listen without necessarily coming to a conclusion
(Skidmore 2000; Alexander 2005). Others have been more critical of the conflation
of their ideas (Wegerif, 2005, 2007; Matusov, 2007).

Matusov, in particular, expresses some scepticism about the relevance of Bakhtin, a
literary scholar, to education, pointing out that much of what has to be taught and
learned in classrooms is ‘just there’. Propositions like 2 + 2 = 4, he argues, do not
require ‘internally persuasive discourse’ for their appropriation’. He reminds us that
the notion of a struggle between internally persuasive and authoritative discourse,
and other Bakhtinian concepts, were forged in the context of meditations on the
anguished dilemmas faced by Dostoyevskyan characters like Raskolnikov and the
Karamazovs. This seems a long way from the child’s struggle for accurate word-
identification, speculations on the embryogenesis of a chick, or disagreement about

the fate of a stolen sausage.

3 Some Maths educators would dispute this, arguing that mathematical propositions
are just as contingent on culture and history as those of literature (Brown, 2001).
Langer (1989) for example, problematises the ‘obviousness’ of 1 +1 =2 by
presenting the example of two lumps of blu-tac being rolled together.
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At first glance, the Bakhtinian resistance to closure and resolution does seem
antithetical to common classroom literacy practice as I presented it in the
introduction, determined as such practice is by policy, timetabling and
accountability. The classroom teacher is bound by these brute realities to aim for
closure at the end of every lesson or group-session, and, even within these teaching
periods, to achieve a series of small closures consisting of mutual understandings of

everything from letter names, through word pronunciations, to text interpretations.

At the end of a lesson, the children should, of course, have acquired knowledge and
skills that they did not have before the lesson began, or at least have consolidated the
knowledge and skills that they did already had. In Vygotskyan terms, they should
have acquired new tools, or at least sharpened and practised the use of old ones.
However, it seems reasonable to expect that at the end of the lesson, in the simplest
terms, they should also go away with something to think about. To stay with the
Vygotskyan metaphor, if the lesson has provided them with tools, it should also have
provided an impetus for open-ended speculation about what to use the tools on and
for. There is a link here with the dialogic perspective: authoritative discourse in the
ZPD provides the means for internally persuasive discourse in the learner’s zone of

independence.

Although the Bakhtinian dialogue deems complete consensus impossible, and rejects
the notion of a teleological progression towards a state of finalised higher
consciousness, it is not nihilistic. Bakhtin asserts that the appropriation of other’s
words, followed by the gradual elaboration of those words for our own purposes in

dialogue with others, affords ‘ever newer ways to mean’ (Bakhtin 1984, p 51).

Relating this back to literacy, and anticipating some of the points to be made in the
Learning to Read section, we can state that some aspects of literacy have a more or
less ‘just there’ quality to them. On a gradient of ambiguity, these aspects would
include the names of letters, the complex but specifiable relationships between
spelling and pronunciation in English orthography, and the slippery but roughly

agreeable-upon meanings of many words. There are as well, other things that are less
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specifiable. These include the connotations that particular words have for individual
readers, the multiple inferences that might be drawn from certain words on the page,
and all of those aspects, such as authorial intention and the consequences of texts,
that come under the heading of critical literacy, a term that will be discussed further

in the Learning to Read section.

Returning to our Egg and Sausage examples might help to throw some light on how
dialectical and dialogical perspectives on these aspects of literacy might be related.
The episode of the child inquiring about the chick embryo is one which lends itself to
a Vygotskyan approach. There is a definite answer to the child’s question. The
teacher is unsure of the answer, but she knows how to use the tools which will find
the answer. In helping the child to use them, she can satisfy both the child’s
curiosity, and induct her into general strategies for finding information from texts.
(She could also of course simply find the answer herself and tell the child.) This is
not a case where Bakhtin’s notion of internally persuasive discourse has an
immediate part to play, although the child is enabled to formulate all sorts of other
questions as a result of her work with the teacher in the ZPD. The authoritative
discourse by which she acquires information-finding tools, eventually and
potentially, empowers her to enter internally persuasive discourse with the whole

universe of non-fiction genres. She has acquired ‘ever newer ways to mean’.

Now let us recall the second child’s dialogue with text and teacher about the fate of

the sausage. Note that her exact words, underlined here,

‘They should have put in the end, ‘they could all share it’ ... Yes they could —
it should’ve said on the last page — it should be ‘they shared it’

show that she is aware that somebody (‘they’, an indefinite pronoun for one or more
authors) has made a decision about how the story will end. Her use of modals,
particularly her shift, mid-clause, from ‘could’ to ‘should’ in the second half of her
utterance, expresses her strong opinion that this decision is wrong, and that she has a
better idea. The child has initiated a dispute with the monologic voice of this

prescribed text. Her perspective is less authoritative, in the order of educational
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power, than the official one, but it is no less authorial, in Bakhtinian terms. It is not,
however, definitive. It could be offered for aesthetic evaluation to her fellow readers,
some of whom might prefer the brutal finality of the original; it could also be related

to similar stories concerning theft or the survival of the fittest.

I am aware that all I have done in the above paragraphs is to present redescriptions of
the data (Rorty, 1989), borrowing Vygotskyan or Bakhtinian vocabulary in order to
give the episodes a particular colouring. I have used the theories to provide merely a
retrospective interpretation of what has already happened, but little that would count

as useful guidance for a teacher seeking ways to conduct discourse in the classroom.

There is a more general problem here. The theories described so far have proved
influential in certain sectors of educational research, and, to a lesser extent, in
practice. Theoreticians can provide inspiring, even visionary, accounts of the way in
which a universe operates, but the process of moving from an ontology — a particular
account of the nature of existence - to a set of pedagogical strategies which can be

empirically supported is highly problematical.

Thus, when Bakhtin asserts ‘the dialogical nature of reality’, he is making a
statement about his vision of the universe (and thus also about human
communication), but he is not directly advocating one way of doing education over
another. His work is grounded not in education but in literary and aesthetic theory.
His profound interest in both the philosophical and scientific developments of his
youth, including, respectively, a neo-Kantian rejection of Hegel and the advent of
relativity theory, inspired him to extrapolate his reflections on dialogue to a universal
scale (Holquist, 2002). Although he was a widely experienced and accomplished
teacher himself, and did indeed write a single unfinished paper on how to teach
children to use conjunctions in complex sentences (Bakhtin, 2004; Matusov, 2004)
we can read off neither from this paper, nor from his more rhapsodic work, a

comprehensive set of suggestions for the use of language in education.



44
In attempting to derive a normative way of doing things in the classroom from an
account of the way things are in the world, we risk committing a pedagogical version
of the naturalistic fallacy: the tendency to take the characteristics of one’s preferred
version of reality as a guide to human action. This is to fail to recognise the
difference between fields, or that there may be specific requirements of a learning
process which are needed to provide the foundation for higher-level learning or

action.

Pedagogy needs a more careful grounding than this, in empirical investigation. There
is extensive empirical evidence concerning the application of Vygotsky’s ideas to
education (Wells 1999; Lee & Smagorinsky 2000; Mercer & Littleton 2007;
Alexander 2005) and a lesser amount concerning Bakhtinian applications (Ball &
Freedman, 2004; Skidmore, 2000: Matusov 2004, 2007) In the next three sections of

this review, I will summarise some of this research.

On the other hand, I wish to suggest that empirical evidence alone will not settle
questions about how best to conduct classroom discourse, or any other pedagogical
matter. As Cook (2004) has asserted, living classrooms resist reduction to finite sets
of variables that can be investigated objectively. Furthermore, one of the variables
that must affect research, I would argue, is the researcher’s own vision of how things
should be. Vision, in both its literal and figurative senses, involves aesthetics, and it
is difficult to free oneself from the attraction of images and metaphors from theory
that appear to give an aesthetically satisfying account of reality from one’s own point
of view. Dialectic, understood as inevitable progression, provides one such
metaphor; I find the Bakhtinian concept of unresolvable dialogue more convincing. |
am aware however, of what Stard (1998) has called the dangerous effects of
‘choosing just one metaphor’ for learning. Holquist (2002 p 117) refers to Kant,
Hegel and Bakhtin as ‘lyrical thinkers’, a term which suggests the Syren-like
attraction of certain ideas. The rest of the literature review will present perspectives
that picture learners as explorers, negotiators, navigators, creative constructors and
so on. The challenge will be to maintain a dialogue between such satisfying pictures

and the evidence arising from actual observation of real children in real classrooms.



45
2.3 Learning to talk

In this section, I will summarise some of the suggestions that have been made about
the conditions that facilitate children’s learning to talk in the pre-school years, and
will discuss any implications that might inform the development of children’s spoken

language in the classroom.

2.3.1 Associationism and Innateness

A traditional view of language development is that children learn to speak their first
language by listening to adults and reproducing their sounds in progressively more
accurate approximations. The children make associations between spoken words and
the objects to which they appear to refer, and their early efforts to imitate are guided
and refined by adult feedback. Theories based on associations, imitation and
reinforcement have had a long history, and retain some influence, in spite of the fact
that they can explain only a sliver of the spectrum of language use (Bohannon and

Bonvillian, 2009).

An influential challenge to associationism began in 1959 with Chomsky’s review of
Skinner’s Verbal Behaviour. Chomsky argued that the speed with which infants
become able to understand and deploy complex language, and the similarity of the
stages of development between different children learning different languages, could
not be explained on the basis of the input that these infants received from the

linguistic environment.

Borrowing a concept from Plato referring to the inadequacy of empirical experience
for explaining the universality of human concepts, Chomsky asserted that learning
from ambient talk, the performance of speech in real situations, could not account for
the competence that people acquire to produce a potentially infinite number of well-
formed, rule-governed sentences, because of the ‘poverty of the stimulus’ (Chomsky
1988 pp 3-4). Speech in real situations, he argues, is generally not well-formed, but

full of errors, incomplete utterances, false starts and idiosyncratic usages. Lightfoot
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(1982) likens the expectation that children could learn language from the talk that
surrounds them to the expectation that one could learn how to play chess by

observing a game in which a large but unspecified number of moves breaks the rules.

Chomsky’s alternative explanation is that the capacity to use language is a species-
specific innate endowment, analogous to the capacity of other species to fly or spin
webs. Just as a spider is equipped with the genetic pre-programming and anatomical
equipment to do the latter, the child is equipped with a ‘language acquisition device’
which enables him or her to construct language. The ‘LAD’ is a component of the
‘mind-brain’, which processes imperfect input from the world of language use and
somehow derives generative rules governing the structure of grammar. These rules
act as hypotheses underlying the child’s early attempts to communicate, eventually

enabling children to comprehend and produce the sentences of the ambient language.

Miller (paraphrased by Bruner, 2006) described the choice between associationist

and innate theories of language as one:

...between an impossible theory that assumes we learn everything by
association (the facts deny it and the sheer arithmetic tells us that there would
be just too much to learn even in a dozen lifetimes), and, on the other hand, a
magical theory that says we already know about sentences before we start.
(Bruner, 2006, p7)

As Donaldson (1978) points out, neither associationism nor the theory of an innate
mechanism afford much importance to the activity of the child. Reinforcement in the
former and the operation of the LAD in the latter involve processes which happen to

a basically passive learner:

The old idea was that associations were built up in quite mechanical, automatic
ways. They were bonds between isolated elements. The person in whom these
bonds developed was passive. Something happened to him, and an association,
say, between a word and a thing was the result ...

Chomsky’s LAD is a formal data processor, in its way just as automatic and
mechanical as processes of an associationist kind. In go the linguistic data, out
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comes a grammar. The living child does not seem to enter into the business
very actively (not to say fully) in either case.
(Donaldson, 1978, pp 37, 39)

2.3.2 Interactionism

In more recent decades, interactionist accounts have emerged from research which
investigates the child’s attempts to make sense of the world in general and its
linguistic elements in particular (Gallagher & Richards 1998; Berko Gleason &
Ratner, 2009). These accounts do not deny that language is at least partially
determined by human biology; this seems undeniable given both the universal
similarity of language acquisition phases in individual children learning different
languages, and the synchronicity of development between brain function and speech
organs in human evolution (Pinker, 1997). Nor do interactionist accounts deny a role
for imitation and reinforcement: both processes appear to play at least some part in
early vocabulary acquisition (Dale 1976) and in the later mastery of certain forms of
complex syntax (Perera, 1984). However, interactionism emphasizes the social
aspects of acquisition, and in particular the active, and frequently proactive, role

played by the child’s own initiations.

Trevarthen’s exploration of intersubjectivity (1998) for example, used split screen
video-taping of infants only weeks old interacting with their parents to show that
gestures and vocalisations actually initiated by the infants evoke communicative
responses from the adults, which in turn elicit further responses from the infants. In
summarising a range of similar research, Crystal (1997) provides an engaging
description of how the child’s emergent capabilities and the mother’s (or other
caregivers') responses to them interact to shape gradually more complex forms of

dialogue:

The mother’s behaviour is not random. She uses a large number of questions,
followed by pauses, as if to show the baby that a response is expected, and to
provide an opportunity for it to respond... this cyclical pattern of speech and
silence anticipates the fundamental structure of older conversations.
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The mother’s utterances change as the baby’s vocalizations grow. At around 2
months., the emergence of cooing elicits a softer voice. Some time later, the
baby begins to laugh, and the mother’s voice become more varied in response.

(p241)

Iinteractionist accounts stress the importance for language development of contingent

adult responses to initiations from young children. As Wells (1984) remarks,

Children whose conversational initiatives are habitually responded to in ways
that indicate that their topics are of interest and relevance are more likely to be
strongly motivated to initiate conversations than those whose initiatives do not
receive such contingently appropriate responses.

(Wells, 1984, p 405)

The plainness of the point being made here is matched by that of Bohannon &
Bonvillian (2009) in summarising extensive research into the consequences of

contingent response:

... mothers who are more responsive to their children’s vocal behaviour
typically have children who show more rapid language growth.
(Bohannon & Bonvillian 2009 pp 235-236)

Typically”, these responses are conveyed in a register popularly known as
‘motherese’ (Newport, 1977) or, more formally, Child Directed Speech (CDS). This
differs from speech between adults and between adults and older children in a
number of ways. These include slower rate, exaggerated intonation, shorter and more
syntactically simple utterances, more frequent repetitions, the use of language play
and of non-verbal support such as pointing (Snow, 2006; Bohannon & Bonvillian

2009).

As children acquire gradually more complex language, the vocabulary and
grammatical structures used by the primary caregiver in conversation with the child

appear to track this level of complexity, remaining at or just beyond the child’s

* Typically, that is, for the cultural contexts in which the research has been
conducted.
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threshold of comprehension (Wells, 1984; Snow 2006). This ‘fine-tuning’ ensures
that the primary source of language for the child is at a level which is either
immediately understandable, or understandable in the context of the gestures, actions

and experiences in which the child and caregiver are mutually engaged.

Fine-tuning is also evident in typical adult feedback to immature child-grammar.
Overt correction and instruction is rare. Instead, caregivers respond to the meaning
of the child’s utterances. Those which are semantically faulty, that is, either untrue or
mistaken, are corrected. When the child makes a syntactic error, the adult commonly
responds with an amended form of the utterance, using its semantic content to model
the conventional form (Bohannon & Bonvillian 2009 p 245). This process of
recasting (Nelson 1989) has the potential to enrich the child’s vocabulary, syntax and

morphology without breaking the flow of the conversation.

All of this suggests that, in the discourse environment of the children who have been

studied, the stimulus is not impoverished, but rich and precisely targeted.

Moreover, as well as fine-tuned conversations with the primary caregiver, the child is
also likely to be involved, actively and passively, with a range of other interlocutors
in a variety of physical contexts. Depending on the child’s background, this might
include other members of the family, including the secondary caregiver, older or
younger siblings, playmates, and a range of other adults. The degree of
accommodation that these interlocutors provide for the child is, of course, variable
from person to person and situation to situation. It may be minimal or non-existent,
but there is evidence that such variability may in itself have a role to play in language

development.

Berko-Gleason (1975) formulated the idea of the ‘bridge hypothesis’ in response to
observations that fathers’ speech to their children appeared to accommodate less to
immature language than that of mothers. These observations were made of families
in which the mother was the primary caregiver and the father the secondary

caregiver, the latter thus being less familiar with the child’s interests and language
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patterns. Comparisons between mothers and fathers interacting with the same child
showed that although fathers did make many of the speech adjustments typical of
CDS, their discourse showed less responsiveness to children's utterances, a more

directive style, and a greater likelihood of conversational breakdown (Barton &

Tomasello, 1994).

Therefore, it is likely that children who experience regular interaction with both a
primary and secondary caregiver will experience two contrasting styles of
conversation. The first, with the primary caregiver, regardless of gender, may be
highly supportive and accommodative. Often occurring in the course of shared
physical activity, and thus accompanied by concrete sensory referents for what is
being talked about, it affords rich opportunities for the acquisition of phonology,
grammar, and vocabulary. Interaction with the secondary caregiver requires children
to adapt much more to their conversation partners. It may involve the children in
more cognitive effort in processing unfamiliar vocabulary and syntax; it may include
more demands for clarification; it may require more repairs of misunderstandings;

frequently, the topic may concern things which are not ‘here and now’.

If the secondary caregiver can be seen as a bridge for developing the communication
skills required in the outside community, then it is possible to conceptualize
conversational experience with a variety of partners as a series of bridges depending
on the degree of accommodation they provide. Barton and Tomasello (1994) for
example extended the notion of the "father bridge" to the “sibling bridge". In the
same way, it is inevitable that at school and in other social environments, the child
encounters different levels of discourse accommodation in interactions with a range
of peers and adults. This more loosely scaffolded, and hence more risky, form of
interaction therefore necessitates the development of pragmatic skill and knowledge:
the communicative competence required to put acquired linguistic knowledge into
action with less familiar partners in a range of social contexts: Bohannon &

Bonvillian (2009) state that:

Multiparty conversations allow children to hear more talk, hear greater
varieties of talk, and observe and assume different conversational roles. Such
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conversations require children to deal with participants’ varying degrees of
background knowledge and to be assertive and clever in finding ways to
participate.

(Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2009, p 211)

There are obvious implications here for school experience in general, and reading
experience in particular. Snow and Blum-Kulka (2002) for example, suggest that the
ability to take multiple perspectives in multiparty conversations aids text
comprehension. In the reading group, the varied voices of peers, teachers, and
classroom assistants are joined by the heteroglossic voices of a range of prescribed
and incidental texts. Each of these voices will vary in terms of accommodation and
familiarity. In learning to read at school, the child is confronted by, and participates
in, the voices of an immense multitude, with commensurate potential for harmony or

cacophony.

However, before considering in more detail the implications for education, it is vital
to emphasize that the child’s acquisition of language through interaction is not

exclusively a linguistically-centred process.

2.3.2.1 Shared action as the ground of participation in language

The child does not learn language just by being exposed to it, or just as a participant
in contingent, coherent discourse. Rather, exposure and participation are
concomitants of social activities aimed at satisfying a range of communicative and

practical intentions (Bruner, 1981).

The earliest of these intentions, according to Bruner, is ‘to achieve and regulate joint
attention with another’ (Bruner, 1981, p162). The establishment of eye-to-eye
contact between caregiver and child signals the beginning of intersubjectivity, or
shared focus of consciousness, a concept resembling Bakhtin’s notion of the
emergence of a sense of Self from awareness of the Other. Following an initial focus
on the caregiver’s face, ‘infants as young as four months of age will also follow the

mother’s line of regard outward to the surrounding environment’ (Bruner 2006, p10).
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From this turning of joint consciousness outwards, towards objects and events in the
environment, particularly those which signal changes of one kind or another (Dale,
1976), develop all of those adult-child flexible routines in which language is
scaffolded in the pursuit of shared goals. These range from simple pointing and
grasping as concomitants of referring and requesting, through to more complex
routines such as meal-times, bed-times, games and outings, each with its specific sets

of semantic, syntactic and pragmatic demands.

These flexible routines constitute a library of ‘scripts’ (Nelson 1989) or a set of

‘formats’, a term Bruner defines as:

... a constrained and segregated transaction between child and adult, with a
goal, a mode of initiation, and a means-end structure that undergoes
elaboration. A format provides a familiar locus in and a familiar routine in
which communicative intentions can be conventionalised and interpreted ...
Above all, a format is what frames communication and locates it in a particular
segment of reality where the child can cope well enough to steer his hearer.
(Bruner 1981 p162)

We will return to this idea in the next section, but at this point it may be useful to
acknowledge the similarities between Bruner’s definition of a format and the
conventional picture of a school lesson, or more specifically, the picture of a reading
session that I drew in the introduction. It may also be useful to emphasize the crucial
difference between format and traditional lesson expressed in the last ten words of
the quotation. In a traditional lesson, enabling the child to ‘cope well enough’ is
often the ‘end’ of the lesson in both a temporal and teleological sense. An
instructional objective has been achieved; the gift of competence or knowledge has
been handed down; the lesson is over. In Bruner’s account, ‘coping well enough’ is
the prerequisite empowerment of the child for an active role in continuous, open
dialogue aimed at ever greater competence in an ever wider variety of practical and

cognitive contexts.

Rogoff (1990) has called this type of dialogue ‘apprenticeship in thinking’. Her

research has shown how ‘guided participation’ in purposeful routines is a feature of
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learning contexts in many cultures. Guided participation shares the quality of
contingency observed in parent-child interactions in the ‘western mainstream’ family
contexts which have provided much of the data outlined above. However, Rogoff
stresses the fact that shared action is the matrix of language, and that the parent-child

dyad is not the only model of interaction:

In the concept of guided participation, I mean to include not just parent — child
relationships. But also the other social relationships inherent in families and
communities, such as those involving children, parents, teachers classmates
and neighbours, organised not as dyads but as rich configurations of mutual
involvement ... in guided participation children are involved with multiple
companions and caregivers in organised, flexible webs of relationships that
focus on shared cultural activities ... [which] provides children with
opportunities to participate in diverse roles.

(Rogoft, 1990 pp 97-98)

Wood (1998) reiterates the point that learning often occurs most effectively in the

context of doing other things:

Not all guided participation involves deliberate or explicit attempts to teach
and learn. [It] may occur when, for example, children set out to ‘help’ their
parents, or as they participate in everyday activities or in playful encounters
with siblings and peers.

(Wood 1998 p 102)

Wood’s allusion to the potential of playful encounters reminds us that practical ends
include recreational and affiliative ones. Children’s needs include both play and
friendship, two elements treated with great ambiguity in the context of the classroom
(see for example, Roskos and Christie [2001] on attitudes to play in the early years,
and Baines et al [2009] on friendship grouping).

2.3.2.2 Early literacy and play as contexts for talk

Bruner (2006; 1981) emphasises the importance of two specific types of flexible
routine, both of which have strong links to schooling, as being particularly generative

sources of language development. These are picture book sharing and imaginative
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play, the one typically originating in adult-child interaction, the other often
originating here too, but quickly becoming a feature of both child-to-child and

independent activity.

Looking at picture books together concentrates the joint attention of mother
and infant upon highly compressed foci of attention.
(Bruner, 2006, p 12)

As sources of representations of a potentially infinite number of alternative worlds,
picture books enormously extend the range of stimuli available as topics of
conversation between adult and child; ipso facto, they enormously extend the
potential for the contextually supported use of new vocabulary, syntactic structures
and pragmatic aspects of language use. Moreover, the linguistic and physical
routines involved in book-sharing — page-turning, the alternation of listening and
reciting, turn-taking at questioning and answering on the part of both adult and child,
labelling, predicting, and making aesthetic and empathetic comments - can act as
templates for later literacy experiences and for other forms of educational enquiry.
Furthermore, picture book sharing often involves strong elements of oral and
physical play — for example, in the form of action rhymes — that immerse the child’s
imaginative, emotional, linguistic and psychomotor capacities in the creation of what

Bruner (1986) has called ‘possible worlds’.

Play, according to Vygotsky, constitutes a self-proclaimed zone of proximal
development for the child. ‘In play, a child always behaves beyond his average age,
above his daily behaviour; in play it is as though he were a head higher than himself’
(Vygotsky, 1978, p102). Both Vygotsky and Bruner emphasise the rule-governed
nature of play, Bruner suggesting that ‘the tendency in young children not only to
pretend and to simulate, but to draw others into their pretence and simulation with

evident delight’ may have learning potential beyond the scope of language:

... pretend-playful situations become quickly organised into rules about
adjacency pairings, substitution, privileges of occurrence during the first half
of the second year. These rules have a generativeness well in advance of those
that govern speech in such ‘real’ activities as feeding, noise-making, etc. Could
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it be that language from a very early age functions as an hypothesis generator
about systematic possibilities?
(Bruner, 1981, p163)

However, the affiliative urge and the delight that Bruner cites as characteristics of
play can also lend themselves to the disruption of all things systematic. Language
play provides a vivid exemplification of how double-sided play can be in relation to

rules and regularities.

No sooner do young children acquire the patterns of language than they begin to play
with them, as if they are ‘re-playing’ such ludic aspects of CDS as exaggerated pitch
range, the use of 'nonsensical' and reduplicative vocabulary (dum-dum; wee-wee;,
bow-wow), and semi-linguistic vocalisations like clicks and coos (Crystal, 1998).
Children begin to engage in such phonological play from around the age of one,
often in spontaneous soliloquies which include onomatopoeic lexicalisations of
environmental sound (brumbrum, neenaw, wuff). An awareness of rhyme and a
readiness to experiment with it characterises the speech of children in their third and
fourth years. From this age, children will often home in on an 'accidental' rhyme in
conversation, then attempt to outdo each other in generating variants of the rhyme,

often producing strings of nonsense words in the process (Garvey 1977).

During the school years, language play continues to develop and diversify. Play with
morphological features of words has been identified in the conversations of children
as young as five (Garvey, 1977). Children collect and invent taboo and exotic words;
they deliberately misname everyday items and make up names for people and things;
they experiment with phonology through the use of play voices; they engage in
riddles and puns and knock-knock type jokes that juggle with the syntax and
semantics of everyday speech; they memorise rhymes and songs to mock a range of
pragmatic functions; they inherit play languages which are based on sophisticated
rearrangements of onsets and rimes; some children even teach themselves to talk

backwards (Cowan and Leavitt, 1982).
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All of this suggests that children exhibit what is evidently a global tendency to play
with language at all levels, from the phonological to the pragmatic. The Russian
folklorist Chukovsky (1963), a pioneer of research into children’s language play,
declared that the only children who do not appear to engage in these activities are
those who are either neglected or ill. Many of the games mentioned above require
quite highly developed metalinguistic awareness, relying as they do on facility in
manipulating semantic, syntactic and sublexical aspects of spoken and written
language (for a cross-cultural survey of such games, see Schwartz 1982). Children
are locating the rule-governed regularities of language, and pushing those rules to the

point of parody.

As Crystal (1998) and Cook (2002) have pointed out, this tendency and the
underlying skills involved would seem to have significant educational potential.
High levels of oracy and literacy require dexterity with language, and dexterity with
language is exactly what children exhibit in their linguistic play. Furthermore, as
Adams (2001) points out, language play has the potential to bridge the divide

between meaning and the rote manner in which phonics is often taught:

A child can parrot responses perfectly without having a clue as to what they
mean; however, a child cannot get a joke or answer a riddle without
understanding what it is about.

There is in short no reason in which phonemic awareness training should
increase classroom drill and skill .... It is about developing ... the attentional
and metacognitive control that renders unnecessary the drill and skill of
traditional phonics.

(p76)
In spite of this, linguistic play has traditionally been seen as something that children
should do in the playground rather than the classroom (Grudgeon, 2002). However,
much of the reading material that children encounter in the classroom is an
incitement to language play, either deliberately, in the form of playfully patterned
texts, or inadvertently, in the forms of texts like ‘Tim dug in the mud.” (Introduction,
Section 1.3) the dry solemnity of which invites mockery. As I suggested in the

introduction, teachers are understandably nervous of the disruptive potential of such
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mockery. Although the rhetoric of primary education typically extols the power of
play in the early years, the influence of policy, in literacy at least, is more conducive

to its suppression (Roskos & Christie 2001).

Before moving on to discuss this and related topics in the next section, I will
summarise the main points [ have made about learning to talk in the pre-school
years, and how these might relate to talk in reading groups in the early years of

schooling.

2.3.3 Summary

Psycholinguistic research suggests that all healthy children are born with an innate
capacity to learn language. In the course of childhood they are able to detect patterns
in the language around them and to generate and test their own hypotheses about

language use. However, as Wood (1998) reminds us:

Simply because the child is active, constructive and generative in his or her
recreation of language (and knowledge generally) it does not follow that others
cannot be more helpful and facilitative, or unhelpful and inhibiting, along the
way.

(pl41)

Research into adult-child interaction, mainly in Western mainstream family contexts,

has suggested that the following factors are facilitative of language development.

* Joint focus of attention: adult and child converse about a topic which is mutually
interesting. The topic might be a shared activity involving immediate concrete
sensory referents, or it might be a representational stimulus such as a picture
book. In such contexts the adult has the opportunity to scaffold the child’s
participation in conversation by modelling aspects of language arising from

stimuli which attract and maintain the child’s attention.
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* Symmetrical conversational rights: the adult does not dominate the conversation,
but instead supports the child’s participation through semantically contingent
responses. Children are responded to in ways that show that the adult is interested
in what he or she has just said. The adult interlocutor’s role is to extend the topic
initiated by the child, to work at clarifying meaning, and to pass the

conversational turn to the child in order to sustain his or her participation.

* Responsiveness of adult speech to that of the child: the complexity of the adult’s
contributions might be finely tuned to the child’s current level of development, or
it might be pitched somewhat beyond this, persuading the child to adapt to more
rigorous communicative demands. The adult may recast child utterances in a
different grammatical form, or expand and elaborate these contributions, or

prompt the child to do so.

* Tolerance and encouragement of the child's propensity to make playful or
idiosyncratic contributions to the conversation. The child's agenda is respected,
which involves a diminution in the power differential between adult and child,

and hence a greater readiness by the child to think aloud and at length.

* Beyond the adult-child dyad, opportunities to hear and converse with a range of

interlocutors while engaged in a range of purposeful activities.

The reading session at school has the potential for developing language, and hence
learning generally, in so far as it can provide the learner with the following

experiences.

* An effective joint focus of attention in the form of a book interesting enough

to capture and engage such attention from the learner and his or her peers.

* Comprehensible experience via the printed text, and the talk arising from it,
with novel forms of language: phonological, lexical, syntactical, semantic and

pragmatic.
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* Opportunities to talk with the teacher or other more experienced language
user who will support him or her through the ZPD towards the acquisition of

new skills and knowledge.

* Alternations of finely-tuned and more challenging ‘bridging’ responses to his

or her contributions from the adult and from peers.

* The opportunity to listen to and consider multiple individual perspectives on

the content of the text.

* The experience of entering the text, of responding to one’s own
‘ventriloquisation’ by the voices within it, as an initiation into new ways to

mean.

* Experiences of text which are integral elements of a wider range of

purposeful activities: instrumental, recreational and affiliative.

The opportunity to play with the possibilities afforded by all of the above.

I suggest that the facilitative relationship between literacy experience and language
development that I have outlined above is reciprocal; that is, the forms of language
use generated and sustained by the reading session are likely to assist the

development of literacy.

In drawing such implications however, one risks falling into another version of the

Naturalistic Fallacy. Attempting to judge, justify or formulate language practices in
schools on the basis of how language develops in non-institutional settings could be
as misconceived as trying to derive a pedagogy from the ontological principles of a

preferred philosophy.
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One response to this is that there is no such thing as a non-institutional setting for
language development. Families are as much cultural institutions as schools,
although, so far at least, much less heavily policed and policy-bound. The research
into learning to talk does not disclose ‘natural’ phenomena, but a huge and very
varied range of cultural phenomena, only a selection of which I have summarised
here. The question is not how well education should mirror nature, but whether or
not the factors facilitating language and literacy in a varied range of cultural contexts
will facilitate them in another range of more constrained and publicly accountable

contexts.

There have in fact been several attempts to formulate learning principles based upon
those derived from language acquisition (Halliday, 1994; Gee, 1995; Stubbs, 1996;
Cambourne, 2001). Some of the practical applications and outcomes of these will be

discussed in the next two sections.

Before leaving this section, I would like to reiterate three important points.

Firstly, the account I’ve given above is simplified, idealised, and based on culture-
specific evidence. The research base is observational and correlational, so from a
positivist perspective one cannot claim that the conditions of learning language I’ve
set out actually cause language to emerge. Nor are there any watertight reasons for
assuming that the conditions which might have proved effective in the early years at

home will continue to be effective in the later years at school.

Secondly, in focussing on the child as an active participant in discourse, | have
emphasised the role of his or her speech. The active process of listening on the part
of the child, as well as the adult, also appears to be a vital contributor to the
emergence of both spoken language and literacy. Snow (2005) reminds us that the
most powerful predictor of a child’s vocabulary in the early years is simply how
many words he or she hears in a typical hour. Extensive research into both
storytelling and teacher-exposition of interesting, child-appropriate subjects suggests

that these experiences are conducive to both motivation for reading and reading
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comprehension (Heath 1983; Perera, 1984; Norman, 1992; Larson & Peterson,
2003).

Thirdly, the processes outlined above all presuppose a supportive social environment
in which the adult is /istening out for the child, and the child has the expectation that

it is his or her right to speak out. Snow (2005) summarises this presupposition thus:

Considerable evidence suggests that adult recognition of and responsiveness to
children’s communicative intents is demonstrably helpful to children in
acquiring language. In fact, all of the factors mentioned in any standard review
of what constitutes helpful adult input to children — a child-centred style,
talking about a joint focus of attention, semantic contingency, provision of
expansions and clarification questions, and so forth — presuppose a social,
communicative, intentional child attempting to express his or her own intents.
In other words, it is the pragmatically effective child with the capacity to
express some communicative intents who creates the opening that adults fill
with social support.

(Snow, 2005 p 267)

As the next section and the rest of the thesis will suggest, children’s opportunities to
speak out in school are limited. The effects of this limitation may extend beyond
literacy and beyond the end of the learner’s school career. Baxter (2000) in the
course of reporting on research into the encouragement of ‘speaking out’ by girls in

secondary school, makes the following point.

“Speaking in public” is not just about the business of delivering a formal
speech or taking part in a political or academic debate, skill which perhaps
only a small proportion of students may need routinely in their future lives.
Rather, it also means the ability to make a convincing case to an audience; to
persuade other people to consider your point of view; to be able to resist and
challenge the spurious arguments of others; to confront people who may be
trying to bully or intimidate you; or to make an impact on public opinion.
Being able to speak out and be heard can empower people in a variety of
ordinary settings in which they might otherwise find themselves marginalised
or silenced, such as participation in a public meeting or inquiry; making a
complaint about shoddy goods or poor service; taking part in a job selection or
appraisal interview; being a member of a court jury, or dealing with
bureaucracy.

(Baxter, 2000, p27)
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Although such concerns may seem distant from the learning experiences sketched in
the introduction, it is at least a reasonable hypothesis that the skills, attitudes and
levels of confidence developed by the child in school experiences like the reading

session do affect the competence with which we address the demands of adult life.
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2.4 Talking to learn

In this section I will review findings into differences between adult-child talk at
home and at school, and will relate these to historical and institutional factors. I will
summarise objections to transmission teaching and the Initiation-Response —
Evaluation / Feedback structure which characterises it. I will describe some examples
of attempts to make teaching more dialogic, and examine some of the difficulties of
implementing these. Finally, I will try to summarise the dilemmas faced by the
classroom teacher in trying to resolve the tensions between transmission and dialogic
teaching, proposing that teaching children to read is an area of the curriculum in

which these difficulties are particularly marked.

2.4.1 Discourse at home and at school

The similarities and differences in spoken interaction at home and at school have
been the focus of much educational research. Using data from the Bristol Study of
Language Development, Wells (1981, 1986) showed that although many children
starting school have already become familiar with the types of interactional structure
they will encounter there, there are disparities between the two contexts in the
frequency of opportunities for engaging in certain types of conversation. At school,
children may not demonstrate the true extent of their communicative abilities. For
example, at school they have fewer conversational turns, make fewer requests, and
are less likely to ask questions, initiate interactions with adults, or have their own
contributions extended. They express a narrower range of meanings, using language

that is grammatically less complex than the language they use at home.

At least in part, this difference is the result of the demands of a context in which one
adult is responsible for directing the activities and behaviour of large number of
children (Wells, 1986). However, although it is true that the findings recorded in the
previous section about adult-child talk were made in contexts where the talk is one-

to-one or small group, the different scale of the classroom is not the only factor. A
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more fundamental cause is, perhaps, the radical difference in the purposes of adult-
child talk at home and at school. At home, adults’ talk to children does not usually
have a tightly structured pedagogical purpose. Though much of it may be aimed at
establishing routines, answering children’s questions and modelling vocabulary and
syntax, these functions usually arise from the child’s actions and talk, and are

therefore frequently responsive to various initiations from the child.

At school, it is usually the teacher who makes the initiations and the child who
makes the responses. The picture that emerges is of a relatively passive role for the
child in responding to a predominance of ‘display’ questions; that is, questions asked
by ‘a teacher who is not seeking to know something, but to know if you know
something’ (Edwards, 1992, p236). There is a marked asymmetry of rights between
children and teachers to choose topics, initiate interactional sequences, influence
turn-taking, and explore their own meanings. In short, children have little access to
the agenda (Richards, 1990). Alexander (2006) asserts that classrooms are too

frequently places where:

... teachers rather than children do most of the talking, where supposedly open
questions are really closed, where instead of thinking through a problem
children devote their energies to trying to spot the one ‘correct’ answer, and
where the supposed equality of discussion is subverted by ... the ‘unequal
communicative rights’ of a kind of talk which remains stubbornly unlike the
talk which takes place anywhere else.

(Alexander, 2006, p14|)

Historical and cultural factors contribute to these practices. Although talk has
traditionally been the medium of education, its main role has been as a teacher-
dominated input channel for curriculum delivery. The teacher transmits knowledge
by telling, interpreting or explaining, the learners listen, and are then required to
demonstrate that they have assimilated the knowledge by recitation of it. The
‘recitation script’ (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) has its roots in the memorisation of
sacred texts in the religious institutions which formed the foundations of educational
practice. In its purest form, it is seen when learners are required to memorise and

recite texts, spellings, definitions, dates, formulae, and number bonds such as
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multiplication tables. However, it is also the core processs at work when learners are
asked to express ideas ‘in their own words’. Often, this is merely a prompt to the
learner to provide an accurate paraphrase of the ideas transmitted by teacher or text
(Edwards & Mercer, 1987). Although these drill and rote procedures have been
defended as efficient ways, within a much broader talk curriculum, of building a
foundation of basic facts that require automatic deployment rather than reflection
(Alexander 2000) it is clear that for anything other than the reproduction of accepted

ideas, a more active role on the part of the learner is required. Wells argues that:

... it is not possible, simply by telling, to cause students to come to have the
knowledge that is in the mind of the teacher. Knowledge cannot be transmitted.
It has to be constructed afresh by each individual on the basis of what is already
known and by means of strategies developed over the whole of that individual’s
life both inside and outside the classroom.

(Wells, 1986, p 217)

So, even if we are satisfied with a goal of education as narrow as furnishing learners
with ‘the knowledge that is in the mind of the teacher’, the recitation script will not

achieve even this.

2.4.2 Challenges to transmission teaching

Objections to transmission teaching have had a long history. The most frequently
cited names in this tradition of dissent are, in order of the period of their writing,
Montaigne, Rousseau, Locke, Froebel, Montessori and Dewey (Cohen and Garner,
1967), but this litany can be extended backwards at least as far as the debate between
Plato (427-347BC) and Isokrates (436-338BC). Socratic dialectic, as represented by
Plato, aimed at the maieusis or rebirth of knowledge through the guided
reconstruction of innate truths. Isokrates is perhaps the earliest proponent of the idea
that experience is more effective than the transmission of skills and knowledge in

teaching students practical reasoning. (Muir, 2005).

In more recent times, transmission teaching and the recitation script have been

subjected to at least three decades of co-ordinated challenge from psychological and
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sociolinguistic research, informed by extensive classroom observation in both
primary and secondary schools (Alexander, 2006). The link between dialogue and
the development of both language and thought has been an abiding theme since the
popularisation in educational circles, from the 1960s onwards, of Vygotsyan theory.
This influence is however comparatively recent and vulnerable. For every move
towards more interactive teaching, there has been a counter-move towards more
traditional teaching’. Thought and Language, Vygotsky’s seminal text, although
written in the 1930s, was not translated into English until the 1960s. It is barely more
than thirty years since Wilkinson (1965) introduced the term ‘oracy’ to educational
discourse, and the pioneering work of Barnes, Britton and Rosen (1971)
demonstrated the importance of exploratory, loosely-structured discussion between

learners.

Vygotskian learning theory was at the basis of the influential work of Jerome Bruner
(1968, 1986, 2006) who extended its research base into mainstream schools in
American and the UK, applying the core ideas of collaborative learning into specific
curricular frameworks. At about the same time, work by sociolinguists in the UK (for
example Tough, 1979) was examining the role of teacher’s talk in classrooms and its
impact on learning. The Bullock report into education in the UK (DES 1975)
recognised the role of spoken discourse as a tool for thought in its advocacy of
‘language across the curriculum’. Between 1987 and 1993, the National Oracy
Project in England united educators interested in implementing these ideas through a
network of school and faculty based investigations into the use of dialogue in

classrooms (Norman, 1992).

In arguing for a more active role for the speech of the learner in the classroom,
supporters of these developments largely shared a critical attitude towards traditional

patterns of classroom talk epitomised by the Initiation — Response — Evaluation

> Typical examples of the rhetoric involved can be appreciated by comparing
Froome’s note of dissent within the Bullock Report (DES, 1975 pp 556-559) with the
official response to the Cambridge Review of Education (DfCSF 2009).
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(IRE) or Initiation — Response — Feedback (IRF)® cycle identified as the typical, and
intrinsically limiting, form of classroom interaction (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1978).
This pattern is deemed by its critics to set up a quasi- or pseudo-dialogue, in which
the teacher’s role is to elicit pre-taught knowledge and to reward its regurgitation,
while limiting the child’s contribution to constrained responses to questions which
are frequently closed and ‘inauthentic’; that is to say, the questioner already knows
the required answer, so the child’s response is for display rather than genuine

information.

Note that this critique is a portmanteau one: both the relative roles of teacher and
learner (initiator, responder, evaluator) and the form that initiation, response and
evaluation typically take (closed or knowledge-checking question; right or wrong
answer; positive or negative evaluation) are held to be both dominant and oppressive.
The widespread acceptance of this broad critique has lead to the castigation of the
IRE/IRF pattern becoming a shibboleth amongst educators committed to classroom

dialogue.

Certainly, both the dominance and the oppressiveness of IRE/IRF in parts of the UK
and USA at least have been consistently confirmed by research recorded over several
years (Dillon, 1990; Edwards & Westgate, 1995; Nystrand et al, 1997; Galton et al
1999; McPake, 1999; Smith et al, 2004). However, the way in which the pattern is

deployed need not be as monolithic nor as oppressive as this research reports.

The I (initiation) component of the sequence is frequently characterised as taking the
form of questions, variously described as closed, knowledge-testing, convergent,
lower order, display or inauthentic; however, it is of course possible for the teacher
instead to ask questions which are open, divergent, higher-order and authentic
(Wragg & Brown, 2001). Redfield and Rousseau (1981) in a meta-analysis of
teachers’ questioning behaviour, found that the use of open, stimulating questions

improved learner achievement.

% Seedhouse (2004) states that IRF is a British Usage and IRE American. Hereinafter
I will refer to the cycle as IRE/IRF.
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The teacher might also elicit a response by means other than a question, such as a
directive, comment or recitation. Van Lier (1996) indicates a range of possible

functions for the first term in the IRE/IRF:

... [it] can be used to make the students repeat something verbatim, to require
them to produce previously learned material from memory, to ask the
students to think and then verbalise those thoughts, and, finally, to ask them
to express themselves more clearly and precisely.

(Van Lier, 1996, p154)

Learner responses are not therefore necessarily bound to take the form of right or
wrong answers. In the context of reading sessions, for example, they might be
expressions of opinion, predictions about the story, comments on characters’ actions,
aesthetic responses to the text or link-making between the text and the learners’ lives.
The nature of the Initiation still, inevitably, constrains the content of the response,

but it need not exclude creativity or complexity.

However, it has been pointed out that merely changing the form or the cognitive
demands of a question, or other form of elicitation, does not in itself improve the
quality of discourse. A ‘higher-order’ question — one aimed at evoking critical
thinking or problem solving - does not guarantee a ‘higher-order’ answer (Dillon,
1990; Myhill, 2006). Such answers require that the Initiation be made in a context
where the learner has been given the expectation to answer more fully, and where he

or she is provided with the social and cognitive scaffolding to do so.

Much attention has been paid to the potential of the third term in the IRE/IRF
sequence for moving discourse beyond mere reproduction of knowledge. Wells
(1993) in re-evaluating the IRE/IRF sequence, notes that the function of the F-move
need not be limited to ‘feedback’, a teacher evaluation that closes the cycle, but can
also act as ‘follow up’: a prompting, probing or extending move that sustains learner
involvement. As with primary caregivers’ elaborations and recasts of young
children’s immature utterances, the teacher’s response can provide clarification and

extension of the learner’s contribution. The emphasis here is on keeping the
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conversation going rather than closing the exchange: by showing that the
contribution is valued, continued participation is supported. As Skidmore (2006)

points out, the teacher’s rejoinder to a student response can be used:

... to clarify, exemplify, expand, explain, or justify a student’s response; or to
request the student to do any of these things.
(Skidmore 2006 p65)

Van Lier (1996) also argues that it is the use to which the ‘the third phase’ of
exchanges is put which makes the difference between interactive and transmissional
discourse, a difference which will also affect the general climate for learning in the
classroom. This is echoed by Buzelli (1996) who makes a distinction between IREva
and IRExp in her discussion of the moral implications of classroom discourse. The
former type of move, in which the third moves evaluates the child’s contribution in
terms of whether or not it satisfies the teacher’s instructional agenda, ‘limit[s]
children’s opportunities to initiate and develop their own topics’ (p 519). The latter,
in which the third move expands the child’s utterance, can constitute an invitation to
the learner to participate in more extended and ‘authentic’ dialogue. She stresses the
ethical implications of this distinction. A preponderance of ‘Eva’ moves assumes the
child to be an empty vessel to be incrementally filled with deposits of knowledge, as
in Freire’s notion of he ‘banking concept of education’ (Freire 1970). ‘Exp’ moves
serve to enable the child to participate in dialogue on an increasingly equal basis. In
Freierean terms, ‘exp’ moves attempt to create ‘horizontal dialogue’ between
interlocutors of equal status rather than ‘vertical dialogue’ in which knowledge is
‘passed down’ from the learned to the ignorant. Note that these prepositional
metaphors are accompanied by a rhetoric evoking emotionally charged polarities of

oppression and liberation.

The notion of ‘authenticity’, called upon by Buzelli, Freire, Van Lier and others, is
however a difficult one. One approach to authenticity is to equate it with
‘naturalness’, the implication being that the more classroom discourse can resemble
‘natural’ conversation, the better it will be for the learner. Camborne (2001) for

example, argues that classroom discourse is most helpful when it serves the functions
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of enabling the learners to be immersed in language, surrounded by demonstrations
of its use, expected by adults to engage in these uses, given choices and
responsibility, encouraged to make gradually more accurate approximations to
mature language, and provided with supportive feedback by mature language users.
All of these conditions he derives from the Hallidayan model of language

development in natural settings as ‘learning how to mean’ (Halliday, 1975).

However, classrooms are not *natural’ settings. They are institutional locations for
the enculturation of large numbers of children by smaller numbers of adults. Cullen
(1998) suggests that classrooms have typical patterns of discourse that can be
regarded as ‘authentic’ relative to an educational environment. To an extent this is
inevitable: every social setting, from a pub to a courtroom, is characterized by
specific power relations between participants, mutual expectations about what
discourse within this setting is meant to achieve, and what variety of discourse is
‘proper’ to this situation. It is these relations and expectations that provide more or
less flexible frameworks structuring the variety of discourse that occurs. And, as

Seedhouse (2004) reminds us;

... there is no basis in communication or linguistic theory for characterizing
one variety of discourse as more genuine or natural than another, with the
exception of scripted interaction typical of films and television programmes.
(Seedhouse, 2004, p69)

He points out that the critique of IRE/IRF from advocates of ‘natural’ conversation
as a medium for instruction is undermined by the fact that this pattern, frequently
featuring display questions as Initiation moves, is very common in home
conversations between parents and children in the course of first language
acquisition, and is in fact common throughout, and beyond, instructional settings

regardless of cultural variations and historical change (Seedhouse 2004, p 73).

Seedhouse denies that ‘ordinary conversation’ can ever be the medium of instruction
(at least in L2 classrooms). He bases this on a definition of ‘ordinary conversation’

from Warren (1993):
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... a speech event outside of an institutionalized setting [italics added]
involving at least two participants who share responsibility for the progress and
outcome of an impromptu and unmarked verbal encounter consisting of more
than a ritualized exchange.

(Warren quoted in Seedhouse, 2004 p70)

From this he concludes that:

The only way therefore that an L2 lesson could become identical to ordinary
conversation would be for the learners to regard the teacher as a fellow
conversationalist of equal status rather than as a teacher, for the teacher not to
direct the discourse in any way at all, and for the setting to be non-institutional.

(p70)

While it seems clear that conversation thus defined cannot play an integral part in
instruction, the definition itself is self-confirming: if a ‘non-institutional’
environment is an a priori criterion of ‘ordinary conversation’, then, ipso facto, it is
futile to look for empirical evidence of it in institutions. Yet, observation does
suggest that discourse that sounds somewhat conversational can be heard between
teachers and learners in classrooms. Both the Egg and the Sausage episodes
described in the introduction are examples. Furthermore, ‘equal status’ of
participants is also a highly restrictive, and perhaps chimerical criterion: again, in
many institutions - factories, hospitals, sports-grounds - it is possible to hear
discourse between interlocutors of unequal status that sounds somewhat
conversational. I have used this phrase twice deliberately: although I accept that the
idea of the discourse of a lesson becoming ‘identical to ordinary conversation’ is
unrealistic, there are times when the management of turns and the choice of topics
are more equitably managed, suggesting that it is possible to aim for ‘conversations’
in which there is a greater symmetry of speaking rights and duties than is evident in
traditional IRE/IRF patterns, without the prerequisite of equality of status in terms of

knowledge and institutional power. According to Van Lier:

Equality refers to factors extrinsic to the talk ... symmetry refers to the equal
distribution of rights and duties in talk. More precisely, interaction is
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conversational to the extent that it is oriented towards symmetrical
contributions.
(Van Lier, 1996, p175)

An important point, to be returned to later, is that in both of the Egg and Sausage
conversations, which took place when teacher-monitored word-identification on the
part of the child had been suspended, and both interlocutors were speaking in a more
open-ended way about the semantic content of the text, the most intellectually
challenging Initiations were made by the six-year old learners. To return to Richards’
(1990) analogy of allowing children ‘access to the agenda’, the talk involved is still
within the agenda of literacy education, but it is as if the children are being given
permission by the teacher to raise issues under ‘any other business’. The important
point is that these might well be the issues of greatest importance for the children

themselves.

I have argued that while the IRE/IRF pattern can be oppressive, it is adaptable
enough to act as a bridge to more interactive discourse, particularly when the learner
is supported in his or her appropriation of the active role. Van Lier (1996)

summarises the position thus:

The IRF sequence, while it is effective in maintaining order, regulating
participation, and leading the students in a certain predetermined direction,
often reduces the student’s initiative, independent thinking, clarity of
expression, the development of conversation skills (including turn-taking,
planning ahead, negotiating and arguing) and self determination. ... On the
other hand, by exploring the different types of IRF available, by deliberately
pushing towards a participation orientation, clear thinking and precise
expression, and by moving away from a focus on display, repetition, and
regurgitation, IRF use may be beneficial in securing students’ engagement and
building a bridge towards more contingent forms of instructional interaction.

(p156)

I have already mentioned two examples of ‘different types of IRF[/IRE]” which
might bridge towards ‘more contingent forms of instructional interaction’. The first
type is the teacher-led exchange in which the third term builds upon the learner
response, extending it and/or braiding it into the ongoing chain of discourse. When

this happens, IRF/IRE is not so much a ‘cycle’, an instance in a linear sequence of
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closed triadic loops, but a part of series of ‘adjacency pairs’ or ‘paired utterances
such that on the production of the first part of the pair (e.g. question) the second part
of the pair (answer) becomes conditionally relevant’ (Seedhouse 2004 p17). As in
the cumulative steps in Socratic dialogue, the chain of adjacency pairs acts as a set of

stepping stones through phases of exposition (Van Lier, 1996, p186).

For example, in the extract below from one of the sessions in this study, the teacher,
conducting the reading of a fantasy adventure about a spaceship, is trying to get the

children to think about how space communication works:

T: What do you think they use the radio for?

Ch: Oh for listening to music.

T: Yes, but they have to be in touch with who if they’re in space?
Ch: The manager.

T: And who is the manager?

In both of the teacher E/F moves here, the evaluation doubles as an initiation. The
child’s R move is accepted, but in a form of words that encourages the child, or the
rest of the group, to reflect and respond anew. The E/F move is both backward and
forward facing, shaped by everything that has been said, and anticipating what is yet

to be said, a clear instance of addressivity,

The other type of more contingent IRE/IRF occurs when the child appropriates the I
slot and poses the question to the teacher, as in the child’s inquiry about the
development of the chick embryo in the Egg episode. Another example occurs in the
continuation of the spaceship sequence above, after the teacher has suspended

elicitation in favour of exposition:

T: If the spaceship left from Earth and then they’re in space, they have to be in
touch with whoever is looking after them in what’s called the headquarters on

Earth so that-
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Ch: How can it go down to earth if it’s in space?
T: Because the microphone picks up the voices — they’ve got very special

machines that do that.

Here the child takes the floor from the teacher, interrupting her mid-clause, without
making any kind of bid for approval to speak, in order to demand clarification. It is
notable that the teacher implicitly accepts the child’s right to do so, promptly
complying by attempting to provide the demanded clarification . Such instances are
not frequent in my data, but when they do occur they appear to be handled by the
teacher without fuss, as if she accepts that the work of classroom ‘meaning-making’
(Wells 1986) can be achieved through more ‘democratic’’ forms of discourse than
the default IRE/IRF. It needs to be emphasised that in my data the teacher always
reclaims the directive role within a small number of turns, usually by initiating an
IRF/IRE exchange linked to the text, but the fact that these episodes occur at all
appears to support the view that the pattern does not necessarily impose deterministic
discourse roles on teachers and children; rather, in the ways in which the participants
navigate between roles, they actively create possibilities for a more open pedagogical
context. The unmarked form in teacher-child interaction is teacher-led turn-taking, so
these episodes of ‘turn-breaking’ are significant. They represent the teacher’s
readiness to concede that turn-taking rules are permeable barriers between the mere

anarchy of free heteroglossia and the robotic sterility of scripted monologism.

As I have indicated above, in the data to be discussed in this report, these episodes
occur most frequently in relatively relaxed interludes between more teacher-directed
stretches of discourse devoted to convergent tasks like word-identification and the
recall of literal details from the text. They are analogous to what Seedhouse (2004)
refers to as ‘meaning and fluency and contexts’ in L2 classrooms, where, instead of
focussing on accurately producing L2 forms, ‘Participants talk about their

immediate environment, personal relationships, feelings and meanings, or the

7 Alexander (2000, p 521) warns that, *... apart from the polarities that it invites,
‘democratic’ carries other kinds of cultural and indeed nationalistic baggage which
makes it unsuitable as a descriptive term in the context of pedagogical research.’
However, in this context, the term seems appropriate.
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activities they are engaging in’(p111). It is evident that in these conditions
clarification or information-seeking questions from the learners themselves will be

frequent.

Nystrand et al (2001) argue that questions from learners have great potential for

transforming classroom ethos:

... student questions heighten the dialogic potential of classroom discourse, and
they are an important source of dialogic bids. Unlike teachers, students rarely ask
test questions, i.e., students almost never ask questions when they already know
the answer, but instead typically pose questions eliciting additional information
and/or clarifying something the teacher has said.

(p8)

However, in the context of the reading session, child initiations are not limited to
response-demanding-questions after the model of the traditional IRE/IRF. As in
more ‘ordinary conversation’, they can take the form of comments, such as those
made in the child’s critique of the Sausage story, which relate the story to their
personal lives, beliefs and feelings. In this context, the expectation set up by a
personal comment as the first utterance of an adjacency pair is that it will be met
with a contingent comment or question. Whether or not this expectation is fulfilled
depends on everything else that is going on in the session at the moment of utterance,

including the complex demands on the teacher’s time.

The Egg and Sausage episodes were dyadic exchanges, so the management of
interactional space was relatively straightforward for the teachers involved. As we
have seen with the Jam Session episode, in situations where several children
contribute comments in quick succession, and begin to comment on each other’s
comments, the predictable pattern of the IRE/IRF is not merely reversed, but broken.
This happens particularly quickly when children’s propensity for language play is
involved. It has been pointed out frequently (Garvey 1977, Crystal 1998, Cook 2000)
that such play often involves rapid, divergent chain-reactions of utterance and
response in which children seem to be seeking to out-do each other in extemporising
upon the focus of humour. The monologic alternation of teacher and child voices is

abandoned as the children assume localised management of a potentially limitless
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number of adjacency pairs distributed throughout the group. The default expectation
that all turns be passed through the teacher vanishes, and Bakhtin’s ‘carnival
laughter’, the volatile celebration of a festive and all-too-temporary power-reversal,
is likely to erupt. In these instances, teachers often show understandable alacrity, or

even anxiety, in their efforts to resume control as swiftly as possible.

In the final sub-section, I shall discuss possible causes for this tendency to revert to
the ‘safe’ IRE/IRF pattern, and the implications that this may have for transitions
towards more interactive forms of teaching, but for the time being it is as well to

suggest the most obvious cause.

Alexander asserts that ‘teachers have shared as well as unique biographies’ (2000,
p285). I believe that one of the most nightmarish experiences in this shared
biography is that of a class getting out of hand. In his research into teacher stress,
Kyriacou (2001) distinguishes between the immediate stress of dealing with difficult
classroom situations, and the longer term stress which occurs with the gradual
attrition of a teacher’s self-esteem; he asserts that dealing with unruly learners
inflicts upon the teacher a combination of both of these. An outcome of this
collective trauma is that many, perhaps most, teachers subscribe to the adage that ‘a
good class is a quiet class’. It would therefore require a lot of convincing evidence to
persuade teachers that the risk of allowing less constrained discourse is worth taking.
So far, all of my arguments for a more interactive approach to teaching have lacked
such convincing evidence. They have shared the weakness of leaping from a
preferred epistemological perspective to speculative pedagogical implications:
because [I believe that] knowledge is discursively constructed, pedagogy must

involve interactive discourse.

In the next sub-section, I will present a brief review of selected, evidence-supported
approaches that have been developed during recent decades for creating more
interactive classrooms without teachers having to lose control of their classrooms in

the process.
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2.4.3 Alternatives to Transmission Teaching

In an intervention study focussed on the clarity and effectiveness in conveying
information of the oral language of 15-17 year old adolescents in Scotland, Brown et
al (1984) reported significant and lasting improvements in previously under-
achieving learners. The improvements followed participation in as series of activities
in which the learners were required to listen to, evaluate and act upon each others’

speech rather than that of the teacher.

In the last decade and a half, several studies have indicated similar improvement
when learners are offered more extensive opportunities for taking the linguistic

initiative.

Nystrand (1997), reporting on a study of 400 lessons in American high schools, used
Bakhtin’s contrast between monologic and dialogic modes of discourse in his
evaluation. He found monologic patterns to be prevalent, especially in lower
attaining classes. The most effective teaching, in terms of actual test results, was
associated with autonomous but well-planned collaborative group-work, a higher
proportion of authentic questions, incorporation by the teacher of learner responses
into subsequent talk, and readiness by the teacher to allow learner contributions to
affect the lesson topic. It is important to note that these dialogical factors worked
interactively: for example, a high proportion of authentic questions did not in itself
improve effectiveness if these questions were unrelated to the lesson. Pedagogical
strategies associated with effective dialogue included reflective journals, peer-review

of learners’ work, and oral presentations by students.

In Dialogic Enquiry, Wells (1999) reported on work in Canadian primary schools in
which science education is approached by creating ‘communities of enquiry’, a
structured discussion approach adapted from Lipman’s Philosophy for Children
(Lipman, 1988). Science topics were selected by the teacher, but the children had a
degree of choice in the investigations they undertook. The teachers guided these

investigations, but endeavoured to maintain a facilitative role, in which guidance was
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contingent upon student progress. A key role for the teacher was to listen to the
students and help them to formulate their own questions. Promising results have also
been reported from a community of enquiry approach applied to a school-based

programme of critical citizenship in Scotland (AERS, 2008).

In Dialogue and the Development of Thinking, Mercer and Littleton (2007) report on
the Thinking Together project, which aimed to create ‘inter-thinking’ via teacher-
pupil and pupil-pupil dialogue. In project classrooms, children are taught about
exploratory talk, they agree ground rules for its use, and the teacher models and
monitors its application to the study of curriculum subjects. Results from research in
classrooms in the UK, Mexico, Holland, Japan and Spain, show that in comparison
with control schools, children in the Thinking Together classrooms do significantly
better in subject area achievement, verbal reasoning, and the quality of verbal

interaction in learner groups.

One of the most important influences in this field is Robin Alexander’s work on
patterns of classroom interaction across five cultures — those of England, the USA,
France, Russia and India — and his subsequent formulation of a model of dialogic
teaching (Alexander 2000, 2006). This model describes dialogic teaching as being:
collective, reciprocal, supportive, cumulative and purposeful (2007, p 29). The goal
is to encourage learners to ‘think aloud and at length’ in order to achieve ‘common
understanding through structured and sequenced questioning, and through joint
activity and shared conceptions, which guide, prompt, reduce choices and expedite
handover of concepts and principles’ (2000, p 527). The model has been trialled in
London, Yorkshire and other parts of Britain, and evaluation studies have indicated

similar outcomes to the Thinking Together project (Alexander, 2003, 2005).

Internationally, the Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking project (RWCT) has
been influencing educational policy and practice in the post-Soviet sphere since its
launch in 1998. The project aimed at increasing classroom dialogue through a
programme of structured activities, related to different areas of the curriculum, all of

which involve shared thinking and problem-solving through dialogue. An
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independent evaluation of the project, conducted in 2001 in the four sample countries
of Kirghizstan, Czech Republic, Latvia and Macedonia indicated that ‘RWCT
teaching behaviours are ... associated with higher pupil scores on critical thinking
assessments, scores that seem to be attributable to the facilitation of pupil-to-pupil

interaction ...” (American Institutes of Research, 2001) www.reading.org/rwct).

I will conclude this subsection with a brief outline of two strategies related directly to

literacy.

Reciprocal Teaching (Palinscar & Brown, 1984) is a well-established group-learning
strategy for enhancing reading comprehension. It replaces the traditional pattern of
comprehension instruction, in which pupils working independently answer questions
about texts, with a procedure in which groups of pupils collaborate by contributing
responses to a shared text. In each group, children read the texts section by section,
and after each section take turns at assuming the roles of predictor, questioner,
clarifier and summarizer. Evaluations of the strategy have shown that participants
score higher than controls in reading comprehension tests, and are more adept at

answering open-ended questions (Ozucks, 2003; Johnson-Glenberg, 2000).

Literature Circles (Daniels, 1994) is another well-established procedure in which
small groups of learners who have achieved a similar level of fluency discuss a
shared text, using protocols taught and monitored by the teacher. As in the adult
book groups upon which they are modelled, there is a great deal of diversity in the
ways in which literature circles are conducted, but the main attribute is that
discussion is driven by the learners’ questions and comments rather than the
teacher’s. King and Briggs (2005) and Allan et al (2005) summarize evidence from
teachers and researchers about the value of this practice in English and Scottish

schools respectively.

Skidmore (2004), in reviewing applications of dialogic pedagogy over the last couple

of decades, summarises his findings thus;
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... more dialogic modes of interaction, in which students play an active part in
shaping the verbal agenda of classroom discussion, can help them to secure
improved attainments in outcome, when compared with the results of teacher-
dominated transmission approaches. Furthermore, there are indications that a
shift to a more dialogic mode of engagement with learners may have a
redistributive effect, i.e., improving the quality of teacher—student dialogue has the
potential to bring about a general rise in achievement, but at the same time to
narrow the gap between those with lower and higher levels of prior attainment.
This is in keeping with an understanding of inclusion which sees the combined
development of all as the condition of the full development of each.

(p511)

All of the projects and practices I have outlined above have demonstrated clear
potential for interactive teaching in which the learner is allowed more symmetrical
conversational rights, and the teacher responds to the learner’s contributions by
attempting to integrate them into the discourse of the lesson, amending its direction,
or even its objective, if appropriate. None of them feature the abnegation of the
teacher’s responsibility for the planning of, and control over, the discourse, but they
all feature a real power shift in recognising the learner’s rights and the value of the
learner’s voice. Whether or not the exact features of any of these systematic
schemes, most of which have been trialled with older children who already have
some competence in fluent reading, are transferable to the early years literacy
contexts described in the introduction is a point I will return to at the end of the

literature review.

2.4.4 Factors inhibiting classroom change

A government-sponsored survey of teachers’ perceptions of their work, conducted in
England in 2001 (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2001), found clear signs of stress and
dissatisfaction linked to an intensifying workload and a sense of a growing lack of
control and ownership over what they were required to do in the classroom. Much of
this has been attributed to ‘innovation fatigue’ in a climate in which incessant
developments are imposed upon teachers from above (Hargreaves, 1994; Cohen and
Manion 2004). In fact, there is evidence that the late 20" century reform of much of
education into a regime of ‘targets, tables and tests’, imposed on education under an
increasingly aggressive performativity agenda, have exacerbated teacher stress and

disaffection throughout the Western world. Ball states that:



81

The key points of difference [between pre- and post-reform teachers ], or two
of them at least, are first, that these re-workings — these ‘post-professionalisms’
are ultimately reducible to exogenously generated rule-following, and second,
that they render professionalism into a form of performance, that what counts
as professional practice rests upon meeting fixed, externally imposed
judgements.

(Ball, 2005, cited in Menter 2008 p65)

Although, from a British perspective, this has been at its most intense in England, in
the last three decades Scottish teachers have also been subjected to externally
imposed reforms at both national and local authority level (Cassidy, 2008; Menter,
2008). A source of stress frequently referred to by teachers in the Scottish context is
the ‘cluttered curriculum’ (Reid, 2008). Amongst the most frequent causes of stress
identified by teachers are the administrative burdens of dealing with curriculum and
policy changes; an excessive and relentless rate of change; ‘performance anxiety’,
particularly in the face of government inspection; criticism by politicians, parents

and the media; and dealing with disruptive pupils (Galton & Macbeath, 2003).

In 1994, anticipating the acceleratingly centripetal control of education, Hargreaves
predicted the creation of a culture of dependency in which teachers would fall back
upon the use of externally produced materials and approaches imposed from without.
I would suggest that in addition to this, teachers might also fall back upon, or adhere
to if they have not ventured beyond it, a traditional, secure, didactic role, especially
in areas of the curriculum in which this role is sanctioned by externally imposed
policy. In the next section I will outline some developments in literacy policy which

do appear to grant this sanction.

I will close this subsection by mentioning another factor inhibiting change in

classroom discourse. For all that I have said about the potential centrifugal power of
child speech and language play, another major constraint on classroom interaction in
reading sessions is the child’s expectations of what role it is proper for them to take.

While researching for an earlier project on one-to-one reading sessions between
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children and adults (Hunt and Richards, 2001), I found the type of exchange below to

be quite common. The child here is reading a book to a classroom assistant.

Adult: What’s that word say?

Child: ... the

Adult: Good girl.

Child: ... the party balloons.

Adult: No, it’s just the balloons. Do you like balloons?

Child: (nods)

Adult: Well I’'m afraid [ don’t. I don’t like balloons at all in fact.
[4 second pause]

Child: (reads) ... the balloons.

Here the adult made a text-life link by volunteering personal information related to
the theme of the book. It was clear from the context that she had a piece of
autobiography to share, and her pause appeared to be made in the expectation that
the child would take up her remark. The child, however, ignored this opportunity,
and resumed the customary business of accurately reproducing the text. It is clear
that persuading children to converse about reading is not the straightforward business
it might appear (Greenhough and Hughes, 2002). What is needed is early, frequent
and consistent engagement in such conversation, so that children come to see talking

informally about their reading as an integral part of school experience.

However, talk which evolves under low constraints towards indeterminate outcomes
must appear to be a liberal luxury to teachers oppressed by termly objectives and
numerical targets. Finding the time and the confidence to encourage learners to ask
their own questions and find their own answers is likely to be especially difficult in
the area of early literacy, where anxieties arising from parental, political and mass-
media criticisms of schools’ achievements combine with theoretical strife about

models of literacy to make the teacher’s job very difficult indeed.

2.4.5 Summary
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In this section I have argued that transmission teaching has had a long history, and an
equally long tradition of dissent to it has thrived alongside. I have summarised
arguments that support the view that interactive teaching is more effective than
transmission teaching in both establishing skills and knowledge and in achieving
affective outcomes such as learner engagement and confidence. I have indicated that
several educational initiatives in the last twenty-five years, conducted with various
age-groups in a variety of countries, have supported this position. I have also
indicated that, during the same time-span, teachers’ work has been increasingly
characterised by tensions between externally imposed prescriptive policy and their
own professional judgement, and that the latter has been under sustained attack in
recent decades from the powerful voices of politics and the popular media. I have
suggested that in the face of this attack, some teachers might find security in
traditional didactic routines, especially if such routines are supported by external
policy. I will now consider how these factors relate to the task of teaching children to

read.

2.5 Learning to read

In this section I will argue that theories of reading which present this practice as the
application of a set of autonomous skills need to be augmented by a consideration of
the sociocultural contexts in which literacy develops, beyond the school as well as
within it, and of the place of individual learners within these contexts. I will also
argue that reading policy claiming support from an autonomous skills model risks
neglecting these contextual considerations, especially when policy takes the form of
a monologically prescriptive ‘one-size-fits-all’ system of instruction, particularly in
the early years. Given the constraints of the performativity agenda outlined in the
preceding subsection, such systems work against the cultivation of dialogic teaching

in literacy.
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As most people see reading ability as a competence essential for gaining access to

curriculum, culture and workplace, it is hardly surprising that there have been intense

debates about what it is and how best learners might acquire it. These debates, better

known in English speaking educational circles as 'the reading wars', tend to polarise

around the points represented table 1. I acknowledge that I have presented

polarisations for the sake of argument. The views of most practitioners might be

more accurately described as lying somewhere on a spectrum between the paired

positions set in Table 2.1 below.

Table 2.1: Positions on Reading Instruction

Reading is

Reading is

acquired naturally, in much the same way
as speech, through interaction with other

readers and writers.

a socially constructed and culture-specific

set of practices.

best acquired by steeping children in the
whole texts and authentic purposes to
which literacy is put in their own

communities.

like any other aspect of living language,
constantly adapting itself as the cultural

and technological environment changes.

a technology which needs to be explicitly
taught.

a hierarchy of universally applicable skills
that all readers operate regardless of

particular environments.

best taught by breaking the process of
reading into simple skills and subskills and
teaching them systematically and

incrementally.

based on relatively unchanging rules
governing the encoding and decoding of

spoken into written language.
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Though each of the pairs represents a tension between two ways of conceptualising
reading, no contradiction would be involved in subscribing to beliefs from both
columns on a pair by pair basis. Yet there is a tendency in the educational press, the
popular media and in informal literacy discussions to represent these choices as they
are in the table: one set clustering to the left and the other to the right. 'Left-field' or
‘whole language’ statements have come to carry connotations of child-centredness
and liberal or radical beliefs, while 'right field' or ‘decoding-emphasis’ statements are
associated with an authoritative curriculum and a conservative social agenda.
(Stanovich, 2000, presents a discussion of the evolution and a critique of the
implications of these perceptions.) The point of this observation is to emphasise that
discourse between reading researchers frequently represents not merely evidence-
based disagreements about how to teach reading, but an ideological schism expressed
in contrasts of rhetoric (Moorman, Blanton and McLaughlin, 1994). Thus, the
rhetoric of the 'right', as I have deliberately placed it in the table, is often
characterised by the vocabulary of accountability and methodological rigour; that of

the 'left' by the vocabulary of 'humanistic' concerns and social criticism.

In terms of pedagogy, the key point of dispute is the relative importance of word
recognition and meaning in the process of learning to read. A traditional and long-
established model of reading instruction (see for example DES 1975; DCSF 2008)
sees it as a process consisting of well-defined hierarchical stages. Learners are first
taught to decode graphic symbols into the spoken words that they represent.
Decoding is the foundation upon which later stages are built. These consist of
comprehension skills, stratified into progressive levels such as ‘literal’: the recall of
explicitly stated information, and ‘inferential’: the ability to use background
knowledge in order to discern information implied but not explicitly stated by the
author. A further ‘level’ of comprehension skills relates to the ability to bring one’s
own powers of judgement to the text in order to make evaluations about such aspects
as relevance, veracity and quality of expression. The Bullock Report (A Language

for Life, DES 1975, based on Douglas, 1973) refers to these phases in an influential
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metaphor, as ‘reading the lines, reading between the lines, and reading beyond the
lines’

It should be pointed out here that in English, the process of decoding, or ‘reading the
lines’ is particularly complex. English spelling represents the contemporary standard
pronunciation of many words, or at least the consonants within them, according to
predictable patterns. However, it represents the pronunciations of many others as
they were spoken by the learned classes living in the triangle of South-East England
between Oxford, Cambridge and London during Caxton’s day. It was during this
period, the fourteenth century, that the onset of publication began to standardise the
spellings of English words, just as the Great Vowel Shift, which was to radically
change their pronunciations, was underway (Barber, 1964; Crystal 2004).

English spelling also privileges the ‘deep’ morphemic structure of words over their
‘surface’ pronunciations, for example in word families such as sign, signature,
design, designate etc (Nunes and Bryant, 2004). Furthermore, the link between
graphemes (letters and letter-groups) and the sounds they represent operates at
different ‘grain sizes’, with complex rules applying at the level of both the phoneme,
or individual speech sound, and at the level of onset and rime within the syllable

(Goswami, 2008)°.

The sequence from word decoding progressively more complex levels of
comprehension, though long-established, reflects the ‘simple view of reading’,
offered by Gough and Tumner (1986) as an attempt to balance the perspectives of
decoding-emphasis and whole language approaches. It has recently been adopted in
England as the basis of a revised reading curriculum (DCSF 2006). The model states
that reading comprehension is the product of listening comprehension — the child’s

understanding of spoken language — and the child’s ability to decode;

¥ “The phoneme is the smallest unit of sound that changes meaning.” (Goswami
2008). For example, tree, three, through and true all have three phonemes, each
differing from its adjacent partner(s) by one phoneme. Within syllables, the onset is
any sound or sounds before the vowel, the rime is the vowel plus any sound or
sounds that follow it. In my example, words 1 and 4 and words 2 and 3 share the
same onset, and words 1 and 2 and words 3 and 4 share the same rime.
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RC=LCXD

Thus, both aspects are necessary but insufficient factors in creating reading
comprehension, and it is the interaction of the two that is effective. Clearly, there can
be no reading comprehension without recognition of what the words on the page
actually ‘say’; equally, being able to ‘say’ every word on the page without
understanding their meanings does not constitute reading in any useful sense. It is
possible, for example, for a monolingual English speaker to use his or her alphabetic
decoding skills to ‘read out’ every word of a text written in a graphophonemically

regular orthography like Spanish, without understanding any of it.

However, in practice, it is decoding that takes priority in terms of teaching, if not of
importance. (Stuart et al 2008). The simple model supports the common sense view
of the priority of word recognition skills as the precondition for reading. Word
recognition has to be automatic, or nearly so, for the comprehension of the text to be
possible. A reader who is struggling to decode the marks on the page into the
appropriate sounds will not have sufficient processing capacity to discern the
syntactic and semantic relationships between the words he or she eventually
produces, and to link them to background knowledge. Unless the learner is
reasonably fluent, short-term memory constraints determine that the meanings of
words already decoded will have been forgotten as the child struggles with the

meaning of later words. (Scarborough, 2001)

This position is often interpreted as implying that comprehension and critical skills
can and should be delayed until decoding skills are secure. The danger of thus
delaying personal engagement with the meanings conveyed by texts has been the
focus of much debate about policy initiatives which support this ‘phonics fast and
first’ priority. (See for example, Brooks, 2003, 2007; Stuart et al 2008; Wyse &
Styles 2007 on the revision of the English National Literacy Strategy towards this
policy. See also Watson & Johnston, 1998, 2005; Harrison 1999, and Ellis, 2006 on
the controversial Clackmannanshire synthetic phonics project which influenced

changes in England and in some local authority policies in Scotland.)
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The problem is that while lip-service is paid to the complementary roles of word-
recognition and comprehension, policy makers tend to give disproportionate
attention to the former in setting out in detail what has to be done in classrooms. For
example, the overview to the Rose Report on the teaching of early reading (DCSF

2006) asserts that:

... ‘high-quality phonic work’ should be taught systematically and discretely as
the prime approach used in the teaching of early reading. This means that
settings and schools should put in place a discrete programme as the key means
for teaching phonics. Importantly, the report makes clear that high-quality
phonic work is not a ‘strategy’ so much as a body of knowledge, skills and
understanding that has to be learned.

(p3, emphasis in the original)

This is followed by a lengthy list of bullet points declaiming how teachers must teach
phonics, including the stipulation that the programme should be ‘adhered to with
fidelity’ [emphasis in the original]. Although another bullet point stipulates that the
programme should be ‘part of a broad and rich curriculum that engages children in a
range of activities and experiences to develop their speaking and listening skills and
phonological awareness’ (p3) this is the only mention that the broader context
receives. The arguments against an over-emphasis on decoding in the early years

can be summarised thus:

* Such an emphasis risks demotivating children as they focus on isolated,
word-level and sub-lexical sounding-out in the absence of real reading
materials that demonstrate the relevance and applicability of this activity
(Cambourne, 2001, 2009). Moreover, children who have experienced such
materials at home or in pre-school contexts, for example as participants in
Bookstart programmes that supply children with appropriate literacy
materials from birth (Hall, 2001; Bailey et al, 2002) are likely to encounter a

discontinuity in the early years of their schooling.
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This isolated, word-level and sub-lexical activity neglects the social and
individual aspects of literacy use which motivate reading in real life. This

point will be returned to in the next subsection.

If reading instruction is largely confined to phonics and sight word
recognition, the relatively rapid skill acquisition which is often reported in
successful decoding programmes might mask lack of progress on the part of
some children in text appreciation, comprehension and critique. For example,
while the Clackmannanshire project showed significant gains in isolated
word-reading for its subjects, gains in comprehension were insignificant

(Ellis et al, 2006).

In programmes operating a one-size-fits-all policy, children who already have
decoding skills are denied the holistic application of them while they undergo
unnecessary instruction, thus wasting potential progress. Moreover, this
approach ignores evidence that different children process print in different
ways, some of them synthesizing information at the level of letters and
phonemes, others analysing information from words or longer stretches of

print (Chittenden at al, 2001).

Because decoding involves only the accurate reconstruction of the literal text,
if overemphasised in the early stages it might inculcate in children a mindset
for reading as reproduction, impeding the development of inferential and

critical skills (Cambourne, 2001, 2009).

The orthography of English is too complex for graphophonic decoding to
provide a reliable stratagem for identifying unfamiliar words. Furthermore,
the relationships between word identification and meaning making in reading
are far too complex for a single strand approach to be effective in facilitating

them (Goswami, 2008).
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Note that these objections only apply to reading policies which require children to
spend most of their time working at the word or sub-lexical level without regular
access to age-appropriate, meaningful texts, read with support from their teachers
and peers - for example, by unison participation in refrains or familiar phrases — and
discussed with their teachers and each other. Although one of the main motivators of
the current project was my anxiety that such policies were operating in many of the
schools I visited as a student supervisor, it is also evident that decoding through
phonics and whole word recognition can be taught in ways that connect with reading
for pleasure and information, and where memorisation of letter-patterns and word-
shapes is achieved through playful investigation rather than rote repetition (Lewis

and Ellis, 2006; Dombey et al 1998).

A more dynamic view of the interaction of word recognition and comprehension

factors in learning to read is presented by Scarborough (2001) in her metaphor of
reading as the braiding of ‘top-down’ processes, such as background knowledge,

verbal reasoning and oral vocabulary, with ‘bottom-up’ processes such as

phonological awareness, decoding ability and the sight recognition of familiar words.

In this model, both word recognition and language comprehension consist of cables
of woven processes which themselves intertwine as the reader looks at the page. The
more experienced the reader, the smoother the braid. To shift metaphors, the
interaction of graphophonic and cognitive factors is a dialogue between what the
brain tells the eye and what the eye tells the brain (Smith 1971). In relating this
model to reading difficulties, Scarborough re-asserts the importance of oral language

comprehension in the reading process:

... reading skill can also be seriously impeded by weaknesses in the
comprehension strands, particularly beyond second grade when reading
materials become more complex. Even if the pronunciation of all the letter
strings in a passage are correctly decoded, the text will not be comprehended if
the child (1) does not know the words in their spoken form, (2) cannot parse
the syntactic and semantic relationships among the words, or (